FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
305 EAST MAIN STREET
DURHAM , NC 27701
PHONE: (919) 682-5511

“We’ve Got the Fever”
A sermon by Cherrie B. Henry
Mark 1.29-39
February 8, 2009
It’s been some years now,
but I remember
sitting on the porch at St. Joseph Boy’s Home in Haiti
with a group of students,
listening to Fr. Desire, the first translator of the Bible into Haitian Creole,
speaking about his beloved Haiti.
What I remember best is a Haitian proverb he quoted to illustrate a point.
The proverb was simply,
“The fever is not in the sheets.”
The fever is not in the sheets.
Fr. Desire was talking about politics at that point.
In particular he was talking about political relations between the US and Haiti.
He was talking about
the endless ways in which we avoid the hard work.
“You can change the sheets, but that will not get rid of the fever,”
he said.
The fever is in us – not in the sheets.
We will not get better until we address ourselves.
The scripture lesson for today,
talks about the human fever.
It is first addressed directly with the physical fever Jesus heals
for Simon’s mother-in-law.
You know how it goes:
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Jesus and his newly called disciples arrive
at the home of Simon and Andrew.
They host Jesus into their house
only to find Simon’s mother-in-law sick with a fever.
It isn’t clear whether Simon and Andrew invite Jesus in
with the idea that he might do a little healing on
Simon’s feverish mother-in-law
or if that was something they happen to discover
only once they get there.
I imagine the scene much like the one that happened in my house last week
when our friend and computer guru, Ren
appeared at our door to pick up something,
found himself talking for a while and, probably before he knew it,
was drawn in by Andy to look at
an old Mac computer that was ailing. You know the rest,
30 minutes later . . . . unfortunately, Ren was not Jesus in this case,
but you know the situation!
However it happened, we know Simon pleads his mother-in-law’s case to Jesus.
Jesus is willing to oblique.
He takes the mother-in-law’s hot, fevered hand
into his cool, healing one
and Simon’s mother-in-law is restored not just to health;
but, as modern scholars are emphatic to let us know,
because it is theologically important;
she is restored to her place in the community!
She gets up and serves supper to the guest!
Some of us might have problems
with that notion of her getting up and serving supper.
Maybe is our fears of sexism raising it’s ugly head,
or maybe don’t like thinking of ourselves as being merely useful
and though we might value humility,
we’re a little fearful of the humiliation it can so easily tip over into
when servanthood becomes servitude.
Still, we should note
that Jesus is clear:
When one is saved servanthood is the joyous thank you;
a humbling and not humiliating act
good enough for girls and boys;
lifegiving work that we are called to be about.
Have you ever known that sort of serving?
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I think I have.
It happens when you’ve been trapped
physically with an illness in bed or
in some other more existential way
when there comes joyous release and you get up and do the most routine things-tasks you normally do and maybe even grump about—
only the don’t make you grumpy.
And you see, really see, how taking out the trash is a privilege!
Making supper is a joy!
We are freed to serve,
Paul says in the Corinthians passage for today.
John Calvin said
that if we are saved only
for our own sakes, then ours is a theology of selfishness.
We are saved to serve!
It is our easiest and most heartfelt thank you.
It is perfect freedom.
Scripture says the Jesus healed Simon’s mother-in-law
And she got up and served them.
The Greek word for servant used here is “diakonia.”
It is the very same word
that Jesus would use again and again
to instruct his disciples in the work they too are to be about.
Again and again, in Mark the servanthood of women
will model this ideal of Jesus.
First here with Simon’s mother-in-law serving a meal,
later to the woman who bathes Jesus’ feet with oil,
still later to the women who prepared Jesus body after the crucifixion.
Over and over again Jesus point’s to this work, this service
and tells the disciples that is the work they are to be about.
And that Greek word “diaconia” will become the root for our word “Deacon.”
It’s meaning continues even today in our office deacon.
But that brings us to another part of the story,
and other fevers.
For as the text goes on we find that Simon’s mother in law is not
the only feverish one around.
In fact, there is a whole city full of folks
who come to Simon’s door as the evening sun sets
in need of healing from fevers of every kind –
physical, emotional, mental, relational, communal, spiritual –
you name it. They’ve got it!
Jesus patiently heals many scripture says.
And the story then moves on.
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The sunsets and with the morning sun
we find that Jesus has slipped away to do a bit of praying.
And for the first time in the Gospel of Mark
we begin to get a look a
the fever with which the disciples might be suffering.
In Mark’s text
we find the disciples literally
hunting Jesus down.
Once they find him they are bold to interrupt his praying
to let him know that
“Everyone is searching for you.”
You can hear it in the text can’t you.
The disciples are feverish!
They want him back on the job and they him on it now.
They probably want to tell Jesus what to do too.
Those disciples have ideas and plans!
They want to direct Jesus.
Tell him who to heal and where.
And well, who can blame them?
I’ve certainly had such fevers, haven’t you?
Fortunately, they don’t get too far.
For Jesus is not going to be their wishing well.
He has something else in mind, something deeper
farther reaching, of more consequence.
In today’s lesson as surely as we find that Jesus heals,
we also find that Jesus has an agenda of his own.
It is his agenda that presses
those disciples on to the next village,
where he will again proclaim the Kingdom of God
and do more healing.
Jesus is always one step ahead of them.
Mysterious as healing itself.
Always leaving us wondering.
As this particular story closes we can find ourselves wondering
about the mixed bag the story gives us.
There is Simon’s mother-in-law fever cured
along with many others who came to Simon’s door.
There are others who obviously did not get close enough
to be healed.
And there are feverish disciples are on their way to healing,
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but a long ways from it at this point.
We don’t know what to make of such a mixed bag,
except to acknowledge that it seems to be so -- even today.
Jesus heals many fevers, some fevers are left unhealed
and there are other disciples who seem to be on their way to
better health even though their fevers are far from over.
And in the end friends,
whether we like it or not,
Jesus seems to have a different agenda
than we do.
Let me tell you a story that might illustrate what I mean:
In Campus Ministry, and in life in general
I am privileged to regularly watch fevers rescind.
There is one I watch annually
because it is so easy to see and monitor
happens around our spring break mission trips.
Mission trips are complicated. Let’s admit it.
The whole notion of serving another whether her or somewhere else
is from the beginning a set up for the
the fevers of pride and the desire to do too much, too fast,
for the wrong ends.
I can’t think of a single mission team
I’ve ever been on that hasn’t struggled with this particular fever.
Likewise, the countries where we travel are fevered with
corrupt governing officials, histories of injustice and violence, and
people whose self-esteem and despair of evident everywhere -and that says nothing of the physical fevers
that come with diseases like malaria, malnutrition, TB and AIDs.
All in all, you wouldn’t think much could happen
when you put two such sets of fevered people together except
that our woes would multiply and the human disease of sin would increase –
and history has proved, that can happen when we decide we are Jesus
rather than Jesus’ disciples – leaders rather than servants.
Still, when Jesus leads, I must testify that I have seen
a lot of fevers on both sides become cooled.
It happens then and there,
and sometimes it happens years later.
Let me give you just one example of what I mean.
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A few years ago,
one of my former students shared with me a bit of reflective writing
she had done for a Medical Ethics writing class.
By way of background you need to know that Susannah first went to Puentos de Cristo
(Bridges of Christ)
in Reynosa, Mexico as part of a mission team
of 27 Duke, UNC, and NCSU students.
The experience was important to her
and she went on to spend a summer between
her junior and senior years there
as well as, another year long stint as a Volunteer in Mission with our denomination
serving in Reynosa
before entering medical school.
The piece I want to read to comes from her experience as a medical student.
She writes:
[Susannah’s work – see bottom of sermon]
Susannah’s words speak to me of
a fever that is coming down.
It is perhaps not altogether gone away,
but it is definitely cooling
as she begins to see her identity and usefulness
much broader than that of just one more trained professional.
Her words also speak of another’s fever subsiding,
that of a dying Mexican woman whose illness
might have her believe that she was no longer useful in the world
but whose prayers and friendship with a young physician more than half her age
extends her quality of life while enabling the quality of care
others will receive from that same doctor in the years to come.
To many it might not seem like much,
but in a world where our very birth
can invite us into the world of an elite education
or third world poverty
it seems to me nothing short of a miracle!
Friends,
though we can’t predict, or manipulate it,
we know that Jesus can heal the fevers of our lives.
No wonder we’re hunting him down; searching desperately for him.
And friends he is not hiding nor is he running from us.
He does heal us – many, not all, but many.
And in the early morning
he slips away.
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And whether we got healed the day before or not,
we can all find him in deserted places praying for us.
We want to tell him what to do,
but that is not our place.
Our place is to follow him
on to other places and deeper understandings
of just how widespread this fever is.
How we to are stricken by it.
How many, many places it hides.
How many forms healing love can take.
We’ve got the fever ya’ll!
But friends I proclaim to you this day,
that this fever is not in the sheets and it won’t be in us forever either!
The Kingdom of God is at hand!
Jesus is on the move. And yes, some little “f” fevers are being healed,
but more importantly, the big “F” fever –
the fever of human alienation and sin – is going down.
And at long last the warmth we are feeling for once is not fever,
but rather the love of God and the fellowship of the Kingdom of Heaven!
Is anyone feeling well enough to make supper yet?
Amen.
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