The Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany, February 5, 2012
Isaiah 40:21-31; Psalm 147:1-12; 1 Corinthians 9:16-23; Mark 1:29-39
We are often kept in the dilemma of having so many competing demands for our attention that we might go through days and weeks wondering whether we have lived our lives faithfully.  Our children and family need us.  Our work makes demands upon us.  Even the church asks us for our time and energy in addition to our finances.  It is easy to become a “human doing” instead of a “human being.”  It is easy to become a “grumpy” human being with our spiritual resources becoming empty.  In our gospel lesson from Mark for today (1:29-39), Jesus reveals how he struggled with the same issues, yet found a way to be faithful.
Last Sunday, Jesus was in the synagogue in Capernaum when a man with an unclean spirit came to him.  He cast out the unclean spirit and the man was restored to being a child of God.  I identify the unclean spirit as the spirit of bitterness that infects our hearts and has the potential to take over our lives.  But in today’s lesson, Jesus with his new disciples goes to the home of Simon, with Simon’s brother Andrew and the two other fishermen, James and John.  And when they arrived, Simon’s mother-in-law who would have been the matriarch of the household was in bed with a fever.  At first one might think that the men were imposing on this poor woman by coming to her home.  Perhaps, they should help care for her.  But the men upon witnessing what happened in the synagogue, told Jesus about her, and they witnessed her healing.
Usually when I read this story, I am quite offended.  It seems to me that Jesus healed her so she might serve them.  But another way to look at it is that Jesus healed her, and she was restored to her rightful place, as matriarch of the household, so as a hostess she naturally served them all.

Simon’s mother-in-law is a positive example of what we are called to do when Jesus touches us, healing our estrangement from God and one another, and thus restoring us to our proper place as stewards of our own lives.  No matter who we are, once we are restored to our true selves as children of God, then the question for us is, “How may I use my life to serve God and my neighbor?”  In the case of Simon’s mother-in-law, she had a household to care for and serve.  This same question, “How may I use my life to serve God and my neighbor?” is one that Jesus will also have to ask and answer, which you and I will have to also ask and answer.

Quite naturally, word of Jesus healing the man with the unclean spirit and Simon’s mother-in-law spread, and people brought those who were sick with various diseases or possessed by demons for healing.  I imagine Jesus, the disciples and Simon’s family had other plans for the evening, but when those in need were brought to Jesus’ attention, he responded and cured many of illness, cast out demons without allowing the demons to identify him.
Jesus immediately had celebrity status as a healer.  He could easily have spent his life healing the sick and casting out the possessed.  This would have been a worthy calling for his life, but there was just one problem.  It wasn’t his calling.  When all around him were clamoring for him to remain and be a healer, Jesus needed some time alone to search his heart, so early in the morning as was his practice, he went to a deserted place to pray.

I have now been active in the ordained ministry of The Episcopal Church for over 28 years.  Over the years I and other clergy have found our vocation very challenging.  Despite our best efforts to be faithful to our calling to serve as priests, mostly leading and caring for congregations, there comes a time in our ministries when we need a break, to re-examine our hearts, so we may recommit to our vocation as priests.  Fortunately for Episcopal clergy we have a program called CREDO, in which we are invited to take some time away from our ministries and to pay attention to our vocation and our own needs.  I have participated in two such conferences and have found both of them to help me better discern the direction of my ministry.  We are encouraged to examine our hearts and imagine what we would like our lives to mean in the end.  What is most important to us?  What would we like to accomplish?  How could we best serve?  In the end, we are invited to write a BHAG, a Big Hairy Audacious Goal for the next ten years and for the rest of our active priesthood.  I am fortunate that I have had the opportunity to do this kind of discernment.  But you don’t have to go away for several days to do this.  Jesus did this kind of discernment in his daily prayer.  Jesus knew what his heart was telling him.  Jesus knew his vocation in life.
So when the disciples came looking for him and found him, they encouraged Jesus to respond to the urgent needs of the crowds.  Jesus could have stayed there, and people from far and wide would have come to him to be healed.  But that was not what he discerned for his life.  He discerned that he was to go and spread the message that the reign of God was near.  And while he did that he would also cast out demons, and heal those who were brought to him with compassion.

When the demands of our lives press in upon us, we are tempted to constantly respond to them and become empty and burned out, or we are tempted to block them out totally.  But Jesus showed us that there is a better way.  First, we must know our hearts, what God is calling us to do, and who God is calling us to become.  And as we seek to live out our lives faithfully responding to God’s call to us, we can also as needs arise respond with compassion to those we meet along the way, not doing for them what they must do for themselves, that is to discover their own vocation and to live with compassion for others.

So the first challenge for us is to discern our own calling in life.  A calling from God will persist in your heart and not leave you alone.  You will feel that something is not quite right until you live out your calling.  It doesn’t have to be grandiose to be a calling.  It can simply be to use the gift of your life to live in love and gratitude to God with others.  However, it is usually more specific.  In my case I want to become a wise and healthy priest, able to help others find their vocations, and to help raise up a new generation of leaders for the Episcopal Church, especially from communities of color.  And if you consider my ministry I have spent quite a bit of my energy doing things to help other leaders from Anti-Racism training to mentoring to assisting other less experienced clergy and lay leaders.
What about you?  How will you use your life to serve God and your neighbor?  Perhaps, you are too busy and preoccupied with all the demands on your life to have considered this question in a structured way.  But God is calling you.  God is calling you to be whole.  God is calling you to be a blessing, a gift to others.  God is calling you to live with faith, trusting God’s gracious goodness for your life in the here and now and through eternity.
Imagine yourself to be overwhelmed with demands at the end of the day.  Can you calmly reflect on the day that has past and recognize yourself as the person you hope to be?  And if not, as most of us fail from time to time in our aspirations, can you offer this prayer?  “O God, thank you for the day that is past. What is done is done.  What did not get done did not get done.  Help me to recognize in every person I meet your beloved child.  And when I fail, forgive me.  Make me aware of all that is good within your creation, and guide me into the way of Jesus that I may trust in you and not in my willfulness.  And refresh me so when I awake, I may seek to serve You O God in those I meet in the new day.”
I like to say that God teaches us through our lives.  Our task is to faithfully live in gratitude to God and those who have touched our lives with love and kindness and pass that same love and kindness on to others.  The challenge to do so is within our hearts, to do battle with the disappointment that turns into bitterness.  And when we meet others we must recognize that they too have the same challenge to discern their calling from God, even when they don’t know they have one.  Their lives may be different from ours in terms of circumstances, but that challenge to live out their calling is the same.  We must be patient with them, even as God is patient with us.
Sometimes, life brings us so much pain and hurt that we are brought to our knees.  We can choose to blame others.  We can choose to blame ourselves.  We can choose to blame God.  Or we can recognize that pain is a message that something is not right, and that we are not in control.  We can seek to remain grateful for life even as we suffer.  We can continue to seek to be a blessing somehow.  We can turn over our pain and suffering to God and ask for help, and when we receive help, to be grateful.  Then when it is time to return to God our Creator, we will return as faithful servants filled with glad and grateful hearts for giving us the opportunity to be transformed by love.  Amen.
I propose to show that although we are distracted by many competing demands for our attention, Jesus shows how we can remain faithful to our inner sense of calling and respond compassionately to those in need, so that we may do the same ourselves.
