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“How many people go regularly to weekly religious 

services?”  This was a question that has been asked by 

many groups.  A report by ÒReligious Tolerance.orgÓ is 

interesting.  The United States still has a higher level of 

church attendance than any other country which is “at a 

comparable level of development”.1  Some 53% of 

Americans consider religion to be very important to their 

lives compared with 16% in Britain and still lower in other 

developed nations.  However the importance of religion is 

declining in developed countries, the report stated.2  In 

contrast countries that are experiencing Òeconomic 

stagnation and political uncertainty” give religion high 

importance.3 

                                                
1 Ibid., p.1. 
2 Ibid., p.1. 
3 Ibid. p.1. 
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The report also stated, ÒChurch attendance data in 

the U.S. has been checked against actual values using 

two different techniques.  The true figures show that 

only about 20% of Americans and 10% of Canadians 

actually go to church one or more times a week.”4  Are 

people looking for us? 

-1- 

That people were looking for Jesus is the image that 

Mark presented concerning Jesus early in his ministry.  

Crowds of people sought out Jesus to the point that Jesus 

could hardly get away for some quiet time. 

MarkÕs gospel is the shortest of all the gospels and may 

be the earliest.  Mark gets right to the point concerning 

Jesus.  He has no birth story and provides no background of 

what Jesus did before he made his sudden appearance in 

Galilee.   

                                                
4 www.religioustolerance.org.  “How Many People Go Regularly to Weekly Religious Services?”. 
Copyright 1999 to 2001 by Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance. 
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In the first chapter---and we must remember that 

chapter and verses were a later addition to the Bible5---they 

do not appear until centuries later----in the first chapter Mark 

begins with John the BaptistÕs proclamation about Jesus; 

moves quickly to the baptism of Jesus and then to the 

temptation; Jesus returns to Galilee and begins his ministry; 

calls his first disciples, heals a man with an unclean spirit 

after teaching in the synagogue and then we are here with 

the story of the healing of PeterÕs mother-in-law.   

Lamar Williamson Jr. in his commentary on Mark calls 

these first episodes a Òday in CapernaumÓ6---Capernaum 

being the town that was the center for JesusÕ ministry.  

Williamson Jr. also relates some interesting things about this 

particular series of stories beginning with the healing of the 

man with a demon at the synagogue.  Taken as a whole, the 

first miracle is an exorcism of a man in the synagogue.  The 

                                                
5 For more information go to http://www.fuller.edu/ministry/berean/chs_vss.htm. “Chapters and Verses---
Late Comers”, by Daniel P. Fuller. 
6 Williamson Jr., Lamar, Interpretation-The Gospel of Mark, (John Knox Press, Louisville) 1983, p.53. 
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second miracle is the physical healing of PeterÕs mother-in-

law at her home.  Williamson relates that the point of Mark is 

to show that Jesus heals both spiritually and physically---

Jesus heals both men and women---and Jesus heals within 

the religious institutions and outside of those same 

institutions.7 

Another interesting point in the story according to Dr. 

Williamson Jr. is the contrast between the healed mother-in-

law and her son-in-law, Simon Peter.  The mother-in-law 

immediately after she is healed, gets up and ÒservesÓ them 

supper---something that many women might identify with 

and some may raise some eyebrows over.  In contrast 

Simon Peter when he sees the crowd does not ÒserveÓ them 

but simply tells Jesus there are a lot of folks who need his 

attention.  Williamson Jr. points out that in Mark the women 

                                                
7 Williamson Jr. Lamar, p.53. 
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often do the RIGHT thing and the men the WRONG thing.8  

The response when we are healed is to serve---like the 

example of PeterÕs mother-in-law.   

Another subplot in the text is that Jesus withdraws to 

pray.  This is a pattern for Jesus and is found again in Mark 

6:46 and 14:32.  Jesus in these opening verses is a teacher, 

a healer, a preacher and a person who prays.9 

Furthermore Mark will also show by inference that the 

popularity of Jesus declines and the crowds that appear here 

will be absent by the end of the gospel.  Jesus will, in fact, 

except for a few women, be abandoned by the people and 

his disciples to die alone on a cross.   

Some reflections on our text: 

-2- 

According to Mark Jesus was popular because of his 

healing and later because of his teaching.  Ultimately that 

                                                
8 Ibid., p.54.  Williamson Jr. points out that in other places in Mark the same response is highlighted where 
women do the right thing.  Among the texts are Mark 12:41-44 (poor widow), 14:3-9 (woman with 
ointment), 15:40-41 (women at the cross) and 16:1 (women at the tomb). p. 54-55. 
9 Williamson, Lamar, p.57. 
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popularity was transitional.  The more that JesusÕ teaching 

and actions began to reveal the hypocrisy among the 

religious leaders and the more he expanded boundaries to 

include all persons under the umbrella of GodÕs love---the 

more his popularity waned.   

Back to the original question about the decline in our 

culture of people engaged actively in church.  Other surveys 

will indicate that ÒspiritualityÓ is high on peopleÕs list but 

ÒreligionÓ scores much lower---religion being associated with 

organized religion.  Political scientist Ronald Inglehart, an 

author for the Institute for Social Research at the University 

of Michigan commented, ÒAlthough church attendance is 

declining in nearly all advanced industrial societies, 

spiritual concerns more broadly defined are not.  In fact, 

in most industrial societies, a growing share of the 
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population is spending time thinking about the meaning 

and purpose of life.”10 

Could it be that one reason that persons may be less 

involved in organized church is because we have 

emphasized institutional priorities, doctrinal uniformity, and 

policy procedures and have failed to meet people where they 

are and provide ÒhealingÓ?   

A caution needs to be made at this point.  Many 

congregations especially many of the new Òmega-churchesÓ 

have started with the question---what do people want and 

desire---and then proceeded to provide those things that 

people want.  This in itself is not all bad but it can and has 

led to a consumer based approach to religion where the 

church is perceived as being present to Òmeet the needs of 

the peopleÓ no matter what.   

                                                
10 Quotation is part of an article found at http://www.religioustolerance.org/rel_rate.htm. Quote comes from 
Swanbrow, Diane, “Study of worldwide rates of religiosity, church attendance,” University of Michigan 
news release at: http://www.umich.edu/-newinfo/Releases/1997/.  
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Perhaps as with so many things the truth lies in the 

tension.  Like the guitar string the music happens when the 

string is held in tension.  Perhaps the poles in ministry are 

responding to the needs and desires of people and at the 

same time responding to the understanding of faith that 

emerges from our walk with Christ, the Church, and 

scripture.   

In reality the numbers and percentages may tell us little 

about faithfulness.  Yet, on the other hand, the numbers can 

be an indication that we are reaching people or not reaching 

them ---A tension---a balance. 

-3- 

Is MarkÕs image of Jesus in these opening sentences a 

model for Christian ministry?  If so what do we learn? 

Jesus is established as one who meets people where 

they are and who brings healing.  This is not the point to 

become sidetracked by a debate about the validity of 

miracles or of healing.  Suffice it to say that Mark establishes 
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early on that Jesus is a miracle worker who can free persons 

from the demons tormenting them or from the illnesses 

harassing them.  The Church, according to Mark, must be 

about healing---healing that brings wholeness.  Salvation 

means Òto healÓÑ the spirit----the soul---the body.  Healing 

might utilize the disciplines of medicine, lifestyle changes, 

counseling, and therapy.  Healing might also utilize working 

to get fair wages, food for the poor, justice, and fairness.  

Healing might be mediating disputes, working as a 

peacemaker and reconciler.  Healing might also involve 

connecting people to God and helping them to find meaning 

and purpose in life.  Mark relates that the church needs to 

be in the ministry of healing. 

-4- 

Also according to Mark Jesus was a teacherÑ another 

good model for ministry.  Jesus had a way of leading 

persons to discover faith.  Most of the time, through his 
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parables, he pricked at the imagination.  Rather than telling 

people what to believe he invited them to explore and learn. 

I appreciate my pastor in Springfield, Oregon.  I 

became a religious seeker while in high school and college.  

I had many questions---especially concerning the conflict 

between religion and evolution.  Time and time again I would 

go and see my pastor Earl Gibbs and ask him a question.  

He seldom answered me.  What he did was to give me a 

book and tell me to read it and come back with more 

questions.  He guided me helping me to find my own 

answer.   

Perhaps one reason for the lack of popularity within the 

church is that we have fallen into the same trap as the 

Pharisees---we love to tell people what to believe and have 

little patience for the process of discovery.  Too often we put 

God in a small box and when someone questions we play 

the ÒfireÓ and ÒdamnationÓ card and tell them to be quiet.   
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-5- 

Jesus was also one who proclaimed---he went about 

neighboring towns and proclaimed the message of GodÕs 

love.  There is a place for proclamation---for being a light 

shining in the darknessÑ for being a safe harbor in which 

persons can find safety. 

I grew up in the state of Oregon not far from the coast.  

I was always fascinated by lighthouses, especially one that 

we often saw and visited outside of Florence, Oregon.   That 

light house originally used oil for the lamp and later was 

fitted for electricity.  For decades the light shone out, piercing 

the darkness, and warning ships of the rocky area close to 

shore.  The light house also provided a navigation point 

helping to guide persons into a safe harbor.   

The lighthouse was tended by a lighthouse keeper and 

his family.  They kept the light burning and in their quiet way 

saved unknown thousands of lives. 
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In many ways the church is like a lighthouse---letting 

our light shine in the darkness.  We proclaim a message of 

loveÑ of a God who forgives our sins---and welcomes us 

home.  We warn of dangers and are a guide to a safe 

harbor.   

Proclamation, as we know, is more than words.  

Proclamation includes the living out of faith.  How we act 

may be the loudest message that we proclaim. 

I remember a gentleman that I met in my very first 

congregation.  I have forgotten his name, but for the purpose 

of today I will call him ÒRalphÓ.   

Ralph was the greeter at the church.  He had been the 

greeter for decades.  I was smart enough when I arrived and 

asked about the Ògreeters listÓ and Òwhether we had a 

scheduleÓ to keep my mouth shut when the church repliedÑ

ÒRalph does that!Ó  Indeed he did.  Ralph was there every 

Sunday morningÑ he knew everyone by name---he greeted 

with a smile.  He would remember and ask persons about 
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their vacation---how they did on the math test---and how 

Aunt Betsy was doing.   When one entered the door of the 

church through Ralph one entered with joy and anticipation.  

Ralph was known in the small community as a ÒChristian 

gentlemanÓ who was kind, accepting, and forgiving.  Ralph 

was a faithful lighthouse whose light shined out in a humble 

and bright manner. 

-6- 

Finally, Jesus prayed and spent time alone in 

meditation and communion with God.   

Many of the surveys and conversations with persons 

reveal that whereas people may not be interested in 

organized ÒreligionÓ they are very interested in spiritual 

matters.  People are searching for meaning and a sense of 

the ÒotherÓ in their lives.   

Perhaps the reason we find a difference between 

ÒreligionÓ and ÒspiritualityÓ in peopleÕs minds is that we have 

made that separation in the church.  Religion IS about the 
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SPIRIT and is about SPIRITUALITY.  Too often the church 

has focused on doctrinal issues, fought wars to gain 

uniformity of thought, developed organizational models, and 

infused the church with the values of our consumer society 

saying things such as the church is Òin the business of 

selling ChristÓ.   

I believe that theology is important and I believe that it 

takes organization to accomplish ministry.  Yet, I must 

confess that even in my own ministry I at times find it difficult 

to carve out times for reflection and prayer.  I often have to 

fight the voices in my head that tell me I should be doing 

something else---something more productive. 

Perhaps Mark wants to underscore that healing 

ministry, teaching ministry, and proclamation ministry MUST 

have a fourth component and that is prayer and meditation.  

Without that fourth component ministry becomes unbalanced 

and loses its center.   
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Mark begins his gospel by reminding us that Jesus was 

a healer, a teacher, one who proclaimed and one who 

prayed.  Not a bad model for me or for the church. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 


