
One of the more fruitful outcomes of using the lectionary as a guideline for preaching or study 
is that it often encourages us to hear familiar texts in new ways. I’m not usually too impressed 
when I see a reading with a big chunk of text missing because, oftentimes, the verses are left 
out to avoid those parts of the text that are most difficult (and interesting). But this particular 
instance is different.  
 
The sixth chapter of Mark’s gospel includes Jesus being rejected in his hometown of Nazareth, 
recounts the story of Jesus sending out his disciples on a successful mission (with a stick that 
they purchased from the Christian Supplies store), tells us about the death of John the Baptist 
at the hands of King Herod, shows Jesus miraculously feeding the crowds, and describes Jesus 
frightening his disciples as he approaches them walking on the water. That’s an awful lot of 
action in just one chapter, but this week’s reading goes out of its way to avoid all of those 
stories, and instead invites us to examine the transitions between our famous stories with an 
eye towards understanding the transitions themselves as gospel.  
 
Our first set of verses is often glossed over as simply setting the context for the feeding of the 
5,000. There was a break in the narrative to discuss Herod, and so these verses get us back on 
track by telling us that the disciples have now returned from their mission; it also introduces 
the crowds, thus setting the stage for one of Jesus’ most familiar miracles (now there’s an 
oxymoron for you). But if we pause to hear this text as gospel instead of simply setting the 
context, we hear all about relationship. 
 
The disciples aren’t coming back from a short vacation; they’re returning from their first 
experience of ministry. They had already walked with Jesus, they had listened to him preach, 
and they had watched him engage in healing and the casting out of demons. Now, they’re back 
from doing those things without him for the first time, and Jesus is keenly interested in hearing 
about how things went. His posture exudes care and intimacy. For Jesus, the first thing to do 
upon their return is gather them together so that he can listen. Jesus wants to hear about 
everything that they did and taught, to listen for what went well and where they struggled, to 
hear their stories, and no doubt to share in some hearty laughter with them when Peter or John 
shares a story about the family with the goofy kid he had dinner with two towns down the road. 
Jesus cares and listens. And he cares about the lives of his disciples today every bit as much as 
he did then. In this text we find a reminder that Jesus wants to listen to us if only we’re willing 
to speak to him. 
 
After hearing their stories, Jesus offers a recommendation that he’s gleaned from experience: 
it’s time for a break. Jesus calls his disciples to the wilderness to rest, a practice reminiscent of 
Jesus’ own actions earlier in the gospel of Mark. After a time of ministry in the first chapter of 
Mark’s gospel, Jesus retreats into the wilderness for a time of solitary prayer. He goes off alone 
to pray once more in this chapter, just after the feeding of the 5,000 and just before his evening 
stroll across the sea. We do not just hear from Jesus that rest and time for individual prayer 
matter; we see by his actions that it is critical to make time for rest in the divine.  
 



Back in the first chapter, Jesus has his time cut short when the disciples come to find him. In our 
passage, the disciples’ time of rest is over before it begins when the crowds recognize and 
follow them. We live in a culture that values self-care and tends to be very conscious of time, so 
we would probably excuse Jesus if he told the crowds that he and his disciples had closed up 
shop and that they’d be ready for them in the morning after everyone had gotten an 
opportunity to rest.  
 
But that’s not how Jesus responds. Instead, we hear that Jesus had compassion for them. He 
felt something for them. There is a willingness–even an eagerness–in Jesus to put his own 
needs aside, and to deal with the needs of the people in front of him. These aren’t the needs of 
his closest friends (which he actually marginalizes here), or the needs of the rich, or the needs 
of the powerful. These are simply the crowds, those who are poor and desperate. Jesus and his 
disciples hadn’t had time to rest or eat, they were tired and hungry, they felt a need to be 
alone, and yet, Jesus takes time for the people in front of him. He allows himself to feel 
something for them. He does not harden his heart, but rather, he opens it. It’s an incredible 
thing, and it’s extremely difficult. Our tendency is to harden our hearts to others intentionally in 
order to cope with the pain and the suffering and the inequality that exists in our world. Jesus’ 
action here both calls us to take a step toward compassion and reminds us that he accepts us in 
our struggle to do just that. 
 
This life of compassion begins with how we see the world. The way Jesus sees the people in this 
story surely helps him to have compassion. He describes them as sheep without a shepherd, a 
very evocative metaphor on its own, but one that’s made more powerful when we understand 
where that phrase comes from in the Old Testament tradition. The word “sheep” is used 
frequently to describe God’s people, and so here Jesus acknowledges that these crowds of the 
sick, and the desperate and the poor are in fact God’s people. The word “shepherd”, 
meanwhile, is often a royal image in the scriptures, used of both kings and other important 
leaders. The whole phrase, “sheep without a shepherd” is found in the book of Numbers on the 
lips of Moses: 
 
Moses spoke to the Lord, saying, ‘Let the Lord, the God of the spirits of all flesh, appoint 
someone over the congregation who shall go out before them and come in before them, who 
shall lead them out and bring them in, so that the congregation of the Lord may not be like 
sheep without a shepherd.’ So the Lord said to Moses, ‘Take Joshua son of Nun, a man in whom 
is the spirit, and lay your hand upon him. 
 
Without going overboard here, Joshua in Hebrew and Jesus in Greek, they’re the same name, 
which is one of many little points of intersection between the Old Testament narrative and 
what’s happening in this section of Mark’s gospel. Jesus isn’t just saying that the people are lost 
or wandering in some general way in his use of this phrase. He’s making a political statement 
that the leaders of Israel, both political and religious, have been found wanting. It’s a point that 
shines through when we remember that this story is framed by the excess and evil of King 
Herod in the passage just before this and the inadequacies of the Pharisees and the teachers of 



the Law in the passage just after this. These people, God’s people, need a different kind of 
leader. 
 
It’s a message that remains true in our own day. If we put our faith in our political or religious 
leaders, we’re usually setting ourselves up for disappointment. Our real shepherd is the one 
risen from the dead, namely Jesus the Christ. That’s why Jesus’ compassion doesn’t lead 
immediately to the feeding. The text doesn’t tell us that “Jesus had compassion on them, and 
so he fed them.” Instead, we hear that “Jesus had compassion on them, and so he began to 
teach them.” That teaching is the root of his compassion for them. He wants this people not 
just to be fed or healed, but to understand that their true shepherd has come, and that his 
kingdom is breaking in to this world. 
 
When I internalize that lesson, and when you internalize that lesson, when you believe it with 
all your heart, all your soul, and all your strength, then the reaction of the crowds makes so 
much more sense. Their desperation to find the one that gives them life makes so much more 
sense. Getting a glimpse of Jesus in the distance and running ahead to where his boat might 
land makes sense. Putting your sick friend on a mat to carry him several miles to another town 
makes sense. Spending days in the wilderness without anything to eat or drink makes sense. 
When we internalize who our true shepherd is, we are suddenly more inclined to follow him, to 
speak with him, to listen for him, and to set our hearts on seeing his kingdom come. This is the 
good news. 


