
 
 
 The disciples return from the mission trip to which Jesus commissioned them 
earlier in the gospel, a trip that came on the heels of his rejection in his own hometown. 
They are eager to tell Jesus all they had done. I suspect they were excited and brimming 
with stories, and no doubt exhausted. 
 
 Our middle school youth returned from learning about and participating in the 
work of God in Memphis on Friday. If it was anything like the high school trip to 
Asheville which I had the honor of going on, they returned with lots of stories to tell 
about the ministries of justice done in the name of Jesus in that city. I know we were 
eager to talk about places like Haywood Street Church and all the people we met, the 
transformative service being done there. And we were ready to sleep. And shower in a 
place where we didn’t have to wait our turn and pray for hot water.  
  
 Jesus recognizes that mix of fatigue and excitement in the disciples and senses that 
they need a little down time, some rest. And he knows just the spot. Unfortunately, the 
crowd knows the spot as well, and so we get the rather humorous scene of Jesus and his 
disciples in a slow-moving boat making their way along the shoreline to a deserted spot 
while a huge crowd of people races ahead of them on land and is waiting for them when 
they get there. 
 
 Jesus and the disciples need a manager or an agent, they need a Glenda, our Office 
Administrator, who can run interference, hold all the calls, stand sentry at the door to 
make sure Jesus and his friends are not disturbed. That’s what I would have done. If I 
don’t get time to rest, I would say, then I am no good to anyone. Self-care is important, I 
would have insisted. I would have been frustrated, in other words, at the interruption and 
eager to find some way to get rid of the crowd. I suspect many of you would react the 
same way.  
 
 Thankfully, this story is not about us, but about Jesus, who sees the crowd not with 
frustration, but with compassion. The Greek word that is translated “compassion” can be 
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translated literally as “his stomach turned within him.” Jesus doesn’t feel a passing sense 
of sympathy; he gets all worked up inside. Why? Because the people seemed “like sheep 
without a shepherd.” 
 
 We often read a passage like this as an indictment against us for not being 
compassionate enough, for begrudging interruptions, and we heap guilt on ourselves. We 
read a story like this, and we put ourselves in the story as Jesus. “I need to be more like 
Jesus.” I suspect we could all stand to be more like Jesus. But what happens if we read 
from the point of view of the crowd, which is, after all, exactly what we are, part of the 
crowds that follow Jesus even to this day, part of the company of the faithful looking for 
healing, hope, and peace from our compassionate Savior. What happens when we look at 
the story that way? 
 
 I tried to set up a meeting with a friend. We were hoping to have a face-to-face 
conversation, one of those things we missed for all these months. So I said, “What about 
Wednesday? I have time that day.” The person said, “No, Wednesday won’t work. I’m 
taking my son to an all-day soccer clinic, and while he’s there, I’m going to go into 
Nashville to run a bunch of errands.” He said to me, “Friday I could meet at ten.” “No, 
ten won’t work. I have a meeting at ten. How about three?” “Three is my haircut.” And 
on and on it went. Soccer and swimming and tennis, play dates and yard work and P.T.O, 
dancing and homework and lacrosse.” We could not find thirty minutes for that face-to-
face. Any one of the things on our calendars were good to do, even necessary. But put all 
together, I wonder sometimes if we don’t resemble sheep without a shepherd? 
 
 It is a powerful statement from Jesus at this point in Mark’s gospel. Remember the 
last thing we heard was the story of the gruesome killing of John the Baptist by King 
Herod. Herod Antipas was just the latest of a long line of kings and leaders whose job is 
to shepherd the people, to care for them. In their corruption, they have failed. Stretching 
back to prophets like Jeremiah and Isaiah and Ezekiel, God condemns corrupt leaders and 
pledges to shepherd the people Godself, to raise up a new king who will rule with justice 
and compassion. 
 
 I think Jesus’ compassion is kindled today as he takes his place alongside our re-
opening society – our interstates once again jammed with traffic; restaurants and malls 
and city streets bustling with people; calendars that the pandemic had thinned out now 
filling up to overflowing once again; skies and waterways that for a time were 
remarkably clear now becoming choked with commerce; and all the intractable concerns 
of race and class and political divisions still bedeviling us – he has compassion, for we 
can seem like sheep without a shepherd.  
 



 Jesus sees this crowd of people coming to meet him and he is compassionate. They 
are desperate for healing and wholeness, for a shepherd. In first century Palestine, the 
people who followed Jesus out into the wilderness were poor, without a place in the 
structures of the city life, people whose existence was held together by a thread of hope, 
which was often in short supply.  
 
 John Dominic Crossan writes at length about the realities of life at that time, and 
the consistent theme is deep and unrelenting poverty and complete reliance on the charity 
of others. Resentment follows such shame and helplessness. This resentment, not many 
years after the death and resurrection of Jesus, right around the time when Mark was 
written, would boil over into rebellion, which resulted in a burned-out Jerusalem and a 
devastated people now fully under the boot of the Roman Empire.  
 
 Mark writes to a church experiencing this first-hand, and he tells the story of a 
Jesus who is the compassionate one, a Jesus who sees their condition, and comes among 
them as the good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep. So when the church 
gathered, then and now, and broke bread and prayed the prayers and sang the hymns and 
heard the word, they were encountered by the shepherd of the sheep, and they knew no 
matter how lost they may seem, they could find rest in him. 
 
 Rest. That’s the word. When the disciples come back from their mission, the 
crowds are coming and going, and Mark says, “They had no leisure, even to eat.” So 
Jesus proposes a quiet place. They had no leisure, no rest. What if they could find a place 
that was not scheduled, where there are no soccer games, no smart phones, no calendars, 
no news even, just each other and the good shepherd. Maybe then they will be renewed, 
maybe then they will have space to make sense out of their experience.  
 
 But the deserted place has a crowd, the quiet place is filled with the sounds of 
shepherd-less sheep, and the moment of leisure evaporates into need, into work. Jesus 
doesn’t turn the crowd away. He never does. It is as if he says by his actions that that 
mythical deserted place, that time when we can successfully shut out the world, when the 
needs all around us will no longer press in, those times and places are few and far 
between. So if you seek leisure and rest and stillness, it can only happen in following 
Jesus, and most of the time he’s heading into the crowds that are seeking healing and 
justice, shalom. He invites us to find that shalom, not outside of the world, but within it. 
Shalom in the crowded calendars, in the bustling centers of commerce and the city; 
shalom in the crowd; shalom in the chaos and mess. That’s where the shepherd is, that’s 
where we met him after all, when he didn’t turn us away, but welcomed us to the 
fellowship of water and word, bread and wine, justice and peace. 
 



 It seems there is a leisure more sustaining than a good night’s rest and a hot 
shower, a deserted place more life-giving than solitude, a rest that is more encompassing 
than anything an empty calendar can provide. Come to me, says the shepherd, all you 
who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Right there, in the 
crowd, rest. Right here, in this awakening yet weary world, rest. May it be so. Amen. 


