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“Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.” Boy, doesn’t that sound 

wonderful! It’s Jesus’ invitation to his “apostles”, his disciples after they return from their very 

first mission trip, but maybe we imagine him saying that very same thing to us. How tempting, 

with everything going on in the world and in our own busy lives, is the idea that we could “come 

away” to a place where we can leave it all behind, whatever “it all” might entail for any of us.  

In this case, the disciples have been working hard; proclaiming the Good News, healing diseases, 

casting out demons – and they’ve done it all without Jesus physically present. Now they have 

come back, they’ve gathered around Jesus, and you can tell they’re excited – clearly, they’ve 

been able to do some good work. They remind me of children wanting their parents to know how 

well they’ve done; or students trying to please their teacher – which basically is who and what 

they are. What is Jesus’ response to all this? He invites them to sail away to a deserted place so 

they can rest, have a meal together, take a breather. A sea-faring retreat, if you will – not a 

cruise, not a vacation, but a retreat, a sabbath; maybe a time of reflection. We often hear of Jesus 

going off by himself, to re-charge, rest, and commune with God. We’re seldom, if ever, privy to 

what those times entail. Jesus understood the need for that and wanted his disciples to share it.  

But whatever he had in mind, it doesn’t appear to have lasted very long. 

 

The crowds just won’t leave them alone. Somehow they figure out where Jesus and his disciples 

are heading in that boat, and they get there first. Was Jesus frustrated? Maybe. But he doesn’t 

respond by scolding, or saying, “Sorry, folks, come back tomorrow”, or even getting back in the 

boat and sailing away. He sees that these people are like sheep without a shepherd. And he has 

compassion on them. 

 

Nowadays we tend to think of compassion as something that originates in the heart, or the spirit.  

But in the culture of the ancient near east, compassion was thought to originate in the bowels, or 

the womb – somewhere down in the abdominal region. In other words, it came from the gut.  

So we might say that when Jesus saw these crowds, and just how needy they were, he had a “gut 

reaction” to their plight. And he teaches them many things. 

 

They crowds don’t stop coming - it’s the same when they get to Gennesaret, after another 

Galilean sea crossing. If you’re a little confused by all this coming and going, that’s 

understandable because nineteen verses have been omitted from the middle of this passage.  

What happens in the meantime? Some pretty important stuff: the feeding of the multitudes that 

occurs at the close of day after Jesus’ teaching; Jesus sending the disciples across the sea in a 

boat while he goes off by himself; Jesus walking on the water towards them during a subsequent 

storm. It’s after that storm that they all go ashore at Gennesaret. We’ll hear John’s versions of 

those stories next Sunday, rather than Mark’s today. 

 

So, the disciples and Jesus get to Gennesaret, and the people rush to Jesus for healing, bringing 

their sick friends and relatives; it’s like that wherever he goes throughout the region. Clearly, 

Jesus’ compassion continues. For some of them it’s enough just to touch the fringe of his cloak.  

Countless, countless numbers of people are healed. The demand just doesn’t let up; there’s no 

respite, no relief from the needs of the crowds of people who gather around Jesus. They just 



don’t stop. Jesus does his best to give himself and his disciples opportunities for rest and time 

away – sabbath time – precisely because he knows those needs will always be there. They are 

relentless. 

 

At last Tuesday’s vestry meeting we had a conversation that was centered on parish culture  

and at one point we got into the topic of why people come to church. That’s a wide-open 

question, of course; but in this particular context we discussed the idea of the church service, the 

liturgy, as a giving us a chance to breathe, a respite from everything that’s going on around us - 

locally, regionally, globally. But what sort of respite do we mean? I’ve been reflecting on that 

this week as I studied this morning’s texts. Is liturgy an escape from all of the bad news, 

violence, mean-spirited discourse, and tragedy that confronts us every day; or is it an opportunity 

to be strengthened by word and sacrament and formed as disciples so we can become the kind of 

shepherds that Jeremiah talks about, who gather flocks together – that is, who build community - 

and who subdue fear rather than encourage it? Is coming to church an individual quiet time with 

God; or is it a time when we actively and interactively worship alongside our brothers and sisters 

in Christ, realizing and celebrating that we’re not alone in doing the work God calls us to do.  

(There’s a reason Jesus sent the disciples out two by two and not alone.) Is what we do here 

retreat, sabbath, escape; all of the above? What is church - that is our Sunday worship - for?  

 

The liturgy that happens when we come to church to worship God ought to be sabbath time; it 

ought to allow us a time to breathe and to recharge, together, in community. It ought to help us 

build and strengthen in ourselves the virtues of compassion, love, mercy, justice, courage, faith –  

the tools we need to help us become “citizens with the saints…members of the household of 

God….” So if the liturgy that we come here for on Sundays truly is “the public work of the 

people” (we often forget that word public when we talk about it), then we also have to 

understand that liturgy continues when we leave here because there’s more public work for 

God’s people to do. St. John Chrysostom spoke of two altars: one in the sanctuary, and one in the 

public square1. That’s why, when we leave here, we “go forth in the name of Christ” or we “go 

in peace to love and serve the Lord”. Our public work continues. It has to, because the kind of 

need that was so relentless in Jesus’ time is relentless in our time, as well. For Jesus, it always 

begins with compassion. So, what is our “gut reaction” to the world’s suffering, whether that 

world is far away or up close? What do we do in response? 

 

There are days when all of it just seems overwhelming. There are days when we don’t know 

where or how to start. I feel that way often, and I’m sure you do as well. But here’s the good 

news: God puts us in communities – faith communities. And out of those faith communities, 

Christ’s one Church has been built. While that Church is far from perfect, she continues to do the 

work of Jesus in the world through the faithful efforts of her citizen saints – plain folk like you 

and me. We were never, ever meant to work in isolation. And best of all, Jesus himself - the 

cornerstone, the shepherd - meets us here, first, to give us what we need.  

                                                           
1 See The Liturgy after the Liturgy: Mission and Witness form an Orthodox Perspective, Ion Bria, WCC Publications, 
1996 


