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The 8th Sunday after Pentecost (Year B)             July 18, 2021 
Mark 6:30-34, 53-56         Pastor Pauline Farrington 
St. Andrew Lutheran Church 
 
Last Sunday, the story of King Herod’s birthday party interrupted a story 
already in progress. You might remember that Jesus had sent the disciples 
out in pairs to go around teaching about the good news of the new world 
order, and he gave them authority to do good and to heal the sick.  
 
Today we pick that story back up and learn about their return from their 
journeys. I imagine them gathering around Jesus, all full of excitement. All 
talking at the same time. Full of news. Stories of the joy of opening people’s 
eyes to a new way of seeing the world and a different way of living — of 
making people whole. Of opening people’s eyes to a new way of 
understanding God. 
 
And then Jesus invites the disciples to “come away to a deserted place,” to 
rest and process all this in peace and quiet, because they’re surrounded by 
a constant flow of people all needing their attention — and they could hardly 
do anything else. Jesus and his disciples need their energy recharged. So, 
they go off together to a deserted place to be by themselves.  
 
But low and behold, there is no deserted place to be found, because the 
crowds figure it out and get there first. Did you notice the repetition of the 
phrase “deserted place”? (Repeated words in scripture often-times are a 
signal that a word is important in the narrative.) The Greek word translated 
“deserted place” can also be translated “wilderness.” Guess where else that 
word appears — in chapter one. About John the Baptist, “the voice of one 
crying in the wilderness”! And just like with Jesus and the disciples in their 
not-so-deserted place, John’s wilderness wasn’t so deserted either.  
People had streamed out from all over the countryside and the cities to hear 
him.  
 
The evangelist’s allusion to John’s preaching in the wilderness at exactly 
this spot is no accident. Mark places it right here, immediately following the 
story of the dinner party that got John killed.  
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John’s wilderness preaching was in preparation of the arrival of Jesus who 
came announcing the arrival of the kingdom of God — a new world order 
that couldn’t be more different than the image of King Herod’s exclusive, 
lavish, murderous dinner party in his gilded hall of power.  
 
Jesus and his disciples — fresh off their preaching tour where they taught 
people to see the arrival of this new world order try to find some quiet and 
get some rest,  
but their wilderness is filled with people hungry to hear them and needing 
healing. When Jesus sees the crowds, even as tired as he might be, he has 
compassion.  
 
Now that’s another interesting Greek word. It’s translated as “compassion” 
(and that’s a good translation), but it carries a meaning much stronger than 
its translation conveys; it sort of means, his guts were torn apart! In ancient 
near-eastern culture, the gut was thought to be the source of love and pity. 
This Greek word describes gut-wrenching empathy, and to be moved to the 
kind of compassion Mark is portraying is like a kick in the stomach or, as we 
might describe it, like having your heart ripped open. 
 
In that mild, five-word statement, “he had compassion for them,” Jesus 
reveals God’s own gut-wrenching compassion for all of humankind.  
 
He sees this crowd as sheep without a shepherd. Sheep without a 
shepherd. That’s not just a metaphor for a church without a pastor or about 
people without a leader. It’s an Old Testament image that prophets used, 
often, to criticize and warn the leadership of Israel (particularly the kings) 
when they and the ruling class protected their own power, their own 
privilege, and their economic positions rather than serving the general good 
of the people for whom they were responsible.  We hear this in today’s 
lesson from Jeremiah when he calls out “woe” to those shepherds who fail 
to attend to God’s sheep. Last week’s episode of King Herod’s birthday 
party is a classic example of this.  
 
Today’s episode is a stark contrast to Herod and company. Jesus has 
compassion; he tends to the needs of the sheep and teaches them many 
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things — many things about the arrival of the new world order that is the 
kingdom of God. 
 
The story continues with another image of God’s kingdom. Jesus and the 
disciples go to a city, Gennesaret, on the Sea of Galilee. Now the intensity 
of the story grows to a frenzy! There are people from all over the region 
rushing around, carrying sick people on mats to the marketplaces in every 
town, village, and farm that Jesus passes through. There are so many that 
he can’t possibly interact with each one individually.   
All they can do is touch the fringe of his clothes, but that is enough. They 
are healed. 
 
Jesus makes it possible for healing to happen, regardless of the religious, 
political, or economic make-up of the crowd. See; the Galilee of Jesus’ 
mission is surrounded by, and infused with, Hellenistic neighbors — Greek-
speaking people, Roman citizens. It’s a very pluralistic society, many who 
worship the Greco-Roman gods and many who worship the God of the 
Jews. They have mixed socio-economic circumstances — from the many 
who are shockingly poor to those who are shockingly wealthy. Some who 
wield great power in the region and masses of people who are utterly 
powerless. But Jesus doesn’t distinguish. He is led by compassion. He 
keeps on moving. He keeps on healing. He keeps on shepherding the 
sheep — a flock made up of all sorts of people — maybe even some who 
attended Herod’s party.  And all who touch the fringe of his cloak are 
healed.   
 
There are stark contrasts between last weeks and this week’s episodes — 
Herod’s birthday party and Jesus’ tour of healing and shepherding! Last 
week’s episode was like a mirror held up to expose the realities of that 
world’s prevalent socio-political (kingdom) environment — and my world’s 
too, if I’m honest and see myself in the company around Herod’s table. 
Today’s episode reveals the kingdom of God for which John came to 
prepare us and of which Jesus came to announce the arrival.  
 
Two settings. One, the exclusive halls of power, wealth, and privilege. The 
other, an expansive and public wilderness place — the place where 
transformations are announced and where they take place.  
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Two sets of characters. In one set, the king’s exclusive inner-circle of only 
the most prominent people — leaders in the king’s government, military, 
commerce, and institutions. In the other set, an inclusive jumble — crowds 
from all over the region which might include all sorts of people — no labels, 
no titles, no predicates, no distinctions. It’s simply everybody.  
 
These contrasts help to reveal the type of kingdom — the new world order 
— that Jesus announces in his mission and the difference between God’s 
reign and the reign of kings throughout history. 
 
Again, Mark’s narrative choices are not accidental. When he uses the 
“sheep-without-a-shepherd” language at this very point in the story, he 
knows the implication it would bring to a first-century community familiar 
with Jewish history and scripture. 
 
Jesus, by his very actions, shows us what a shepherd-king looks like and 
what God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven looks like. Gut-wrenching 
compassion for the masses — for everyone, no matter what — life-giving 
care and healing, leading and tending.   
 
And that’s good news for everybody. 
 
 

 


