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Mark 6:30-34, 53-56
The Compassion of the Christ
Jesus has a sympathetic awareness of the distress of people around him, combined with a strong desire to alleviate it. And so should we. 
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[bookmark: _Hlk71884088]SUMMARY
What would you call a movie about Jesus’ ministry in the region of Galilee, as he healed the sick and needy? Do we feel the compassion of Jesus when people are in need today?

[bookmark: _Hlk71884112]AT A GLANCE
Wherever Jesus went, says Mark, needy people “begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed” (v. 56). Our Good Shepherd has come to us in Jesus … but it raises some questions: Do we have the compassion of the Christ? Are we willing to “suffer with” the hurting people around us? Can we be like the cloak of Jesus today?

[bookmark: _Hlk71884104][bookmark: _Hlk71884142]ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “The Greatest Gift of All Time,” July 19, 2015. 

Not many movies require an actor to learn Aramaic and be covered in fake blood.
But one film did.
Released in 2004, the movie received three Academy Award nominations. Extremely bloody and violent, it did very well at the box office, grossing more than $600 million. Surprisingly, it was not a horror movie. Instead, it was a religious movie.
Can you guess it? The Passion of the Christ, written and directed by Mel Gibson. The movie portrays the life and death of Jesus, particularly the last 12 hours of his life. The scenes of Jesus being flogged and crucified are presented in graphic detail, and they are very hard to watch.
Now Gibson is working on a sequel, which will probably be called The Passion of the Christ: Resurrection. It will focus on the three days between the death and resurrection of Jesus. The actor playing Jesus for a second time says that it is “going to be the biggest film in history. It’s that good.”
The word “passion” comes from the Latin word passio, which means “suffering.” We sometimes forget this when we speak of romantic passion, or the passion that someone has for a hobby or sports activity. The root of the word passion is suffering, which was made very clear in The Passion of the Christ.
The gospel of Mark says that when Jesus encountered a large crowd, “he had compassion for them” (6:34). This verse does not come from his last 12 hours. Instead, it comes from a time much earlier, when Jesus was performing his ministry in the region called Galilee. A movie about this time period should be called The Compassion of the Christ.
Not Passion, but Com-passion. 
Compassion is such an important word in Scripture, and it doesn’t take long to figure out what it means. Passio means “suffering” and the prefix “com” means “with.” Put the two together and you get “with suffering” or “suffering with.” Jesus shows compassion towards the people around him, which means that he “suffers with” them. 
Jesus and his disciples are traveling the countryside, casting out demons and curing the sick. They are working so hard that they cannot find time to grab a bite to eat. So, Jesus calls the apostles to hop into a boat with him and go away to a deserted place across the Sea of Galilee to enjoy some rest and relaxation.
But their plans are quickly derailed. The desperately needy people of the region see where Jesus is heading and hurry on ahead of him. When his boat hits ground, there is a huge crowd waiting for him. Although Jesus is weary, he somehow avoids being annoyed that his much-deserved day off is being interrupted. He isn’t irritated that these people are unable to help themselves. He isn’t even frustrated that the need all around him is so enormous.
No, Jesus has compassion for them (v. 34). He “suffers with” them. The Compassion of the Christ.
Switching languages, we can go even deeper. The gospel of Mark was written first in Greek, and the Greek word for compassion is more graphic than the Latin word. It means to be moved by something so strongly that you feel it deep in your stomach, deep in your bowels, deep in your guts. Jesus has a sympathetic awareness of the distress of people around him, combined with a strong desire to alleviate it. He feels compassion not just in his heart, but in his guts.
Mark tells us that he has compassion because the people are “like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things” (v. 34). Jesus becomes their Good Shepherd, the one who invites the people “to sit down in groups on the green grass” (v. 39). He is just like the Lord of Psalm 23, who makes his sheep “lie down in green pastures” (v. 2). Jesus is the Good Shepherd predicted by the prophets Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Isaiah, the one who teaches his people, provides them with food, and heals their sick and injured (vv. 34, 42, 53-56). “He will feed his flock like a shepherd,” promises Isaiah; “he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep” (40:11).

Do We Have Compassion?
Our Good Shepherd has come to us in Jesus, and this is truly good news. But it leaves a set of questions for us to answer: Do we have the compassion of the Christ? Are we willing to “suffer with” the hurting people around us? Do we feel the compassion of Jesus in our guts?
Even though the United States is a wealthy country, 35 million Americans are unable to acquire enough food to meet their needs. Over 13 million households experienced food insecurity in 2019, a problem that was made only worse by the pandemic. Tragically, households with children are more likely to face hunger than households without children.
When Jesus faces a hungry crowd, he feeds them. Simple as that. The only miracle he performs in all four of the gospels is the feeding of hungry people. He feels compassion and acts on it.
Remember the Little Free Libraries that were popular a few years ago? People would put these house-shaped boxes outside their homes, businesses or churches and fill them with books for people to borrow. In the pandemic, some of these libraries were turned into Little Free Pantries and then filled with food for hungry neighbors to take. Canned goods and other non-perishable food were picked up throughout some very difficult months, and then replenished by caring people who kept their eyes on the pantries.
Such people were acting with the compassion of the Christ.
Jesus also makes a point of healing people. After the feeding of the 5,000, Jesus and his disciples cross the Sea of Galilee again. When they land at Gennesaret, the people of the region recognize Jesus and bring the sick on mats to wherever he is. In a variety of villages, cities and farms, the sick beg to touch the fringe of his cloak. Mark tells us that all who touch it are healed (6:56).
Jesus does his healing in villages, cities and farms, among the rich and the poor, the undeserving and the deserving, adults and children. All who come into contact with his cloak are healed.

How Can We Be the Cloak of Jesus Today? 
The cloak of Jesus is being touched in southwestern Virginia, where the Remote Area Medical Clinic dispenses free medical care to people who have no other options. Over the course of three days, thousands of people come to the Wise County Fairgrounds to be seen by physicians and dentists. Similar events are offered nationwide, but the Wise clinic is among the biggest.
About a third of the patients are unemployed, according to The Washington Post. The clinic is a last resort for people who cannot afford insurance or don’t qualify for Medicaid. Some have their teeth pulled, some have their eyes checked, some have painful joints examined, and some get help from a Christian counseling group. 
“This isn’t about politics,” said the governor of Virginia during a visit to the clinic.
“Right!” agreed a hospice director. “It’s about people.”
“It’s about people’s lives,” said the governor. His comment led to a round of “Amens” from the people around him.
Yes, he’s right. Healing is about people, not politics. When we offer medical care to the poor, support free clinics, or work to expand medical access in our communities, we are “suffering with” our neighbors in need. We are being part of the cloak of Jesus in the world today. 
Our challenge is always to suffer with people, as Jesus does — people who are young and old, male and female, black and white, gay and straight, rich and poor, moral and immoral. Jesus looks around and sees that the people around him are sheep without a shepherd, so he teaches them and feeds them and heals them (vv. 34, 44, 53-56). Jesus feels compassion deep in his guts and helps everyone — without discrimination and without asking why they need help in the first place. This point is important, because there are some people today who are quick to pass judgment on people who are homeless, poor, or ill with one of the “diseases of poverty” — tuberculosis, malaria and AIDS. 
There is much we can do to help as we join Jesus in feeling compassion deep in our guts. We can stock food in Little Free Pantries or volunteer at a food bank. We can support domestic free clinics or international Christian mission efforts focused on preventing tuberculosis, malaria and AIDS. Good efforts are underway to prevent these diseases and treat their victims, and Christian hospitals continue to be the source of much of the available healthcare in areas of maximum poverty. 
Wherever Jesus went, says Mark, needy people “begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed” (v. 56). Yes, all who touched it were healed. Jesus healed everyone, without discrimination. Wherever Jesus went, he suffered with people and did what he could to help them. Our challenge is to assist people in the very same way, with the compassion of the Christ.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Takeaway:
When we offer food to the hungry or medical care to the poor, we are showing the compassion of Jesus Christ.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
July 18, 2021, Cycle B
2 Samuel 7:1-14a*
What Does the Text Say?
When is a house not a house? And who will build a special house for whom? Second Samuel 7 answers these questions by a fascinating Hebrew play on words. The word báyit appears 15 times in the chapter; the NRSV translates it as “house” every time. But, depending on the context, báyit actually means palace, temple or dynasty (elsewhere it can mean nation, as in “the ‘house’ of Judah”). How can this be?
King David had settled in his own cedar palace (v. 1). Now he wanted to build a temple for the Lord. At first, the prophet Nathan agreed. But the Lord gave Nathan a more complex message to pass on to David. The Lord had never asked for a cedar temple; the Lord had been quite content to move around with the people in tent and tabernacle. The Lord had called David to lead Israel and was with him to make him great. The Lord would also provide for God’s people Israel by settling them when God gave David rest from his enemies (v. 1 also).
Rather than having David build a house for the Lord, the Lord promised to build for David a house (v. 11b), meaning a dynasty, as verses 12 ff. make clear. David’s line will last “forever” (vv. 13, 16). It would be David’s son (Solomon) who would actually build the temple.
It is important to go beyond the lectionary reading to verses 15 and following. Eight of this chapter’s 15 uses of báyit/house appear there. The dynasty might be threatened, but it would not be destroyed. David’s prayer makes clear that the well-being of God’s people Israel would be closely linked with God’s promise to be with David’s descendants upon the throne of Israel.
This passage is understood in Christian tradition as being one of the messianic texts that foreshadows the coming of Jesus, the Messiah/Christ, God’s deliverer. The Hebrew word mashiah (hard “h”), meaning the Lord’s anointed king, later became a technical term (“The Messiah”), although it wasn’t used that way in David’s time. Jesus Messiah was in the legal line of David (Matthew 1).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Is God in the Market for a House? Because this text is all about houses — David’s house, God’s house — current trends in the housing industry might be a place to start the discussion. Is it a buyer’s market or a seller’s market? Are people building new homes or buying older homes? Are growing families moving to larger homes, or adding on to the one they already have?
The interesting question is: “Are you the one to build me a house to live in?” Evidently, David wasn’t. God said he’d rather have David’s son Solomon build the house. Although God has been living in a tent forever, he seems in no hurry to move up into more respectable digs. As God observes, God has never made a request for better lodging.
Instead, God remarkably blesses David as though to thank him for the very thought and says that, rather than David building a house for God, God will “make you a house.”
Today, God is indeed in the market for a house, and we are the house God wishes to inhabit. What kind of house does God inhabit today? When we go shopping for a house, what do we look for? If God were to go shopping and get a tour of our “house” — this entity we call our soul and life — would we be cooking cinnamon sticks in a pan of boiling water on the stove to make the house smell good? Would we be tossing magazines and trash into a closet hidden from the prospective buyer? Would we have repaired the leaks and faulty wiring? This God wishes to make our hearts his home, but is this a house in which God can truly live?
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select 2 Samuel in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Psalm 89:20-37
What Does the Text Say?
What do you do when the one place you’ve always been told will last forever lies in ruins? What do you say when the unthinkable has happened? That’s the situation the author of Psalm 89 finds himself in after the Babylonians destroyed the temple in 587 B.C. (see vv. 38-51). Psalm 89 is his response to that religious and social catastrophe.
Psalm 89 is a long meditation on the perplexing nature of God’s covenant with Israel, specifically, God’s covenant with David. It was understood in Israel’s religious tradition to be irrevocable and came to be represented physically in the form of the temple built by David’s son, Solomon (see 2 Samuel 7:8-16; Jeremiah 33:21). The temple was the earthly habitation of the Divine (see Psalm 84) and the physical reminder of God’s promise to preserve and protect God’s chosen people. Its destruction, therefore, was a religious as well as a political crisis, calling into question the theological mainstay of Israelite religion, the covenantal relationship.
The passage for today’s reading is taken from the middle of the psalm and reports a vision to God’s anonymous “faithful one” (v. 19), using the Hebrew word chasid, from which the Jewish sect the Hasidim derives its identity and name. The word recurs in various forms throughout this section of the psalm (vv. 24, 28, 34), forming this passage’s central concern: Where is the evidence of steadfast love in the midst of ruins?
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Love Among Ruins. “Love Among the Ruins” (a Robert Browning poem from 1855) would be a good way to start thinking about this portion of Psalm 89. Jerusalem is wrecked, the temple is destroyed, Israel’s leaders are dead or exiled, the people are lost, hope is scarce. Finding T.S. Eliot’s “still point in the turning world” (from “Burnt Norton”) is the perpetual task of those entrusted with the responsibility of religious leadership, one of whom is the “faithful one,” whose vision is reported in this passage.
Every parent understands unconditional love, but does every child? Does every sibling? What does love look like when it appears that love’s promises haven’t been kept? Religion that is religion only when things are going well is too flimsy to withstand life’s vicissitudes; it will inevitably collapse under the weight of reality. Psalm 89 is an attempt to remind its hearers that the enduring religion of the Bible has, at its core, a relationship. How one goes about redefining the deep, unbreakable relationship at the core of biblical religion is what this psalm is about.
God Will Not Lie. Verse 35b is very curious. “I will not lie to David.” So, God might lie to someone else? Why would God even say such a thing? God is God. Of course, God will not lie to David. Right?
This promise comes right after God delivers an astonishing litany of promises, in which he says that even if David’s children mess up, God will “not remove from him my steadfast love, or be false to my faithfulness.” There might be some sort of punishment, but God will not be “false to my faithfulness.”
The statement could make one nervous. Let’s face it: Sometimes we feel that God has lied to us. Or at least we wonder how our present circumstances can possibly line up with what God has promised in his Word. As though to dispel such criticism, rather than making a positive statement (which this psalm is), the same truth is expressed negatively here. In verses 20-35, God says, “This is what I will do.” In this verse, God says, “This is what I will not do.” And what God will not do is lie. Truth and faithfulness are attributes of God, who cannot act “false to my faithfulness” and who swears “by my holiness.”
Would parents lie to their children? Perhaps. There might be some truth a parent may deem too difficult for a child to bear. A parent might lie to his or her children to shield them from an embarrassing revelation.
But God will not lie to his children.

Ephesians 2:11-22*
What Does the Text Say?
Paul reminds the Gentiles of their former standing: They were “called ‘the uncircumcision’ by those who are called ‘the circumcision’” (v. 11). His focus isn’t on their physical condition but on their relationship to God and “the commonwealth of Israel” (v. 12). In the past, they were “without Christ,” “aliens,” “strangers to the covenants of promise” and without “hope” (v. 12). “But now in Christ Jesus” they are no longer “far off.” Instead, they “have been brought near” (v. 13). Through his “blood” and “his flesh,” Christ brought peace and “made both groups into one,” creating “one new humanity” (vv. 14-15). Their “hostility” ended when he reconciled them “to God in one body through the cross” (v. 16).
They are one because there is one messenger of “peace,” Christ himself. He proclaimed “peace” to those “who were far off” and to those “who were near” (v. 17). Through Jesus, both groups have access to the Father via one Spirit (v. 18). Consequently, the Gentiles are no longer “strangers and aliens” but are now “citizens” with equal right of entry into “the household of God”; indeed, they — along with the Jews — are “a holy temple in the Lord … a dwelling place for God” (vv. 19-22).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Passport Repair. Passports today are being loaded with all sorts of high-tech features, some of which we can’t even see. If you get a new U.S. passport, you will get a warning not to leave it exposed to the sun or keep it near magnetic fields, as this may damage whatever encoding has been placed in the passport itself. Moreover, the passport comes with a layer of lamination, which sometimes begins to peel. You cannot travel with a damaged passport.
Can a passport be repaired? If you’re outside the United States, you can usually take it to the embassy and get it repaired on the spot, although — surprise — you might have a lengthy wait.
In this text, Paul describes Christians as though we’re traveling under a new passport. We were once “far off” and away from God, with no hope and “without God in the world.” But he goes on to say, in effect, that we have a new passport. In the kingdom of God, we “are no longer strangers and aliens, but … citizens.” Indeed, we don’t even need a passport for this heavenly country. We are “saints and also members of the household of God.”
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select Ephesians in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
##
A few months later in 2016, during an appearance on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert to promote Hacksaw Ridge, Mel Gibson confirms [that the plot of a sequel to The Passion of the Christ] would follow Jesus Christ’s descent into Hell and the otherworldly battles he faced following his crucifixion and leading to his resurrection. Gibson’s interest in the sequel was certainly apparent, though he admitted that it would still be “probably three years off.” Ultimately, it took Jesus three days to resurrect, but it would take Gibson nearly 20 years before he could depict this transformation. 
—Will Ashton, “The Passion of the Christ 2: What’s Going On With Mel Gibson’s Planned Sequel,” Cinemablend, October 13, 2020, www.cinemablend.com.
##
No relief is in sight for someone like Larry McKnight, who sat in a horse stall at the Wise County Fairgrounds having his shoulder examined. He was among more than a thousand people attending the area’s 18th annual Remote Area Medical Clinic, where physicians and dentists dispense free care to those who otherwise have none.
“I really think that they don’t have any clue what’s going on,” McKnight said of political leaders in Washington. “You watch the news and it’s two sides pitted against each other, which in turn just makes them pitted against us, the normal person.”
About 1,100 such people descended on the fairgrounds Friday, with more expected Saturday and Sunday. Medical personnel from across the state were there with makeshift examination rooms in tents and sheds. Sheets hung from clothespins for privacy; giant fans pulled hot air through buildings intended for livestock shows. …
Those who couldn’t afford a room slept in their cars or camped in the fields around the fairgrounds. They lined up in the dead of night to get a spot inside the event. 
—Gregory Schneider, “Thousands flock to free medical clinic, as Washington dithers on health care,” The Washington Post, July 21, 2017, www.washingtonpost.com.
##
In 1994, hundreds of thousands in Rwanda were murdered in the space of weeks by soldiers and militias from a rival ethnic group. In response, the United States and much of the world largely shrugged. President Bill Clinton later called his administration’s failure to act one of his great regrets.
Puzzled by that apathy, a psychologist named Paul Slovic began conducting experiments to better understand people’s reaction to mass suffering and death. What he found was troubling.
In one study, his researchers showed people a picture of a 7-year-old girl dying of starvation and asked for donations to help her. He showed another group two starving children, then even larger sets of children. Slovic found people’s distress didn’t grow with the number of children in danger, but often shrank.
“In fact, the more who die, sometimes the less we care,” Slovic said in an interview. In greater numbers, death becomes impersonal, and people feel increasingly hopeless that their actions can have any effect.
“Statistics are human beings with tears dried off,” Slovic said. “And that’s dangerous because we need tears to motivate us.”
—William Wan and Brittany Shammas, “Why Americans are numb to the staggering coronavirus death toll,” The Washington Post, Dec. 21, 2020.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/12/21/covid-why-we-ignore-deaths/.
Retrieved February 4, 2021.
##
It is one of the greatest moments in cinema. In the sweeping historical drama “Lawrence of Arabia,” the young British diplomat-adventurer T.E. Lawrence — played unforgettably by actor Peter O’Toole — has convinced a group of Arab tribes to mount a surprise attack against the Ottoman Empire, from whom they are seeking independence. Lawrence leads a band of these Bedouin warriors across the desert, approaching the Ottoman port of Aqaba from the rear. They cross the desert in blistering heat, braving swirling sandstorms.
At one point, they discover that one of the Arab soldiers, Gasim, has fallen off his camel. Lawrence instantly decides that he must turn around and find the lost man. Sherif Ali, the chief Arab leader, played in the movie by Omar Sharif, objects. Another character tells Lawrence, “Gasim’s time has come, Lawrence. It is written.” Lawrence snaps back, “Nothing is written!” Then he turns around, ventures back, searches amid the sands and cyclones, and finds Gasim staggering about, half-dead. Lawrence brings him back to the camp to a hero’s welcome. When Sherif Ali offers water, Lawrence looks at him and, before quenching his thirst, calmly repeats, “Nothing is written.”
—Fareed Zakaria, "The pandemic upended the present. But it’s given us a chance to remake the future," The Washington Post, October 6, 2020.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/10/06/fareed-zakaria-lessons-post-pandemic-world/.
Retrieved February 4, 2021.
##
Compassion is nothing one feels with the intellect alone. Compassion is particular; it is never general. 
—Madeleine L’Engle, A Circle of Quiet (HarperSanFrancisco, 1972), 193.
##
Compassion asks us to go where it hurts, to enter into places of pain, to share in brokenness, fear, confusion, and anguish. Compassion challenges us to cry out with those in misery, to mourn with those who are lonely, to weep with those in tears. Compassion requires us to be weak with the weak, vulnerable with the vulnerable, powerless with the powerless. Compassion means full immersion in the condition of being human. When we look at compassion this way, it becomes clear that something more is involved than a general kindness or tenderheartedness. It is not surprising that compassion, understood as suffering with, often evokes in us a deep resistance and even protest. 
—Donald P. McNeill, Douglas A. Morrison, Henri J.M. Nouwen, Compassion: A Reflection on the Christian Life (Doubleday, 2006), 3-4.
##
I heard it from a friend who works with the down-and-out in Chicago:
"A prostitute came to me in wretched straits, homeless, sick, unable to buy food for her 2-year-old daughter. Through sobs and tears, she told me she had been renting out her 2-year-old daughter to men interested in kinky sex. She made more renting out her daughter for an hour than she could earn on her own in a night. She had to do it, she said, to support her drug habit. I could hardly bear hearing her sordid story. For one thing, it made me legally liable. I am required to report cases of child abuse. I had no idea what to say to this woman. At last, I asked if she had ever thought of going to a church for help. I will never forget the look of pure, naïve shock that crossed her face. 'Church!' she cried. 'Why would I ever go there? I was already feeling terrible about myself. They'd just make me feel worse.'"
What struck me about my friend’s story is women much like this prostitute fled toward Jesus, not away from him. The worse a person felt about herself, the more likely she saw Jesus as a refuge. Has the church lost that gift? Evidently, the down and out, who flocked to Jesus when he lived on earth, no longer feel welcome among his followers. What has happened?
—Philip Yancey, What's So Amazing About Grace? (Zondervan, 1997), 11.
##

Commentary
Mark 6:30-34, 53-56
Today's reading is found in all four gospels, with only insignificant differences existing in the details of the text. Mark skillfully uses these two sections to frame the "Feeding of the 5,000" and "Jesus Walks on the Water" nature miracles, a framing that challenges the reader to separate today's passage from the miracles in the middle. As the reading stands, the primary emphasis is on the popularity of Jesus with the crowds as a highly successful healer and compassionate teacher. But a secondary message also exists: Namely, that for those engaged in the work of mission, retreat is not a luxury. It is a necessity, although often a difficult one to achieve.
The first half of the reading (vv. 30-34) is broken into three parts: The return of the disciples from their first missionary journey, Jesus' attempt to take them away to rest, and the following crowds and Jesus' teaching. In verse 30, Mark uses the term apostles (apostoloi). This is unusual for the writer of Mark, who prefers to use the terms “the Twelve” or “disciples.” However, at this moment, they return as those who were “sent forth” as apostles.
Much has happened since the disciples were sent out (6:7-13), and the disciples want to tell Jesus the details. Likewise, Jesus knows what the disciples need. He wants to give them a place to relax, an opportunity for calm discussion and prayer. Jesus is aware that those engaged in the formidable journey of missionary activity now need peace themselves. He decides to take the disciples to a "deserted place" (NIV: quiet place). Jesus is not encouraging the disciples to be lazy, but to search out a place to retreat from others to have peace in the company of the Lord. Such a retreat to a deserted place is truly needed as the crowds have made even eating and drinking impossible. Jesus invites them to go away "by yourselves" — that is, the disciples, Jesus and no one else. The disciples, who usually help others, now need to take time for themselves to have peace of mind.
The exact destination of their retreat is not given, for it is not important for Mark, but the method of getting there is by boat. When the people from Capernaum discover that Jesus is leaving, they follow him. Why they do not follow by boat is not explained.
Scholars debate verse 33b: "and they hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them." It seems odd that they would arrive ahead of Jesus and the disciples. To journey across the sea by boat would have been about four miles; to journey around the sea on foot would be about 10 miles of rough terrain, including crossing the Jordan. Matthew, Luke and John portray the crowds as following Jesus (cf. Matthew 14:13; Luke 9:11; John 6:3, 5). It seems more logical to have Jesus and the disciples arrive first and be in seclusion when the crowds suddenly descend on them. Regardless of the order of arrival, the main point is that Jesus and the disciples are seeking to rest and relax but are denied this due to Jesus' enormous popularity.
When their retreat is interrupted, Jesus does not rebuke the crowd but has compassion, or pity. Our English word does not begin to capture the emotion that Jesus felt. He is stirred to the depth of his being at the needs of the people standing before him, perceiving them as sheep without a shepherd. Although such an agricultural image is obscure to us today, in the first century it was well-known that sheep are animals very dependent on their shepherd; with no one to lead them, they wander lost, and with no one to protect them, they are food for predators. The image relating sheep to shepherds is a familiar one in the Old Testament (see 1 Kings 22:17; Psalm 23; Ezekiel 34; Numbers 27:17). Jesus knows that the religious leadership has failed the people, so he steps forward to teach them and give meaning and direction to their lives.
The chapter then recounts the feeding of the 5,000 (vv. 35-40) and concludes with the disciples getting in the boat headed for Bethsaida (v. 45), leaving Jesus behind. This leads to the story of Jesus walking on the water (vv. 45-52). It is at the conclusion of that story that today's reading resumes.
The boat comes ashore, but not back in Capernaum or Bethsaida, as planned in verse 45, but Gennesaret — a heavily populated city south of Capernaum. Lying 3 square miles along the Sea of Galilee on a fertile plain, it was well-known for its bountiful produce. Throughout chapter 6 there are some rather confused geographical references, due, perhaps, to Mark's lack of familiarity with the geography of Palestine as he attempts to connect the cycles of these stories. In any case, this change in destination is not explained, for it does not affect Mark's agenda: to help the reader understand the popularity of Jesus. Jesus and the disciples first tried to escape the crowds for a deserted place, but the crowds followed him to his retreat site. He finally leaves there, just to have the crowds form again at the new destination.
Jesus steps ashore, and, as happened earlier, he is immediately recognized. He is known to have healed individuals and the masses, so the sick from all the surrounding towns are brought to Jesus. As the sick are brought to him — some even being dragged to him on their straw-filled mattresses by friends and family — they are healed. Even a touch to the fringe of Jesus' garment brings healing. This "fringe" is the blue fringe or tassel every male Jew was required to have on the corners of his robe (Numbers 15:38f).
In this instance, Jesus does not react to people touching his garments for the purpose of being healed, as he did earlier with the woman with the hemorrhage (cf. 5:25ff). The pattern of the crowd is becoming familiar. The news of Jesus' arrival travels quickly (v. 54); the people have great faith in Jesus' power to heal (v. 55); and are eager to bring friends in need to Jesus to be cured (v. 56). This pattern is seen in Mark 3:7-12, when Jesus is also followed by large crowds, anxious to be healed.
In these two small passages, the emphasis is on the healings of Jesus — not on his teachings. Jesus understands the people in a way that the religious establishment does not, a dichotomy that will become even clearer in the next chapter. Jesus is seeking a place and time of peace for the disciples, but when the crowds descend upon him, Jesus does not send them away, but he welcomes them. He teaches them, feeds them, and heals them, becoming their true shepherd.

Conversation with the Children: Mark 6:30-34, 53-56
Hold up a shepherd’s crook and ask the children if they can guess how it is used. Explain that the hooked end can be used to rescue a sheep that has fallen into a hole, the long pole can be used to keep sheep together, and the blunt end can be used to drive off a wolf. Ask what would happen to the sheep if they didn’t have a shepherd to watch out for them. Point out that shepherds can rescue, guide and protect their sheep, and that sheep without a shepherd can get themselves into serious trouble. Tell them that Jesus once ran into a large crowd by the Sea of Galilee, “and he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd” (Mark 6:34). Ask the children to guess what kind of help the people needed because they didn’t have a shepherd. Explain that Jesus decided to teach them many things and to heal anyone who was sick. In this way, he guided them and rescued them, just like a good shepherd (vv. 34, 56). Close by saying that Jesus wants to be a Good Shepherd to us as well, and he promises to guide and heal anyone who trusts in him.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
Here we have gathered as God’s people, inspired by the Spirit … to witness more effectively, to listen more deeply, to speak more truthfully, to live more peacefully, to love more energetically, to teach more eloquently, to pray more seriously, to worship more enthusiastically, to celebrate more joyfully, to sing more faithfully, to give more generously, to serve more compassionately.

Prayers — General
Holy God, send some companions
who can look in a pained face and not turn away,
who can look at bruises and scars and not pull back,
who can hear anger and rage and not run away,
who can touch a fragile body with tenderness and not pity,
who can stay through the dark nights and shadowed days.
Holy God, touch us and use us to be the neighbor, the friend to those in need. Amen.

Benedictions — General
As we go forth, may we sense God’s great Spirit going with us.
As we go forth, may we take the Good News to the poor, the lonely, those in prison, those in nursing homes, those who are discouraged, and those in need of a smile and touch of love and affirmation. Amen.

Hymns
Hope of the World
What Does the Lord Require?
Lord, Speak to Me That I May Speak

Worship and Praise 
Mighty to Save (Hillsong)
They’ll Know We Are Christians by Our Love
What Can I Do (Baloche)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Eighth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
2 Samuel 7:1-14a
Psalm 89:20-37
Ephesians 2:11-22
Mark 6:30-34, 53-56
