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In my study, both at church and at home,            
 there are several books on the hard sayings of Jesus, 
  books I turn to for help when the scripture presents   
   stories that confound, upset, challenge, or confuse us. 
There was no need to turn to any of those books this week, 
 yet our two snippets of scripture are confusing. 
They have to be one of the oddest scripture choices in the Lectionary: 
 Two disjointed bits, twenty verses apart, 
  neither one telling a whole story about anything. 
   Just snippets on either side of Mark’s version  
    of the story of Jesus feeding the five thousand, 
     then walking on the water across the sea. 
The two bits are transitions and another use  
 of the sandwich technique that Mark likes to employ.  
  The only thing the two readings have in common  
   is a sense of chaos and exhaustion, 
    along with the feeling that whatever Jesus is trying to do, 
     he is constantly interrupted by searching,  
      desperate people. 
 
The readings sound the way some of us may feel: 
 Listen to the sequence of hectic phrases: 
  “Coming and going;” “No leisure even to eat” 
   “Hurried,” “crowd,” “sheep without a shepherd;” then 
  “Crossed over,” “rushed about that whole region,” 
   “wherever they heard,” “wherever he went,” 
    and, finally, “begged.” 
 
Why do you suppose the lectionary committee didn’t just skip over  
 these odd little bits? 
  Why not just get on with the story of Jesus’ ministry? 
   Maybe because the unlooked for, unscheduled moments  
    are where we need a shepherd most.  
 
As the first bit begins, the disciples are just back 
  from a successful mission trip. 
  They had gone out at Jesus urging  
   to teach and invite people in the surrounding towns 
    to turn their lives back to God. 
     They took nothing with them but the clothes on their backs. 
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      Along with their preaching,  
       they cast out demons and cured the sick. 
We heard about it last week when all of a sudden,  
 the story of the beheading of John the Baptist  
  interrupted the flow. 
   John’s story was the meat in last week’s sandwich, remember? 
 We heard about Herod Antipas’ seedy marriage, 
  and the drunken banquet marked by John’s murder 
   with a lot of gruesome details. 
 
Our first set of verses today takes us back to the returned disciples, 
 shows them gathered around Jesus, 
  excited and ready to tell him everything they’d done. 
   He invites them to a deserted place to rest. 
Not many words are needed to shift us from  
 the John the Baptist story back to the disciples’ mission. 
But a lot of words are packed together to describe the place 
 Jesus wants them to go:  
  “a deserted place all by yourselves,” writes Mark. 
   Six words, four descriptors, as if to indicate  
    how tired effective ministry can make us,, 
     how much they needed a respite from the world, 
      “a deserted place all by yourselves.” 
 
And off they go. They get in the boat and cross the water, 
 but it isn’t clear that they ever made it to their retreat. 
  Because as soon as Jesus steps on the far shore 
   he sees an aimless, anxious crowd.  
  This crowd is not described in any way, other than their presence,    
   but something about them 
    leads Jesus to think of shepherdless sheep. 
     Instead of moving off as planned to be with his inner circle 
      Mark says Jesus had compassion for the crowd,    
        so he stayed with them and taught them many things. 
 
Two weeks ago I mentioned that Rob and I saw   
 the documentary about the Reverend Fred Rogers of Mr. Rogers fame.  
  I hope some of you have seen it, too, now that it’s playing at the Lyric. 
 If you have seen it, you saw how impossible it was at times  
  for Rogers to make headway in a train station or on the street,  
   because people would recognize him and stop him  
    to say he had saved their childhood,  
     been the only thing close to an adult in their lives,  
      or, most often, simply to say “Thank you”  
       for the peace and joy he brought them.  
A famous profile of Rogers published in Esquire years ago  
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 says even more about these interruptions.i  
  The journalist, Tom Junod, spent days trailing Rogers around,  
   and saw encounter after encounter  
    as people gathered around Fred Rogers wherever he went.  
 “You wouldn’t believe the things they tell me,” Rogers said to Junod,  
  but whatever the content was he kept it to himself.  
A lot of what Rogers was given in those moments  
 must have been hard to bear for a man of such compassion.  
Yet it never stopped him from stopping, from being kind, from listening,  
 from taking time, from teaching in the moment.  
  It can’t have been easy, but he knew he was a shepherd      
   and taking time is what shepherds do. 
 
Right after this first segment of scripture for today 
 Jesus feeds five thousand people. We’ll hear the story next week. 
  He feeds them, you remember, not just with his words, 
   but also with fish and bread that appears in some manner 
    for which there is no plausible explanation. 
 
This picture of Jesus trying to find peace with his disciples,  
 to take them somewhere so they and debrief and rest,  
  this picture is the lead-in to one of the most important events 
   of Jesus’ ministry, and it was completely unplanned. 
He could have passed the crowd by, 
 had good reason to pull his fraying cloak up over his head 
  and trudge off to the planned retreat, 
   but he allowed himself to stop for what a troubled world needed 
    because of his compassion for the crowd. 
 
Our second little bundle of verses for today 
  tacks a glimpse of Jesus’ healing power  
  onto the end of the tale in which Jesus walks on water. 
After the miraculous feeding of the five thousand  
 Jesus had told the disciples to get back in the boat and start across. 
  He stayed behind to pray 
   then walked out that night across the water 
    and hopped into the disciples’ boat  
     when it was midway across the sea. 
  Stop a moment to let it sink in that despite all the demands on him,   
   he still took time to be with God.  
  Fred Rogers, I learned from the Esquire article, got up every day at 5:30 a.m. 
   to pray for the people who wrote to him.          
    Then took a swim at the gym and got work by 9:00 a.m. 
At the pick up point for this second set of verses 
 The disciples and Jesus have made it back across the water,   
  and again the crowds spot Jesus and coming running. 



4 
 

We don’t know this time where Jesus planned to go,  
 or what he hoped to do. 
  This time instead of teaching the crowds  
   Mark tells us he healed the sick who were brought to him. 
No less than five words are used to describe  
 the different places where he heals: 
  on mats, in villages, in cities, farms and marketplaces. 
It is only one sentence, but it reads like a journey all by itself. 
 Mark implies that everyone who was so fortunate  
   as to brush the fringe of Jesus’ cloak was healed that day. 
   
Reading this together now, we are in that crowd, too. 
 I’m glad we are, because I know some of us are exhausted.   
Some feel bruised or ill,  worried or afraid.            
 Some are anxious about  
  the chaos and strangeness of our recent national life 
   no matter which side of the aisle we sit on. 
Others are simply overwhelmed by the day to day demands 
 that families, children, work, or changing financial challenges bring. 
  Others are back from vacation but dreading life starting up again. 
 
Beloved, in these two little bits of scripture that scotch tape together 
 disjointed moments of the gospel into one, 
  we see Jesus stopping for us, shepherding us in our confusion. 
 That first crowd did nothing to command his attention, 
  nothing to announce what they needed, 
   nothing to prove them worthy of Jesus’ time.  
    They were not at prayer, not at worship.  
     Yet he saw they needed a Shepherd 
      and so he stopped to care for them. 
 
Two scenes of a tired harried man, ever on the move, 
 ever-seeking time with God, not getting enough, 
  yet never turning his back on us,  
   the urgent undulating crowd who long for every kind  
    of healing and reassurance. 
 
It is the interruptions, the unforeseen, unscheduled events in our lives, 
 say these two little stories,  
  that are the deepest context for faith and ministry. 
   It was so in Jesus day and it is still true now. 
   
Fred Craddock tells a story about being invited to preach 
 at Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, 
  the former pulpit of Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Just as he stood to read his text  
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 the pastor, Joe Roberts, stood up and began to sing 
  “I’m feeling so much better since I laid my burden down….”ii 
The associate pastors got up and started singing, too. 
 The musicians moved to the piano, drums and organ started up. 
Craddock was standing there with his bible open to Mark 8 waiting. 
 “Well, suddenly I realized ‘I’m the one up front I’m the leader of this.” 
  So I started clapping my hands and singing. 
   then everybody stood up and started clapping their hands 
    and swinging and singing, and it was just marvelous.” 
Finally, Joe Roberts put out his hand and everyone quieted 
 and Craddock preached,  
  feeling as if he could have preached all day. 
Afterward he said to Joe, “Well that kind of shocked me a little bit. 
 You didn’t tell me you were going to do that.” 
And Roberts said, “Well, I didn’t plan to.” 
 “Then why did you do it?” Craddock asked. 
And he said, “Well, when you stood up there  
 one of the associates leaned over to me and said, 
  ‘That boy’s gonna need help…’” 
 
On days like today, every day, when we need help,  remember:  
 there is a Shepherd who will stop whatever else he’s doing  
  to lend you his compassion. 
And sometimes what he can do in you will be so great, 
 there will be no plausible explanation for it at all. AMEN. 
 
 
 

i The article was originally published in the November 1998 issue of Esquire and is readily available 
online. 
ii The lyrics to the most recognized version of the hymn “Glory, Glory, Lay My Burden Down.” 

                                            


