
Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 1 18/07/21 

… like sheep without a shepherd 

 

Jeremiah 23:1–6 

Psalm 23 

Ephesians 2:11–22 

Mark 6:30–34, 53–56 

 

Text: Mark 6:34 

As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they were 

like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things. 

 

Introduction 

 A minister friend of mine sent me this picture titled “My Travel Plans 

2021; under ‘expectations’ is a photo of the Opera House in Sydney, 

Australia; juxtaposed under ‘reality’ is a photo of dishes drying 

outdoors—perhaps in your backyard.  Do 2021 vacation plans feel 

like this?  According to Marketplace website, surveys have found that 

those working from home are logging longer hours as the boundary 

between personal and professional life breaks down, and job cuts have 

left many with less security and more responsibilities.  People are thus 

inclined to take less paid time off.  Coupled with the fact that travel is restricted, vacation may 

get pushed to the background as important. 

 

1. The point where we entered the story of Jesus’ ministry in Mark’s gospel is when the disciples 

return from their preaching/teaching/healing mission to the villages of Galilee; a mission Jesus 

had sent them on.  They are recounting all that happened—the number of villages they went to, 

the experience of sharing the gospel Jesus taught them to share, the healings that occurred.  

Jesus’ notoriety was on the upswing and so many were coming and going they had no leisure 

even to eat.  Jesus said to them, ‘Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a 

while.’  They needed a vacation. 

 

The Sea of Galilee is what we in Canada would call a lake.  It is approximately 21 km (13 mi) 

long, and 13 km (8.1 mi) wide.  Lake Simcoe in Ontario is approximately 30.5 km (19 mi) long 

and 26 km (16 mi) wide by comparison.  Jesus and the disciples got into a boat and headed for a 

deserted place along the sea shore for some rest.  People who lived around the Sea knew it well 

and could tell where they were headed in the boat.  Word spread quickly and a large crowd of 

people arrived there in advance ready to receive the boat and its prized occupant.  Perhaps Jesus 

and his disciples should have stayed in the boat and turned it into a cruise holiday.   

 

Perhaps you find as I do, that I need to unplug when I go away in order to rest.  If I look at 

emails that continue to make their way to my mobile device, rest is delayed—and it takes a day 

or so to feel that I am ‘on vacation.’  Jesus hasn’t even reached the vacation spot and the crowds 

are already there.  Some suggest that these people are flooding to see Jesus in hopes that he will 

be the one, the Messiah, who will lead them out from under Roman occupation—in addition to 

those seeking healing and other help.  People longing for freedom and looking for hope, looking 

for someone to believe in.   



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 2 18/07/21 

 

I might have kept on rowing the boat to another destination.  Not Jesus.  “As he went ashore, he 

saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep without a 

shepherd; and he began to teach them many things.”  When Jesus came upon crowds of people 

who seemed hungry and bewildered and lost all at once, he wasn’t angry with them.  He was 

moved to such pity for them, the Greek text tells us, that his bowels knotted.  This Greek word—

literally meaning bowels knotting—was used to speak of compassion, because pity for people in 

sorrowful states was gut wrenching.  Just a note in passing that this is the crowd of 5000 Jesus 

will feed with the loaves and fishes. 

 

By the way, I don’t mean to imply that taking vacation isn’t important because Jesus interrupts 

vacation plans to minister to this crowd of people instead of pushing on to that retreat he 

intended with his disciples.  Jesus and disciples do soon get away for respite at a place called 

Caesarea Philippi near the foot of Mt. Hermon close to one of the sources for the Jordon River.  

In was there, on vacation, that Peter and the disciples make their confession about Jesus—‘you 

are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.’  Rest and spiritual renewal can go hand in hand. 

 

2. They were ‘like sheep without a shepherd.”   Everywhere in the Hebrew bible “sheep without 

a shepherd” are sheep who are lost.  When Jesus looked out over the crowds—ultimately the 

whole world—his heart broke at their spiritual lostness.  ‘Sheep without a shepherd’ is a 

metaphor for people who can’t find their way and are often vulnerable to demagogues and 

ideologies; people looking for something upon which to ground their lives breaks our Lord’s 

heart.  In the prophet Jeremiah we read of God’s opposition to shepherds who destroy and scatter 

the sheep.  Through Jeremiah God promised, “The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I 

will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall 

execute justice and righteousness in the land.”   

 

Jesus himself was especially critical of those religious leaders who destroyed and discouraged 

faith.  But of the harassed and helpless and lost Jesus has great compassion.  God’s concern for 

the lost sheep expressed through the prophet Jeremiah is on display as Jesus is knotted-up with 

compassion for this crowd that has hurried to meet him as he comes to shore. … like sheep 

without a shepherd. 

 

Through the prophet Isaiah the Lord declared,  “If you do not stand firm in faith, you shall not 

stand at all.”  A more literal translation would be, “If you do not believe (if you do not hold firm 

to God), then you will have no foothold.”  (Isaiah 7:9)  The one root word (of both Hebrew verbs 

in this sentence) embraces a variety of meanings who's interplay and differentiation go to make 

up the subtle grandeur of this sentence.  It includes the meanings truth, firmness, firm ground, 

ground, and furthermore the meanings loyalty, to trust, entrust oneself, take one's stand on 

something, believe in something; thus faith in God appears as a holding on to God through which 

a person gains a firm foothold for life. 

 

… like sheep without a shepherd; no firm foothold for life; rootlessness.  These are angles of 

vision on the same reality that many in our world around us feel.  Think of the phenomenon of 

identity politics where people are divided by varying features and commitments.  The one thing 

that binds all identitarian groups together is the human experience of wanting to belong and yet 
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finding no place in contemporary society.  The nation state is no longer a source of unity; the 

origins and founders of Canada are under suspicion.  Virtual social interactions do not 

necessarily connect people to their neighbourhoods.  Religious institutions are not regarded as 

having any authority.   

 

A recent article by Father Raymond De Souza in the National Post was an eye opener: Has 

pandemic foretold the death of the church?  The statistics for mainline denominations are not 

encouraging.  De Souza noted that “One (unspoken) reason that churches have been subject to 

such strict lockdowns—more severe than bars or large stores, for example—is that they are, in 

large parts of the country, gathering places for the more vulnerable elderly.”  Many Canadian 

young people grow up with little or no exposure to religion. 

 

In speaking of what colleges and universities offer young people, one author said “You have a 

rootless, floating existence, the only Big Picture being Achievement, Success, Health, Safety.  

No Gods, no glorious past, no community, no voices of the dead, no thirst for greatness, only a 

soulless pursuit of degrees and jobs.”  But people long for more. 

 

Everyone knows how sharply the situation of “not being able to go on anymore” can arise in the 

midst of outward abundance.  Meaning for your life cannot be derived.  Meaning that is self-

made is in the last analysis no meaning.  Meaning, that is, the ground on which our existence as a 

totality can stand and live, cannot be made but only received.  To believe as a Christian means in 

fact entrusting oneself to the meaning that upholds me and the world; taking it as the firm ground 

on which I can stand. This is to trust Jesus Christ who said I am way, truth, and life. 

 

… like sheep without a shepherd.  Rootlessness.  No foothold.  Lostness.  Jesus comes to address 

this very situation.  Even the need for rest will not deter him; he is always ready to address and 

meet this deeply felt need; to belong, to be grounded, to have firm footing for life.  And even 

though we are without footing because we humans turned away from God; turned away from the 

One who is the very ground of our existence;  God has great compassion for us in our lostness, as 

we see in Jesus Christ.   

 

3. … like sheep without a shepherd.  To be compassionate for someone who is lost is a 

wonderful thing.  I recall vividly the day my youngest son as a little boy wandered off in a 

shopping mall—each parent thought the other was watching him.  When I found him a security 

staff person was holding him doing his best to comfort him.  I was grateful for his compassion.  

We can feel compassionate for people in hard places but wonder what we can do?  I note with 

you that in this case as Jesus’ heart broke over the spiritual lostness of people we are told he 

taught them many things. 

 

… and he began to teach them many things.  To meet this human need of our lostness that breaks 

his heart Jesus teaches.  When people came to Jesus with their illnesses and chronic medical 

conditions he heals them; when people were tormented by evil spirits Jesus drives the spirits out.  

Typically he does this by speaking—it is in the power of his word.  To the condition of our 

lostness Jesus has a word for us that delivers.  Jesus’ teaching puts rootlessness to flight, plants 

the feet on sure foothold, delivers from the angst and terror of being lost.   

 

https://www.pressreader.com/canada/national-post-latest-edition/20210522/281904481080291
https://www.pressreader.com/canada/national-post-latest-edition/20210522/281904481080291
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Will we listen to what he has to say?  I point out to you that when Jesus teaches, Jesus is offering 

people himself.  Jesus stays and teaches them—he doesn’t say, my book is available at your 

favourite bookstore.   Indeed his teaching is wise, but it isn’t a better wisdom he offers as if 

wisdom is a measure that exists above Jesus and we can measure Jesus to be wise of not by our 

grasp of some wisdom scale.  His word interpret us.  I note that Mark does not tell us what he 

taught them—just that Jesus taught them.   

 

At the beginning of Mark’s gospel he summarized Jesus’ teaching this way: ‘The time is 

fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’  When 

Jesus said that the kingdom of God has come near he means he, the king, has come near.  Repent 

means to change you mind, turn around from the way you are going to him. Believe the good 

news; the very meaning of our existence has come to you and me.  Believe him and set your 

footing on him.  The point I am meaning to underline is that his teaching bespeaks a relationship 

between teacher and student.  To hear his word is to say yes to this relationship.  To embrace his 

teaching is to embrace him as teacher.   

 

In the Bible we are told that God’s word is active and powerful; God’s word accomplishes what 

is spoken—there are no idle words.  This is because of the one who speaks.  When Jesus says, ‘I 

am way, truth, and life,’ he is teaching us who he is and why life oriented in faith (relationship 

with him) feels like you are at home; why the angst of lostness disappears.  The Psalmist tells us 

that “The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul; the decrees of the Lord are sure, making 

wise the simple.”  (Psalm 19:7) God’s word does this because it is God’s word.  We don’t judge 

God’s word to be wise, rather it is his word that makes for wisdom.   

 

I wonder what Jesus taught them that day?  Perhaps he told them the parable of the prodigal son 

who wasted his inheritance with dissolute living and found his father’s ready welcome home.   

Jesus wanted them to know of God’s welcome home.  He may have even mentioned the parable 

of the lost sheep and how the true shepherd searches for the sheep until he finds it, to let them 

know of God’s steadfast love that will not relent in seeking to bring them back to the safety of 

the fold.  I wonder if he told them the parable of the lost coin and how the woman searched the 

house until she found it; that each human was like a lost treasured coin God was looking to find.   

 

And for sure he told them the parable about the man who found buried treasure in a field and 

then went and sold all he had to buy the field.  This is what it is like to find the kingdom of God, 

to embrace Jesus its king.  You discover that this was where you were meant to be all along.  It is 

to be connected to the eternal.  It is to find that firm ground upon which to take your foothold for 

life.  Instead of sheep without a shepherd it is to claim with the Psalmist, “the Lord is my 

shepherd.”   

  

As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they were 

like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things. 

 


