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Then he commanded them all to sit
down in groups on the green grass.  So they sat down in groups, by hundreds 
and by fiftiies.  And taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to 
heaven and said a blessing and broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples 
to set before the people.

Mk 6:39–41.

Turning Dry, Desolate Places Into Landscapes of Life

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.

It didn’t turn out to be much of a break, here in the sixth chapter of the Gospel 

according to St. Mark.  Thee disciples have returned afteer their missionary activities and

from the demands of the insistent crowds that came and followed as a result.  Afteer an 

exhausting piece of work, and then the terrible news about John the Baptizer, Jesus 

told his disciples it was time to refresh and recharge.  “Come away by yourselves to a 

desolate place and rest a while.”1  Sounds great!  But then the plan goes horribly 

wrong.  Theey get in the boat to get away, to a “desolate” place by themselves, but by 

the time they arrive the crowds had made the same journey on foot and were waiting. 

Theere were well over 5,000!  We can imagine the reaction of the disciples.  Not again!  

1 Mk 6:31.
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Why can’t we get a break?  Theey probably thought Jesus would agree, and He would 

send them on their way.  Even betteer, perhaps they would all get back in the boat and 

continue on somewhere else on the shore of Lake Galilee!  Theey just needed to finnd a 

place more inaccessible to the persistent crowds who were seeking what Jesus was 

giving, and in turn what the apostles in turn had brought into the towns and 

countryside, in His stead and by His command.  Afteer all, He said they needed a break!

But if that’s what they were thinking they were in for a surprise.  Perhaps in 

retrospect they realized that His primary feeling for these crowds was not disdain but 

a deep, gut-level human compassion.  Thee disciples became aware that Jesus was not 

disappointed or angry with the crowds.  He wouldn’t send them away, He wouldn’t 

try and hide from them.  He was sorry for them.  Why?  St. Mark says, “because they 

were like sheep without a shepherd”2  What does that mean, “sheep without a 

shepherd”?  To start, we know that those who should have been concerned with the 

material well-being of these people, the ruling civil authorities, were (as we heard last 

week) nothing but corrupt and depraved bullies.  Herod is more concerned with 

carousing with his buddies, winking at prettey girls, and beheading prophets than with 

effeective leadership on behalf of the people.

But there is another layer to this comment of “sheep without a shepherd.”  Jesus brings

an indictment against those who would have the responsibility of spiritual leadership 

for God’s people.  Theis compassion of Jesus springs from knowing that the people have

been lefte without the care of those who should be concerned with bringing the hope 

2 Mk 6:34.
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and comfort of God’s Word, the promise of forgiveness and redemption.  Thee prophets 

of the Old Testament speak in these same terms of lost sheep without a shepherd.  

Ezekiel sounds the harsh note of judgement against the failed religious leaders of 

Israel: “Thee weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured 

you have not bound up, the strayed you have not brought back, the lost you have not 

sought, and with force and harshness you have ruled them.  So they were scatteered, 

because there was no shepherd.”3  Today we heard another prophet, Jeremiah, 

condemn this same carelessness: “thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, concerning the

shepherds who care for my people: ‘You have scatteered my floock and have driven them

away, and you have not atteended to them.’”4

But in the response of Jesus we see how God intends to provide for his people, even 

when their shepherds have deserted them.  God himself will pick up the pieces, He 

will be their Shepherd, and they will never pass from His loving care.  Thee words of 

Psalm 23 are clearly now in view, for “the LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.”5  Thee

incarnate Son of God has compassion on people who are lost and led astray, who are 

mired in sin and doubt and unbelief, and he brings them relief.  Theose who are 

gathered together that day have travelled overland to catch up with Jesus for, no 

doubt, a variety of reasons.  Perhaps some are just there for the spectacle.  But many 

are there because they have reached the end of the rope.  Theey are looking for relief.  

And so we see Jesus provide for them, right then and there.  First, we hear that “he 

3 Eze 34:4–5.
4 Je 23:2.
5 Ps 23:1.
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began to teach them many things”6  Thee people will know that God has come to dwell 

among them and be their Shepherd by the proclamation of the Word, the preaching 

and teaching of repentance, and the message of the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

Thee people are bringing all manner of needs that spring from the cares of this earthly 

life.  We all have those same needs.  We all have the cares of this life that bring trials 

and difficculty.  We bring them with us as we gather in the Divine Service.  So we hear 

that for the gathered multitudes there in the desolate place Jesus finrst provides the 

most important thing: He gives them the message of the Kingdom of God, the 

forgiveness of sins and the hope of eternal life.  Out of compassion for sinners in need 

He still brings forth His Word, this very day.

And then, in that desolate place, afteer teaching them many things, Jesus shows them 

evidence of the new life He brings.  Thee disciples are at the end of their strength, the 

end of their reason, the end of their resources.   So are the crowds that have followed.  

Now they are hungry, and there is no food.  Now, afteer giving them the life-sustaining 

Word, He feeds them.  Jesus turns this unlikely place into a landscape of new life.  In 

another reminder of Psalm 23 we hear that all of these people are “commandedLto sit 

down in groups on the green grass.7  Now right away this should get our atteention, for 

they are in an area which is very arid.  Theere is a rainy season, and then it’s dry for the

rest of the year.  But we hear that there is green grass, just as we hear in Psalm 23, “He

makes me lie down in green pastures.”8  But here’s the interesting thing about the 

6 Mk 6:34.
7 Mk 6:39.
8 Ps 23:2.
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word “green” in the Psalm.  You see, in Hebrew the word we translate as “green” in 

English is closer to “the fresh green shoots of grass that appear afteer the rains.”  Theat’s 

not very poetic so we just say green.  But think about what that means: Jesus, the 

Good Shepherd, who has come to give comfort and hope to the people who have been 

without, makes His people to rest and recline in the green grass of refreshment and 

plenty.  No more desert!  No more desolation!  Theere is now new creation.  So Jesus 

miraculously provides for the people, just as God has always done (think of how God 

provided manna for the people of the Exodus).  We should also know that the rainy 

season in this part of the world comes in the spring, which would have been the time 

of the Passover.  Here Jesus takes the bread, gives thanks, and gives it to the people.  

He will do this again at the institution of His supper, also at the time of the Passover.

What about today?  Of course we cannot speak of crowds following Jesus along the 

lakeshore to meet up with Him, and here in this part of North America we are 

certainly not short of rain or greenery this year.  But still the Saviour comes to those 

who are without a shepherd and He leads them “in paths of righteousness for his 

name’s sake.”9  Thee way He does this today has not changed from that day by the lake 

when He fed the multitudes.  For just as He taught them with His Word, today the 

Living Word of God continues to bring forth saving faith, by the power of the Holy 

Spirit who works that faith, faith that hears the gracious Word of the Gospel and 

believes.  And then, just as the feeding of the 5,000 points us to the age to come, the 

eternal banquet feast of the Lamb, so too here and now we receive another foretaste of

9 Ps 23:3.
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that glorious day when we gather around bread and wine, Body and Blood.  Certainly 

the miracle of the loaves and finshes might remind us of the Holy Communion, for as 

we just heard Jesus both times takes bread, gives thanks and gives it to the disciples.  

But these are distinct events, each in their own way showing us the miracle of holiness

that springs up even in the midst of sin and desolation.  We gather together at the 

Sacrament of the Altar, the table our Lord has prepared for us.  Theese means of grace –

Word and Sacrament – are given to us from the God who still dwells with His people, 

through and for the sake of Christ Jesus. 

He has come to bring life, even in the dried-up lives of those who are lost and 

wandering.  He comes for the sick, for the dying, for those who are burdened by sin.  

When St. Mark records the crucifinxion of Jesus he tells his readers the name of the 

place where it happened.  He even translates is for us: “And they brought him to the 

place called Golgotha (which means Place of a Skull).”10  Christ enters the halls of 

death, the place of the skull, because there He conquers death itself and brings life.  He

rises from the dead to bring us the assurance that He has accomplished what He said, 

and He brings us the blessing of life.  New, green-shooots-growing-in-the-spring-rains 

kind of life, which He provides without measure to those who repent and believe.  No 

place, no person, no time is so utteerly desolate that Jesus cannot break bread there, 

leaving so much lefte over that we will marvel even at the crumbs that are lefteover.  So 

with humble hearts full of His knowledge and grace let us not leave this world to its 

desolation.  Let us not dismiss those who are in need, or hungry, or without a 

10 Mk 15:22.
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shepherd.  Instead, as we enter into those places and live to serve our brothers and 

sisters, let us remember that Jesus turns the dry, desolate places into landscapes of life. 

Amen.

And now the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and your 

minds in Christ Jesus.

Rev. Kirk P. Radford

Christ Lutheran Church, Sarnia, Ont.
 Soli Deo Gloria✠
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