
1 
 

Sermon – Sheep Without a Shepherd, Be A Shepherd 

Mark 6:30-34, 53-56 

The Very Rev. Scott Anderson 

St. Peter’s Episcopal Cathedral 

July 22, 2018 

 

Mark 6:30-34, 53-56 

The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done and taught. He said to 

them, “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.” For many were 

coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. And they went away in the boat to a 

deserted place by themselves. Now many saw them going and recognized them, and they hurried 

there on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them. 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 they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret and moored the boat. When they 

got out of the boat, people at once recognized him, and rushed about that whole region and 

began to bring the sick on mats to wherever they heard he was. And wherever he went, into 

villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the marketplaces, and begged him that they might 

touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed. 

 

 

It occurred to me this week that there is a true statement for anyone who has ever been 

involved in the sheep business.  It is not that sheep tend to not be the brightest bulbs on the 

range, if you know what I mean, although that might certainly be true. It is not that sheep 

ranchers and cattle ranchers have not always been the best of friends and neighbors, although I 

understand that there is a long history that would show that that is also true.  It is not even that 

sheep have the tendency to wander, which I think is undisputed. What I am referring to is a truth 

surrounding sheep that goes way back.  And this is it…when it comes to sheep, shepherds are 

important. 

Now this might be less obvious to us in Montana in the present day.  There is fencing that 

keep flocks in place, medicine the keep them healthy, and other technology that help keep 

predators at bay.  But two thousand or more years ago, and even today in parts of the world, 

shepherds were, and are, critical.  They serve an essential task for the welfare of their flocks. 

When members of the flock wander, eating their way from safety into danger, the 

shepherd is there to search and find them and help them find their way back.  If they were to 

become injured in their wandering, the shepherd would hoist them up on his shoulders and carry 

them back and tend to them so that they could return to the flock. 

When the fields become over grazed or the waters becomes less plentiful, the shepherd is 

there to lead the flock from one meadow to another or from one source of water to another so 

that they can find the nourishment they need. 

When sheep become weak or ill, the shepherd cares for them. 
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And when night falls, when darkness sets in, and dangers draw near, the shepherd brings 

the flock close and protects them from predators that would quickly end their existence with a 

strong bite and a swift swipe. 

Shepherds are important. 

And so, is it any wonder that we hear so much about shepherds in Scripture?  It started in 

Genesis where we get the first reference to God as shepherd.  Jacob, as he was giving his 

blessing to Joseph’s sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, describes God as, “The God before whom my 

fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, the God who has been my shepherd all my life long to this 

day.”  Jacob was a herdsman.  That was his and his family’s life.  Jacob knew about shepherds 

and knew how important they were. 

Moses, also someone who knew well about the importance of shepherds, as he stood on 

the mountain overlooking the promise land, the land which he had just been told by God that he 

would not enter, one request came to mind.  He asked God to “appoint a man over Israel who 

shall go out before them and come in before them, who shall lead them out and bring them in, 

that the people of the LORD may not be as sheep that have no shepherd.”  That was his most 

critical concern, because Moses knew the danger.  

Later David was called out of the field, out from being a shepherd, into being a different 

kind of shepherd, and was anointed by Samuel to be the future King.  And when the tribes of 

Israel came together thirty some years later to formally anoint David as their king, they said to 

him, “In times past, when Saul was king over us, it was you who led out and brought in Israel. 

And the LORD said to you, ‘You shall be shepherd of my people Israel, and you shall be prince 

over Israel.’”  They also knew well what it meant to be a shepherd.  And they knew that to God it 

was the highest of callings.  God didn’t say that David should be a prince first and then, as a 

prince, a shepherd also.  He was to be, first and foremost, a shepherd and then secondarily a 

prince. 

The prophet Micaiah, speaking to King Ahab, lamented his vision of the people of Israel 

being scattered on the mountains, as sheep that had no shepherd. 

Isaiah described the Messiah to come, saying that he will tend his flock like a shepherd, 

he will gather his lambs in his arms, he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those who 

are young.   

Ezekiel warned that without a shepherd they would become scattered, with no shelter, 

food for the wild beasts. 

All these prophets knew the importance of a shepherd and the dangers of not having one.   

And then Jesus, having described himself as the Good Shepherd, told the people that 

God’s intention, God’s plan, was that all flocks would come together under one shepherd, and 

finally, as he prepared for the cross when he instituted the eucharist at the table of the last supper, 

he warned his followers about what had been written by the Prophet Zechariah about Satan’s 

plans for the coming 24 hours,  “I will strike the shepherd and the flock will be scattered. 

Shepherds are important, and The Shepherd is critical. Throughout our history, 

throughout the story of God’s plan for our salvation, we have seen both sides.  We have seen the 

times when we have faithfully followed God and his Son and how during those times we thrived 

and found joy and lived in peace.  But we have also seen way too many times when we have 
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trusted solely in ourselves and trusted other false shepherds instead of The Shepherd.  And we 

know what that looked like, and so did Jesus.  And that is what we saw in our Gospel this 

morning.   

Jesus came ashore and saw the crowd of people who had raced ahead just so they could 

encounter him.  I don’t know what adjective you might apply to them…harried, scared, 

confused, hurting…lost?  However they might be described, Jesus looked at them and saw what 

he and his father had seen so many times before…sheep without a shepherd…and his heart broke 

for them, and so he came close to them and he taught them.  He taught them about something 

more, something beyond what they had settled for.  He ministered to them in their illnesses and 

struggles. And when evening came he gathered them close and fed them all from five loaves of 

bread and a couple of fish.  He taught them. He cared for them.  He protected them.  And he fed 

them.  He became their shepherd and as sheep so often do, they heard and recognized his unique 

voice, and they, from that day, followed. 

But there is an important thing that we would see if we were to read on further in Mark’s 

Gospel.  When the disciples recognized that the huge crowd that had gathered was getting 

hungry and brought their concern to Jesus, he doesn’t say, “Hold on a sec, while I whip 

something up.”  He told them, the disciples, his followers, to feed them.  “You do it,” he told 

them.  You see, shepherds are important and with God’s guidance and help, we are to also be 

shepherds under The Shepherd for the sake of lost and hurting sheep.  Caring, uplifting, feeding, 

protecting. 

We are called to look into the world and have compassion.  And when what we see 

breaks our hearts, just like it did to Jesus, it should drive us to be shepherds for Christ.  Teaching 

God’s truth, so that we all might know the space God has made for us, within which to thrive.  

Sharing God’s love, so that we can each know how valued we are in God’s eyes.  Pointing to the 

source of all wholeness, so that our blindness might healed, our deafness might be cured, and 

that we might overcome our lameness for the journey God has given us …all this while feeding 

the hungry and standing against the predators at the door so that everyone gets the chance to 

know the ultimate shepherd.  

You see, I don’t think that we were ever meant to stay sheep.  We were meant to become 

shepherds under Christ in order to serve the world so that there will be one flock under one 

shepherd…because shepherds are important, and The Shepherd is critical.  We can’t find real life 

without him. 

Amen 


