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A couple of weeks ago, when I was out on my morning run I met the wild goats.  They weren't at 

their usual place, near Lochan Uvie, but up by the travellers camp site, wandering along, trying to 

find a way off the road into the fields.  Two days later I met them again, even nearer to 

Newtonmore.  They ran ahead of me (which was a bit smelly!) and then disappeared up the track to 

the riding stables.  I haven't seen them since, so I hope they found their way back onto the slopes of 

Creag Dhu.  When I read of Jesus having compassion on the crowd because they were like sheep 

without a shepherd, I thought of our wild goats.  They had no one to tell them where to go, no one 

to show them the way to the safe places where they could eat and drink without the threat of or to 

traffic. 

In the Hebrew Scriptures, there are three or four occasions where God's people are likened to, or 

threatened with being like sheep without a shepherd.  We read one of them this morning, when God 

appoints Joshua to be leader in Moses' place so that that aimless fate should not overcome his 

people.   

But when Jesus saw the crowds come round the lakeside to meet him, he knew that this was the fate 

which had now befallen God's people.  They had the Romans, they had the house of Herod, but they 

were not being given leadership.  We have just seen how Herod Antipas was breaking God's laws 

and carousing and beheading a prophet: no leadership there.  The Romans governed not as 

shepherds of lost sheep, but for their own gain and convenience.    

It was spring: we know this because Mark tells us that the grass was green.  We who live in a green 

land forget that elsewhere grass is brown in summer and winter and only green in the spring.   And 

so when in that spring, near the time of Passover, a people who were like sheep without a shepherd 

came to Jesus, he taught them, he sat them in companies - how like a military movement that must 

have seemed - and he fed them.  And the people would see the echo of the original Passover meal, 

when the people gathered together to eat before God led them out of slavery into freedom.  They 

would remember that the coming kingdom of God was described in terms of a great feast. 

Jesus was quite intentional in what he did.  He wanted the people to know that in him they would 

find their new leader, their new Moses.  He wanted them to follow him, but in his way, listening to 

his teaching, sharing food together.  They were sheep who were lost and leaderless, and he was 

telling them that he would be the leader, the one sent by God for them. 

As the crowd went home and thought over what had happened, they would draw their own 

conclusions, and they might well move a step nearer the truth than the rumours which had come to 

Herod's ears: that he was John, Elijah or a prophet. 

But what were the disciples thinking in all this?  There was more than one thing going on that day.  

Jesus was being intentionally messianic in gathering and teaching and feeding the people.  But he 

was also debriefing the disciples from their first foray into being his ambassadors.  In the first of our 

excerpts from Mark we see that Jesus' reaction to rejection is to expand the team.  Sometimes one 



person is not right for a particular situation: he was not right for Nazareth.  And with a bigger team, 

more territory could be covered, and there was a better chance that one person or another would be 

the right one for more people.  The way he sent out the twelve, without bag or bread or money was 

an indication of the urgency of the task: he wanted to get his message to as many people as possible 

in the short time he knew he would have before he was deemed too troublesome.   

The task of getting out this urgent message was one for a team, so that was what was sent.  When 

this church was seeking a minister it advertised itself as a team seeking a leader, and that is why I 

came.  We need to see ourselves as a team and act as a team to be most effective at getting the 

message across.  Each of us has gifts and skills, each of us has places and people for whom they are 

most useful.  But we need to know what we are doing and why and how, so that we can pull 

together.  We need to be a team. 

One of the things teams need to do from time to time is what we now call "debriefing".  We need to 

get together to tell what has been happening and evaluate what is being done well and what could 

be done better, and who has what strengths which could be used this way or that way.  So, when the 

apostles ( Mark calls them that because an apostle is one who is sent and they had been sent) came 

back to Jesus, full of their stories, Jesus arranged a debriefing session for them.  The apostles were 

called aside to rest for a while;  no doubt a bit of relaxation, of swapping stories, a bit of food and 

drink, a bit of sleep was what they thought would be happening.  Sharing our experiences is one of 

the best ways to learn from them.  It sounds a bit like a retreat was envisaged.  But, of course, it 

didn't work out that way. 

It became the debriefing that wasn't - or was it?   

You might say that Life got in the way of the original plan.  People got in the way.  And the 

debriefing session took a different shape.  Now instead of sharing their stories, the disciples are 

challenged to show what they have learned in a different context.  No boasting here.  No "Well, if 

you thought that was bad/good, wait till you hear this..."  Instead, when the people are hungry Jesus 

challenges the apostles, the people who had been sent in his name: "You give them something to 

eat."  They have been out and about teaching and healing, taking no provision with them, but 

depending on God for their needs.  Now let's see them depend on God for the needs of a few more 

people: a few thousand more!   

Of course they fell at the first hurdle: they still thought in terms of the world, in terms of what was 

usual.  They thought of money and shops.  They thought of what was difficult, and not of how they 

had been provided for in their travels - with Jesus and when they went in his name.  Of course, 

when they travelled with Jesus and in his name they were fed, not by miraculous means - you don't 

think the gospel writers would have forgotten to tell of that! - but by the generosity of others.  There 

were well-off women who provided out of their own resources.  There were friends whose homes 

they could stay in - like Mary and Martha.  There were times when they had been given money and 

could go off and buy food - like the time they left Jesus by the well in Samaria.  All of these were 

ways in which God had provided for them.  But when they looked at the vast crowd, their hearts 

failed them, or their faith failed them, or they could not make the connection between the provision 

they had known and the provision which was now required: they were overcome by the scale of the 

thing. 

Mark is quite clear that what happened with the feeding of the five thousand was miraculous.  A 

miracle is when God steps into the everyday and transforms it.  Some commentators have suggested 

that when the crowd saw Jesus bless the small pickle of food they had and begin to share it, they 

were moved to share the food they had stored away themselves.  Others insist that the loaves and 

fishes must have been supernaturally multiplied.  Mark doesn't spell out just how it happened.  The 

miracle was that all were fed when it looked as though none would be.  The miracle was that all had 



more than enough so that there were left-overs. 

The disciples' debriefing showed them that they still had a lot to learn.  They had to learn 

compassion, like the compassion of Jesus who sees the crowd like sheep without a shepherd.  They 

have to learn expectant, confident compassion that expects God to do what is needful, simply 

because it is needful.  Jesus' leadership gave a challenge to the political establishments because it 

was both practical and compassionate.  In his compassion he could look at the world differently.  He 

saw where God's hand was already at work, and so he could expect him to keep on working.   

The disciples had thought the solution was to send the people away, so they could be provided for, 

and so that they and Jesus might have some rest and the looked-for talk.  No doubt they thought that 

if they went to the surrounding villages, they could always come back again.  But Jesus knew that 

the worst thing to do with people who have come to you in need, people who are prepared to put 

themselves out to come once, who are prepared to listen, is to send them away.  How often the 

church has given out the subliminal, but very clear message that people should go away, and come 

back when they are older, or wiser, or more prepared to fit in, or less needy in some way.  And how 

often people have gone away and written off the church and Jesus, its leader, as being no use in time 

of trouble.   

If we send people away, telling them to look after themselves and then come back when they are 

already fed, it means we have nothing to give them.  Of ourselves, of course, that is true.  We are no 

better and no stronger than anyone else.  But what the apostles had to learn in their sending out and 

in their unusual debriefing was that God who provides for us in one way, can provide in others as 

well.  God who provides for the individual, can provide for any number of individuals.  Jesus, who 

provides leadership, does so as more than a moral example: he is practical, and welcoming, and 

sustaining, and he gives us all that is needed so that we can carry on his work in that way. 

On that day when the people sat on the green grass there was a lot going on.  Jesus was showing his 

hand as the promised Messiah.  He was teaching his disciples what it means to go in God's strength 

and trust him, and not to be put off by economies of scale.  And he was giving a welcome and a 

practical sustenance which the people would long remember, and which was and is to be the 

hallmark of his genuine church.  God grant that we have the faith to know that God will provide 

through us for the needs of all those he sends us to and sends to us.   

Amen.  


