
 1 

A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

9th Sunday after Pentecost; July 22nd, 2018 

Mark 6:30-34, 53-56 

“Protecting the Asset for Compassion” 

~~~~~~~~ 

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 (NRSV). 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to You, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 

There is a rather famous study of violinists by K. Anders 

Ericsson that came to the conclusion that the best violinists 
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spend more time practicing than the merely good students.  

This seems rather obvious, but the point is – and Malcolm 

Gladwell picked up on this and called it “the 10,000-Hour Rule” 

– is that mastery is not simply being gifted but takes focused 

and deliberate effort over a long period of time.  As Gladwell 

framed it – mastery takes 10,000 hours of work! 

 

K.Anders Ericsson’s study, however, had a less well-known 

finding: the second most important factor differentiating the best 

violinists from the good violinists was ...sleep.  The best 

violinists slept an average of 8.6 hours in every 

twenty-four-hour period: about an hour longer than the average 

American.  Over the period of a week they also spent an 

average of 2.8 hours of napping in the afternoon: about two 

hours longer than the average.  Sleep, the authors of the study 

concluded, allowed these top performers to re-generate so that 

they could practice with greater concentration.  They did 

practice more but that also got more out of their practice 

because they were better rested (from Essentialism: The Disciplined 

Pursuit of Less, p.96-97). 

 

I read about this study in a book entitled Essentialism: The 

Disciplined Pursuit of Less by Greg McKeown, a book I found 

in the business section of the bookstore at the University of the 

South on the way back from a vacation.  The chapter where 

McKeown uses this study is entitled “Sleep: Protect the Asset.”  

His point is that the best asset we have for making a 

contribution to the world is ... ourselves; therefore, we must 

move beyond the mind-set that sleep is unproductive, a luxury, 

breeds laziness, gets in the way of doing it all.  Greg McKeown 
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wants us to see sleep as making for more hours of higher 

productivity, as a priority, as necessary for creativity (pps.95-96).   

~~~~~~~~ 

Most often in my preaching on this passage I have focused on 

the verse ... (Jesus) 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.  I think 

I  may have over spiritualized this verse in my past preaching 

by connecting it to prayer and holy silence and spiritual renewal 

in retreat.  It can be read that way and it makes sense for all of 

us to be reminded that prayer and quietness before God can lead 

to a deeper sense of God’s love and God’s calling upon our 

lives.  The passage may also be, however, a simple reminder 

akin to the business consultant Greg McKeown’s reminder 

about protecting the asset by taking care of our bodies with food 

and sleep.  Jesus, it seems, wanted the disciples to get some 

food and some rest – they were God’s instruments, God’s assets, 

of compassion in the world and if they (and he) worked 

non-stop and without some care taken for the well-being of their 

physical bodies then they would lose the abilities to be creative 

and loving and compassionate in the world and with clamoring 

crowds.   

~~~~~~~~ 

This is a good reminder from Jesus and from the gospel of Mark 

– take care of the asset, take care of ourselves!  But the passage 

goes even deeper and gives us a sense of the why we should 

take care of ourselves.  In God’s economy it is not for the 

money our creativity might bring or the prestige; rather in God’s 

economy, in God’s service we take care of ourselves so that we 

will be strengthened to live compassionately in the world.   
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~~~~~~~~ 

John Douglas Hall, Emeritus Professor of Christian Theology at 

McGill University in Quebec, Canada, in his commentary on 

this passage re-framed the whole thing for me.  Dr. Hall in his 

essay on the theological meaning of this passage focused on 

verse 34:  (Jesus)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.  

 

The opening short paragraphs of Dr. Hall’s essay sums up his 

take on this story...Two fundamental questions emerge today 

from the welter of global religious striving: (1) How does your 

God view the world – the basic theological question; and (2) 

How does your God ask you to view the world! – the basic 

ethical question.  These are really two parts of the same 

question, for people’s attitudes toward the world invariable 

mirror their underlying conceptions of deity – or lack thereof.  

In technical terms, ethics flow from theology.   

   ... He goes on to say: This passage of Scripture contains, in 

its briefest and most contextually pertinent form, the answer that 

Christians give – or ought to give! – to this two-sided question. 

... The term “compassion” is explicitly used of Jesus’ attitude 

toward human beings in at least eight Gospel references, and it 

is implicit in the entire witness to his life...(Feasting on the Word: 

Year B, Volume 3,pages 260-264). 

~~~~~~~~ 

The point Dr. Hall is making is that God’s orientation toward 

the world is compassion.  Jesus, as the incarnation of God in 

the world, leads us in this direction.  Jesus’ compassionate 

stance toward humanity and all the world is God’s view of the 
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world.  Not surprisingly then our ethical call is to embody as 

best we are able that same compassion.  The ethical call upon 

the Christian, the follower of Jesus, is to be compassionate 

toward neighbors near and far. 

~~~~~~~~ 

A poem by R.S. Thomas, Wales, 1913 - 2000.  An Anglican 

priest, Thomas devoted a lifetime of poetry to meditating on 

“the hidden God.”  The poem, I think, captures in verse the 

compassionate orientation of God through Jesus toward a world 

hurting and in need of healing and a shepherd.  The poem is 

entitled – “The Coming” –  

And God held in his hand 

A small globe.  Look, he said. 

The son looked.  Far off, 

As through water, he saw 

A scorched land of fierce 

Color.  The light burned 

There; crusted buildings 

Cast their shadows; a bright 

Serpent, a river 

Uncoiled itself, radiant 

With slime. 

On a bare 

Hill a bare tree saddened  

The sky.  Many people 

Held out their thin arms 

To it, as though waiting 

For a vanished April 

To return to its crossed 

Boughs.  The son watched 
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Them.  Let me go there, he said. 

~~~~~~~~ 

God has shown God’s self to us in Jesus... Jesus is the 

embodiment of compassion.... let me go there, he said.  Let us 

take care of our bodies that we, too, might embody God’s 

compassion in the world.  To embody God’s compassion may 

take us into places and with people that long for a vanished 

April.   

Amen. 


