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Chapter 1 
 

We turn to Mk 6:34 for the scriptural inspiration of this first chapter, a chapter which 
both introduces the section and sets its spiritual tone. The passage offers “an eloquent 
icon for the Valdocco experience, for the large, hungry crowd without a leader, and 
Jesus’ compassion for them”. With that same compassion Jesus gazes upon all who 
seek his Gospel. It emphasizes that Don Bosco, like Jesus, was always focused 
attentively on those who were weakest and most at risk, a focus which moved him in 
love to “begin to teach them”. His total dedication to the young flows from the 
compassion he felt upon seeing them up close.  Don Bosco’s mission was born of his 
impassioned vision for needy youth. 

 
 

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.” 

(Mk 6:34) 
 
Upon returning from their first mission, the Twelve found Jesus more concerned about them getting some rest 
than about the results of their apostolate. But as they would soon learn, rest would often be delayed for the 
disciple of a Master who himself does not always find time to eat. (Mk 3:20). The crowds gathering in search of 
Jesus stir him to compassion for them and he puts himself at their service because they are like a flock without a 
shepherd. If the privilege of resting with the Master would be the logical reward for his missionary disciples (Mk 
6:31), it is Jesus’ compassion for the needs of the people that becomes the first lesson they must learn 
immediately upon their return: Jesus will never allow himself to be unavailable to those who seek him, to those 
without a shepherd. A hopeful, but forgotten lesson for Christ’s apostles is this: when someone, anyone walks in 
search of Jesus, there may not always be time even for a well-earned rest.  
 

In those days, 30 The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they 
had done and taught.31 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. 32 And they went away in the boat to a deserted place by 
themselves. 33 Now many saw them going and recognized them, and they 
hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them. 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.  
 

 
I. REREADING THE TEXT FOR UNDERSTANDING  

 
This episode is composed of two short scenes: the return of the apostles (Mk 6:30-32) and the 
beginning of the Jesus’ teaching of the multitudes (Mk 6:33-34). The first scene, even without 
providing its specific location, serves as a summary and introduction to Jesus’ encounter with the 
crowd; it also serves as a logical conclusion to the account of their mission (Mk 6:6b-13). 
  



 2 

Those who had been sent out on mission by Jesus now return to him. We are told nothing about the 
mission’s location, its outcome, or duration. What is important is that Jesus once again gathers his 
apostles around him (Mk 3:14), just back from the mission he had entrusted to them (Mk 6:15). 
Having acted and taught in his place, they now recount to him all they had done in his name (Mk 
6:30): because they had received from him the mission and the power (Mk 3:15; 6:7), they render an 
account of their activities to him who is master of the harvest and of missionaries (Mk 6:30). 
 
Jesus responds by inviting them as a group to come away from everyone else to a quiet place (Mk 
6:31a). After the missionaries’ labour comes an invitation to rest: this was Jesus’ personal pattern (cf 
Mk 1:35), which he desired his disciples to follow.  Jesus “protects” his apostles from the very ones to 
whom he had sent them (cf Mc 3:20), offering the recollection and serenity. The apostles, who spend 
themselves in the service of the mission, will later find their personal refreshment in the Lord. 
Preaching the Kingdom to others in the name of Jesus becomes the means by which to subsequently 
have Jesus as one’s intimate companion.  
 
As the multitudes arrive, however, the disciples are prevented from taking their rest (Mk 6:31b). This 
detail emphasizes the persistence with which the people came, hopeful for an encounter with Jesus.  
First Jesus, and now his apostles (Mk 3:2; 1:35), are besieged by those to whom they were sent, 
making it impossible for them to take the rest they had earned. Jesus remains determined to retire 
with his disciples to a quiet place, far removed from the crowd. To this end, he enters the boat (Mk 
6;32): the waters, he thought, would dampen the crowd’s pursuit, and facilitate the disciples’ retreat.  
 
The people, however, will not be outdone. They foil Jesus’ escape plan by preceding him on foot to 
the other side of the lake, arriving in time to greet the boat when it came ashore. The procession of 
those people following Jesus and his apostles had swelled as numbers from all the neighbouring 
towns joined their ranks (Mk 6:33). Already so many are attracted to see Jesus, notwithstanding his 
desire to the contrary. This crowd will not allow him to rest, nor will it tolerate being ignored. Stepping 
down from the boat, Jesus is faced with this crowd that had anticipated his arrival… some presenting 
urgent needs that required his immediate attention (Mk 6:34).  
 
As he contemplates these people who seek him, Jesus is moved to compassion. The evangelist’s 
purpose here is not primarily to reveal the goodness of Jesus’ thoughts, but rather to reveal his 
personal mission: the needs of the crowd move him. The image of the flock without a shepherd 
explains the reason for Jesus’ preoccupation. The people of God had become a flock without pastors 
(cf Nm 27:17; 1 Kg 22:17; Ez 34:5-6). Jesus’ concern, as teacher of the multitudes, is uniquely his: it 
unveils the preoccupation of God, the Supreme Pastor, for his people: it is a passion he shares with 
God. For this reason, compassion transforms him into Shepherd and Messiah, who represents God.  
 
By his subsequent actions, Jesus will provide the guide his people need. It is noteworthy that, before 
he provides them with bread, he offers them his word.  He is first and foremost their pastor who 
becomes their teacher. Thus, before the people of God receive a meaningful instruction and a few 
loaves of bread, they acquire a compassionate leader:  all that they will receive from him – a lengthy 
catechesis followed by a scanty meal – are concrete expressions of his boundless mercy. 
 
  
II. MEDITATING THE MESSAGE & APPLYING IT TO LIFE  
 
The first apostles must have been busting with satisfaction. They returned impassioned from their first 
missionary experience, amazed at their accomplishments made in the name of Jesus and on the 
strength of his authority. Surely there was much that they desired to share among themselves and to 
communicate to their Master. Jesus, however, seems to have little time for any of that: he was more 
intent on providing them a place where they could rest, a place where the people would not disturb 
them, some time to share a meal and to be together in peace… a few moments of brotherly intimacy.  
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This same invitation of Jesus extends to us today, if only we could rediscover ways to gather 
ourselves around him, aware of all that he has allowed us to accomplish in the mission as his 
disciples, preaching the Kingdom wherever he sends us. What better welcome could we ever hope for 
than to hear Jesus inviting us to “enter into his rest” (cf Ps. 94:11), to enjoy his companionship in 
prayer, solitude and intimacy! 
 
Normally we go to Jesus when we are heavily burdened, hoping to receive from him some solution to 
our problems or another consolation to placate our needs.  How often have we been disappointed 
when God does not satisfy our expectations, or calm our concerns? We forget very easily that when 
we do not dedicate ourselves completely to the purpose for which Jesus sends us to the world, that is, 
to preach his Good News, Jesus, it seems, does not heed our concerns. If we ignore the Gospel, we will 
feel that God is ignoring us; if we do not listen to his Word, how can we expect to know his love? 
 
The disciple who does not take care of all that the Master entrusts to him cannot expect to know the 
Master’s concern for him: Jesus’ attention is enjoyed by those who, committed to his desires, return to 
him after preaching his Kingdom. Those we are intentional about Jesus’ main priority - God and his 
Kingdom - will quickly experience Jesus looking lovingly upon them, providing rest, nourishment and 
spiritual intimacy. There is a way, therefore, that brings us into the knowledge of Jesus and his care 
for us: investing our lives in what Jesus champions above all: God and his Kingdom.  
 
Let us seek therefore, together with Jesus, for this quiet and isolated place to be alone with ourselves 
and with him. Is it any surprise that in our society, as in it was in Jesus’, where people come and go so 
freely and struggle so strenuously to escape the loneliness of daily life, we fail, even as committed 
Christian disciples, to find ourselves or to find God? Our resistance to silence and solitude has not 
increased our state of healthy, nor has it deepened our life of faith; silence and contemplation are 
necessary paths to follow if we are to encounter God.    
 
This is why many disciples of Jesus end up like sheep without a shepherd, eliciting compassion not 
only from Jesus, but from all who see them. We resemble that great, disoriented multitude who had 
no leader which caught the attention of Jesus and his disciples, after they had rested together for a 
short while. We cannot rightly complain that God does not find time for us, if we do not make time to 
spend alone with Him. God is not the one responsible for our disoriented state because it is not God 
who ever abandons us. If we do not create opportunities to encounter him, alone and in silence, how 
can we blame him when he seems distant from us? Whoever desires intimacy with God must first 
make space for him, beginning with some “spiritual house cleaning”, choosing to renounce whatever 
distracts one from God, becoming a little poorer and a lot more open, less self-assured and more 
aware of one’s need for him. Silence, accepted and nourished in prayer, enables us to recognize 
amidst the many noises that distract us the one voice we long for, the voice of God, to feel his 
closeness in our times of  need and to know his concern for our deepest poverty.  
 
God has placed in our hearts a thirst for affection, a hunger for tenderness which His heart alone can 
fully and permanently satisfy. Day after day, we miss the possibility of satisfying this great need 
because we waste so much time being distracted by superficial concerns. One must learn how to 
‘waste time’ with God, giving him the possibility to gaze upon us and thus be moved to compassion for 
our needs; then, as did the multitude, we will experience him “wasting his time with us”, teaching us 
with gentleness. One who knows how to waste time with God, “wins” God and learns his mercy: what 
greater security can one hope for? However, it is necessary to resist the temptation of expecting 
immediate gratification from time dedicated to God; such time is never lost; it will always bear fruit, 
even if the harvest is slow in coming or if it does not remove every suffering.   
 
We listen again to the invitation which Jesus extends uniquely to his disciples: “Come away to a 
deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.” If we accept and follow Jesus’ invitation to 
come away-  alone with him, alone for him - we will experience the mercy and compassion of his 
call, we will know his tenderness and care. He will dedicate his time to us, he will come to instruct 
us in unhurried ways, if we simply surrender our fears to him and decide to be with him. But let us 



 4 

be clear: if we truly desire that Jesus invite us to rest with him, we must first return to him tired from 
our efforts to preach his Kingdom: let us not forget that Jesus will offer rest to those – and only 
those – who return to him exhausted because they have laboured as his apostles. Jesus will 
continue to take care of us, if we continue to take care of His Kingdom. 
 
The great compassion of Jesus flows from his contemplation of a needy people with the eyes of 
God. By extension, a needy crowd will arouse in Jesus’ disciples the compassion of God. But is 
this always true? Even today? If so, then where are the compassionate missionaries who willingly 
interrupt their leisure and rest in order to take care of those who have no one else to care for 
them? Why do the hearts of Jesus’ apostles today not swell with compassion even though they live 
with him and rest with him? Is it perhaps that today, modern apostles remain indifferent to the 
various hungers that afflict the multitude?  
 
Only those who accompanied Jesus recognized his compassion as that of a pastor; only they saw 
his immediate reaction: he set about evangelizing the flock deprived of leaders. Even before he 
provided for their material needs with bread, he fed them spiritually with the Word of God: he 
became their pastor by first becoming their teacher. In this way he made manifest God and God’s 
passion for his people who had gone astray. In order to represent Christ, today’s apostle must 
contemplate with compassion God’s people and speak with them of God. It was in this way that 
Jesus made known to them the heart of God, the Chief Shepherd. Whoever has pity for the People 
of God will in turn evangelize them, and in so doing will come to know the passion of God and 
become his ambassador, his Christ. The people of God are in dire need of being evangelized with 
mercy. Jesus needs evangelizers who might learn from him and like him look upon his people with 
compassion. 


