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“Come Apart So You Don’t Come Apart”
Mark 6:30-34, 53-56 July 19, 2015

When I was reading the account of the apostles returning to 
Jesus to report on their mission, it brought to mind a conversation 
I had with a friend. He said that he was going to retire from the 
ministry early and explained that he suffered from “compassion 
fatigue.” That is a term which has entered the language along with 
its cousins, “stress” and “burnout.” “Compassion fatigue” describes 
a reaction observed in certain helping professions after long years 
of service and/or after shorter, intense periods. My friend described 
it by saying his congregation had serious issues to confront, but he 
no longer had the emotional or physical energy to help them do so.

After an extremely intense period of teaching, preaching, and 
healing, the Gospel of Mark tells us that, “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.”

I think that Jesus not only sensed that the disciples were 
exhausted and needed rest, but I think he saw that they were quickly 
approaching the point of compassion fatigue. They needed to come 
apart so they didn’t come apart. I think that Jesus’ diagnosis of the 
disciples was right on. We can really see this played out in the next 
few verses. The time that they spent coming apart with Jesus was 
way too short. For the disciples it included the boat ride but not 
the deserted place. “As he went ashore, Jesus saw a great crowd; and 
he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep without 
a shepherd...” When the disciples saw the hungry crowd that we 
meet in the story of the Feeding of the Five Thousand, that we will 
look at next week, the disciples’ response was, “... it is late… send 
them away!  

When I read the account of the apostles’ return, I also thought 
about the report from our Spiritual Life Committee that was 
given to Session a few months ago. It started out with ways people 
may describe their life. I wonder if Jesus saw these things in his 
disciples. The report begins : “I am soooo BUSY! I’m frazzled. I’m 
slammed. I’m dazed. Buried. Jammed. I’m swamped. Exhausted. 
Overwhelmed. I’m so stressed out!”

This is often what we sound like! Feeling busy – and using 
these terms to describe our lives – seems to be the norm, doesn’t 
it? Sometimes it’s hard to step off the wheel and evaluate our 
priorities…because we’re so busy. Really busy! Even the words we 
use to describe our busy lives sound pretty scary. And our children 
are busy too. A recent Kids Health website poll of kids ages 9-13 
reported that 90% of the kids said they feel stressed because they’re 
too busy.

Arthur Kroker, professor of Political Theory at Concordia 

University in Montreal, puts it this way: Do any of us really know 
how to say “enough” anymore? Just because we are hooked up to 
the Internet, must we cruise every single website that might be 
pertinent to our work? Just because we can, must we check our 
e-mail messages five times a day over the weekend? Just because we 
can, should we drive an extra hour to get a jump on tomorrow’s 
journey? Just because we can, should we meld together a business 
dinner and a family meal out? Where and when do we finally draw 
the line and declare, “It is time for a rest!”

The Spiritual Life report challenged us with many great 
questions; the one that challenged me was: How can we go from 
perspiration mode to more of an inspiration mode. I think our 
scripture lessons can help us and that has modified the question for 
me to be, “How can we go from perspiration mode to even more of 
a compassion mode of being.” 

When the world gets too much for Jesus, when things simply 
get too hectic, Jesus takes off. How does Jesus deal with stress — 
with the stress of rejection, of despair, of misunderstanding? He 
changes focus. Rather than take out his stress on others, he does 
not clamp down, slam the door, close the window, and suck it up. 
No, he breathes out, opens the window, so he can look up and out. 
He views his world from 30 thousand feet. He moves out, above 
and beyond his inner turmoil to a space outside himself where his 
flagging spirit is revived. He does not go in to himself. He comes 
apart so he doesn’t come apart.

The capacity to come apart so we don’t come apart I think has 
many implications for how we show compassion in many aspects 
of our life. I think as parents we cannot model compassion which 
means the ability to be with others in their suffering unless we 
come apart. Adolescence can be a time of real emotional turmoil 
and change; it is a veritable rollercoaster ride, huge mood swings of 
ups and downs. One minute thinking life is going in this direction 
only to hit the loop-de-loop and have no idea where it’s going. 
Then there is the fear of going through a dark tunnel and not being 
sure if they will get to the light at the other end. Will I pass the test? 
What if I don’t make the team? What is my future? As a parent I 
was often tempted to ride the rollercoaster with my child. After 
all isn’t that the compassionate thing to do? Surely my kids need 
me to be caught up in the ride too. But I have found that the most 
compassionate thing I can do is not ride the rollercoaster but be 
faithful in waiting on the platform so that they can be assured that 
there is a place of solid ground where someone waits to really hear 
them and be there for them. Jesus comes apart to faithfully wait 
for us.

 Leonard Sweet, in his book, The Jesus Prescription for a Healthy 
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Life, captures the essence of Jesus coming apart so he doesn’t come 
apart. He writes:

“Unlike Freud and psychotherapy, which instructed 
humans to solve their problems by looking within and 
turning inward, Jesus believes that our physical and mental 
wellbeing often requires a switch in atmosphere, and change 
of pace and place. Going within doesn’t solve our problems; 
self-absorption usually causes more problems than it cures. 
Jesus gets people outside themselves. He doesn’t show people 
how to get within themselves so much as he devises ways to 
get people outside themselves.”

For Jesus, a healthy soul means a person not introspecting on 
a couch but a person climbing a mountain, boating in the water, 
or goatwalking in the desert. Sometimes Jesus “came apart” by 
himself where no one could find him. He withdrew from people 
so that he might engage more fully with life.

Jesus’ life was patterned around alternating periods of society 
and solitude, intensity and insularity. Sometimes Jesus “came 
apart” and sought solace in the solitude of a garden. Sometimes 
Jesus withdrew to the mountains. He often headed for the hills 
where he found help from El Shaddai, God of Mountains. Other 
times Jesus withdrew to the lake. 

Today’s scripture lessons show us that there are times when Jesus 
wants to be with people, “Come away with me. Come away to a 
deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.”

How does one find oneself ? Jesus teaches that we find ourselves 
by losing our selves in the other – the other can be people, or it 
can be places. Jesus’ favorite people to lose ourselves in, as we see 
in today’s scriptures, were the broken and the abandoned. Jesus’ 
favorite places to get lost in were the desert, the mountains, and 
the lake shore. 

Leonard Sweet also wrote: 
“The desert taught Jesus about courage, solitude, limits, 

and inner strength. The mountains taught Jesus about 
dreams, exhilaration, and aspiration. The water taught Jesus 
about cooperation, softness, trust, and control. Jesus knows 
that we must come apart so we don’t come apart and lose eyes 
to see, ears to hear, hearts to break.”

Jesus was formed in the likeness of compassion not perspiration. 
One theologian speaking about verse 34 says that 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, including his healing ministry that 
is prominent in our scriptures today. Since for Christians, Jesus 
shows us who God is, compassion must be said to be of the essence 
of the One who created us and before whom all life is lived. Jesus 
was able to embody the likeness of God’s compassion because he 
came apart to commune with God where he was given strength 
and courage, dreams and aspirations, softness and trust and the 
capacity to get lost in the abandoned and broken.

Jesus’ compassion for the crowd, who were like sheep without a 
shepherd, is not condescension. It is not pity. Pity is something you 
can manage from afar at arm’s length. You do not have compassion, 
really, unless you suffer with the other. The precondition for 

compassion is unconditional solidarity and love with the ones for 
whom you feel it.

The synonym of compassion is not pity but patience. Patience 
does not mean to quietly wait. The psalms come closest to its 
meaning when they declare that God is long suffering as noted in 
the book by C. Christopher Smith, Cultivating Community in the 
Patient Way of Jesus, and which the Spiritual Life Committee will 
be reading. In it we hear these prophetic words:

“The great tragedy of our technological success is not just 
that we’ve created a culture that avoids suffering, but that we 
have lost the capacity or willingness to enter into the pain of 
others. Although I’m sure it has never been easy to be present 
with and to those who are suffering,” says theologian Phil 
Kenneson, “our culture’s three cardinal virtues of  productivity, 
efficiency and speed, powerfully disincline us to placing 
ourselves among those who weep. Few people seem genuinely 
willing to slow down and offer real presence to those who 
otherwise weep alone. As a result, so many among us suffer in 
deadly silence and isolation, devoid of any real human contact 
let alone real presence.”

Our avoidance of suffering dilutes our witness to our Lord 
Jesus, who took our suffering upon himself in love. Jesus’ full 
expression of compassion appeared at Golgotha where he goes 
all the way in identifying with our lot not only in birth and life, 
but also in death. This compassion is not just a statement about  a 
good, generous, and loving human being; it is a statement about 
God’s very being in whose image we are made. We are created in 
the image of Compassion.

All of us need to observe the rhythm of meeting with God 
in the secret place and serving people in the market place. This 
congregation is one with a strong pattern of Christian service. 
This is intensive and tiring service and we need to do as the 
apostles did.  That is, we need to tell Jesus. This is a congregation 
that would have a lot to tell. It is a congregation that understands 
its call to ministry and is responsive to that call. You are doing and 
teaching much and you need, we need to come apart so we don’t 
come apart. 

We need to come apart to a quiet place and be with Jesus and 
let him speak to us. This is the essence of the devotional life.  
The devotional life is not another bit of work to do or another 
discipline to follow. It is rather, a time to tell Jesus and to let him 
teach us many things.

Mark says that Jesus taught them “many things.” But he does 
not spell out what Jesus actually said. Unlike Matthew and Luke, 
Mark does not summarize a sermon by Jesus. In a way, Mark 
serves us well by leaving that question open. We don’t all need 
the same things. We don’t have the same trials. Yet here, today, 
Jesus is able to speak to each of us. Whether we are here because of 
“compassion fatigue” or because we need a shepherd, Jesus hears 
our prayer and speaks to our hearts. 

My blessing to you is this: May the Lord Jesus hear all your 
prayers with mercy and grace, and may the Word of the Lord 
sustain, heal and nourish you.


