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The Seventh Sunday after Pentecost
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The Rev. Dr. Katharine C. Black

2 Samuel 7:1-14a

Psalm 89:20-37

Ephesians 2:11-22

Mark 6:30-34, 53-56

I will not break my covenant nor change what has gone out of my lips, says the Lord. David’s line shall endure for ever and his throne as the sun before me; It shall stand fast for evermore like the moon, the abiding witness in the sky. AMEN.

This morning’s RCL texts have four vivid stories, and a commentary in Ephesians about the way Jesus binds people into the household of God. It’s part of the cycle of readings from the epistles, but it’s commentary more than narrative.

What are the four stories? First is the story of God’s promise to David to build him a house to last forever, and then the Psalm echoes that story, and repeats God’s covenant to the house of David as one to last forever. Story three narrates Jesus’ attempt to get away for a quiet time, but crowds followed him and hemmed him in, and he had compassion with those people, “because they were like a sheep without a shepherd, and he began to teach them many things.” There’s a gap of about 20 verses, and then story four finds Jesus arriving at the other side of the water, where people were bringing their sick to be healed by him, “and begged him that they might touch event the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed.”

First, the gap. Oddly two more narratives, not obviously linked, other than under the heading of “Two miracles: One for the Public and One in Private” are cut out. John’s Gospel also narrates these two miracles, so it is Mark’s parallel version of these miracles in the gap that is removed from today’s reading, and heard next week, in John’s version. The miracles are skipped today. Instead we see Mark show Jesus to demonstrate him as a compassionate, humane healer. Today’s stories show David’s eternal covenant with God, and Jesus as compassionate healer for people, because he found them “like sheep without a shepherd.”

Now we’re all Episcopalians, so we’re not familiar, chapter and verse around the Bible, but if I asked us to name David’s most famous sentence, we’d all say, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.” Wouldn’t we all choose that sentence from Psalm 23?

If the Lord was David’s shepherd, and Jesus said the people were like sheep without a shepherd, he was connecting himself with David first; then he was saying something about the people and their need for a shepherd, and third he was making a public claim to his disciples about himself. In 2nd Samuel, the Lord says he’d taken tribal leaders to be as a shepherd to his people Israel. Then the passage goes right on to describe David’s ascension to be prince over his people, taken from minding sheep. Then the Lord continues to makes promises that David’s house will be the Lord’s house and last forever. David’s house means by then both his lineage and the Lord’s Temple, a great building in Jerusalem. The psalm articulates the specific elements of that eternal covenant. 

Years later, in the time of Jesus, he describes the people like those without a shepherd, a forlorn and sad description. Jesus listened to them and began to teach them many things. He had already been working hard and was exhausted, and he had needed to “get away from it all.” He’d been followed and crowded. He understood the needs of the people, and felt great compassion for them. We know the kind of things Jesus taught. In Mark he had already taught in many parables about the nature of the reign of God, and we know how he’d responded to the official with the daughter on death’s door, and the woman with the flow who’d touched him. Over and over, he’d responded to people’s needs, people’s desperateness, people’s sadnesses and hopes and he’d described people in that forlorn way. 

Sheep, of course, follow the voice of a familiar shepherd. The shepherd leads, and the sheep follow the one who knows their names, their individual sheep personalities. The sheep are not goaded nor pushed, as cattle are, but are led. Repeatedly we’re told that sheep aren’t smart, they just follow along, but they cluster around their shepherd in a flock or community, which is where English gets the word congregation, “with the flock.”

Jesus demonstrated his leadership and concern for the people, and the people followed not like stupid folk, but like sheep relieved to find their own shepherd who’d lead them and guard them, both together, and as individuals. 

David’s line was to lead and rule forever, and Jesus was acting as both a shepherd, and like David. When Jesus was shown to act with compassion, with humanity, because the people had no shepherd, he might well be referring to David’s kingship, or Jesus’ time of occupation by foreigners at the time of wicked king Herod Agrippa. The people lacked their own virtuous political leadership, so perhaps Jesus was acknowledging that as well, and naming himself as that shepherd as well.

The boldest meaning of Jesus acting like a shepherd follows from his identification with David. It’s a simple step from “The Lord is my shepherd” to “if I am your shepherd, then I am your Lord.” The promotion of David from shepherd of sheep, to shepherd of people, to being head of the Lord’s lineage forever is one, which Jesus grafts himself onto. Jesus shows himself to be shepherd, in David’s line, and so to being Lord, not with armies of occupation, nor legalistic bloodline tracing his line from David. He shows himself to be a model shepherd with compassion and dynamic healing skills. He becomes an echo of David’s confident shepherd, “The Lord is MY shepherd,” fixing those without a shepherd, by his own presence.

The two intervening miracles cut from this chunk of Mark would add to evidence of Jesus’ identity. Instead of those stories, however, today’s Gospel chunk ends with Jesus “ healing anyone who reached him, even those who simply touched his garments.” That’s a powerful extension of power from his person even right to the edge of his inert clothes. Only the Lord is perceived to be able to heal by simple touch, let alone the sick person’s touching the edge of his garments. The psalm says “My hand will hold him fast and my arm will make him strong…I will keep my love for him for ever, and my covenant will stand firm for him. His line shall endure for ever.” Reader/hearers of Mark’s Gospel in earlier days would roll that all out together, because they did know yards and yards of scripture. Shepherds, sheep, David, and the Lord — all add up to code for David’s eternal Lordship being renewed in Jesus or extended to Jesus, and the Lord is not here shown as a mighty warrior or leader of an army. Jesus is a Lord of compassion, or healing, and the Lord’s aching people recognized him as the One to come and the One there for them in their moments of real need.

These narratives weave David and Jesus persuasively together pushing the Lord’s care, concern and support of David into the new shepherd, Jesus. The whole story of David has also been read in the daily office in alternate summers, day by day, episode by episode. Since none of us realistically hear this story, through the whole story, the link to David has been less present in the present church. That weakened our understanding of our connection not only to David, but also to our Jewish heritage and understanding. The evolution of Jesus from the shepherdship of David, to the leadership of David, and to the full eternal support for David was heard a little in the Christmas readings, but as a reference, but not the entire story. This whole story heard in alternate summers still happens, but to fewer and fewer hearer/readers. The restitution of reading major parts of David’s story reminds us all of God’s promise to insure that house forever. Whether we are David’s sheep, David’s people, members of David’s house, or Jesus’ new sheep, Jesus’ people or members of the house of Jesus, or a child of child of child of Jesus from David, the promise made to us each and to us all is that the Lord will never break covenant with David and his line. That repeated covenant shaped David’s kingdom, shaped the idea and understanding Jesus had of his heritage, his lineage, and his guarantee for his disciples and future forever. He returned to David’s confident assertion the “The Lord was his shepherd,” replacing that leadership to straying or simply distant or lost sheep who’d felt to be lost without a shepherd. Many people still experienced or experience David’s faith and have never felt to be without leadership. Jesus energized that lineage and covenant for those grown away from David’s Jewish tradition or without any shepherd. That covenant and promise is as vivid and real to us as to David’s family, to Jesus and to us, his family. It’s as valid a promise to David’s line, to Jesus’ line, and to those feeling without a shepherd here, now, all around us. That covenant is for all for always, and is still promised to be ours for ever, and that’s Good News.
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