Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily
16th Sunday OTB, July 18, 2021
Jeremiah 23:1-6; Ephesians 2:13-18; Mark 6:30-34; Psalm 23, Shepherd me, O God, beyond my wants, beyond my fears, from death into life. 


As we reflect on the Lectionary readings each Sunday, we seek meaning for our lives in the words we hear proclaimed in scripture. But I’m afraid we rarely pay much attention to the psalm for the day. Yet today is different. Today our psalm is the familiar and beloved Psalm 23. And in Psalm 23, we hear what may be the perfect prayer, the prayer that each of us could well pray a hundred times throughout each day, and then start again tomorrow – Shepherd me, O God, beyond my wants, beyond my fears, from death into life.


In our first reading this afternoon from the Book of Jeremiah, we learn that   that the kings of Israel did not always shepherd their people in love. In Hebrew, the word shepherd and the word ruler or king have a common root. So when the prophet Jeremiah said  these shepherds have destroyed and scattered my sheep and have not attended to them, it was God who was condemning a succession of kings – leaders who  because of their personal greed, arrogance and hubris had allowed the Israelites to be taken into captivity. These shepherd-kings were leaders, and it was their job to attend to the welfare of the people they ruled. And yet they failed miserably at that job. They allowed the Israelites to become an enslaved people. We can almost hear the Israelites in their captivity in Babylon praying this prayer, Psalm 23, night and day –   Shepherd us, O God, beyond our wants, beyond our fears, from death into life.


In the Book of Jeremiah, God hears this prayer, and promises to raise up a shepherd who will be like none that the Israelites have ever see, This shepherd will look after the people, will pasture them wisely, and – most importantly – will be a loving shepherd-king,  reigning  as a ruler, acting wisely, doing what is just and right in the 

land. A people in captivity continually cry out to God: Shepherd us, O God, beyond our wants, beyond our fears, from death into life. And their prayer is heard. Over the centuries, God’s promise of a shepherd like none other is answered in the person of  Jesus. 


In Mark’s Gospel, more than in any other, this Jesus is the epitome of the itinerant preacher. In the briefest of all the Gospels,  no fewer than 35 times Mark tell us that Jesus went up … Jesus went down … Jesus went in … Jesus went out … Jesus got in a boat  …  Jesus got out of a boat … Jesus traveled here … Jesus traveled there. Mark’s Jesus is always a man on the move. Earlier this year, we heard Jesus say that he couldn’t stay in Peter’s home very long; he needed to be out in the countryside, proclaiming the Good News there. Just two weeks ago, we heard that he was making the rounds of the neighboring villages, spending his time teaching there. Throughout Mark’s Gospel, Jesus seems like a man obsessed, or maybe better, possessed … not by a demon, but by a mission, by a vision, by a call.    

And Jesus is possessed by his mission.  Even in today’s Gospel, trying to escape and grab a few minutes for himself and his followers, Jesus is mobbed by people in need. From our 21st century perspective, we could criticize Jesus for not being very good at self-care. But we can’t criticize his increasingly coming to understand that he is called, first and foremost, to love and serve God’s people. The more he comes to understand his call, the more Jesus seems to be consumed with, in his words, zeal for the house of God, which is just another way of saying unbridled passion for the people God loves. 

Jesus looks at those who are clamoring for his attention, the large crowd seeming to him to be like sheep without a shepherd, like people without a loving, wise and just leader. e feels compassion for them, and he  and in his person, he answers the prayer:We’re told Jesus feels compassion for them. Five centuries after Jeremiah, Jesus stands before the people, the fulfillment of God’s promise and the answer to their ancient prayer: Shepherd us, O God, beyond our wants, beyond our fears, from death into life. Jesus steps out of the boat and  stands on the shore as a Good Shepherd – to the people hungry for a shepherd-king in his day, and to those of us still hungry in our own. In the person of Jesus, God is always present to us as shepherd … and because we walk with Jesus, we walk in the presence of God; we walk by the quiet waters of peace; our weary souls are comforted, there is nothing  we shall want.


In next Sunday’s Gospel, Jesus will feed a hungry crowd with bread. But today, he feeds them with his words. He feeds them by teaching them that it’s possible to live beyond their wants, beyond their fears. He feeds them by teaching them that beyond the death of preoccupation with their wants and fears lies new life. He feeds them with his own trust in a Loving & Gracious God, and he invites them to feast on his teachings.


And in the very same way, Jesus teaches and feeds us today. His is a life of radical dependence on and trust in his Abba God. Perhaps at this stage in Jesus’ life, he wanted a little more stability in his own life … he wanted a home to call his own … he wanted a family that didn’t think he was crazy. Perhaps deep in his soul, Jesus feared what would happen to if he continued to raise the anger of the scribes and elders at everything he had to say … as a human being, perhaps Jesus feared he would never have those three building blocks at the bottom Maslow’s hierarchy – safety, security, the esteem of self and other. And yet Jesus allowed his Abba God to move him from a life of slavery to his wants and fears, to a life of freedom as a human being fully trusting in the goodness of the God of the Universe. 

Jesus’ life invites us to consider our own wants and fears. We can and we will  want a bazillion things in this life. And we can fear a bazillion more. Over the years, we have  wanted everything from a Chatty Kathy doll to someone to ask us to the junior prom to  straight hair instead of curls (or vice versa). We have feared everything from failure to loneliness, to lingering disability, to the dark unknown of aging and death. 

It’s up to each of us to acknowledge and enumerate those wants and fears that continue to disturb and disrupt our peace. It’s up to us to bring them out of the shadows where we may have hidden them for years, and bring them before our Abba God. It’s up to each of us to remember Jesus, the Good Shepherd who stands before us every day,  inviting us to trust in the goodness of God. Ultimately, it’s up to each of us to take our place in the long line of God’s people who have prayed this prayer before … and to say each day – with as much love and trust and dependence on God as we can -- Shepherd me, O God, beyond my wants, beyond my fears, from death into life.
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