Examples of Empathy #2

“Empathy on Empty”

Mark 6:30-44

Mission: Impossible is a popular title for many, whether you recall the television series starring Peter Graves or the film series starring Tom Cruise. In both cases the plots lived up to the name—the IMF (Impossible Mission Force) is placed in situations that appear to be unattainable, even ridiculous at times, yet they always somehow figure out a way to complete the task.

Real life can present all of us with similarly hopeless situations…at least that’s how it seems. At times I feel like my life could be deemed Ministry: Impossible, but I doubt that Tom Cruise would be interested in putting that on the big screen!

Truth is, we all at times feel like we are facing the impossible. We do not know how to meet the demand, solve the problem, overcome the challenge, or address the issue. Perhaps it has come as close to unbearable as we ever thought possible. Impossibilities, by their very nature, cannot be tolerated indefinitely. Their intensity mounts, and soon the odds multiply against us, and our minds begin to play tricks. Panic sets in. We lose sleep as our stomachs churn, we lose all desire to eat (or we can’t stop eating), we struggle to concentrate…and the list goes on. When an impossible situation drags on, our whole lives become consumed by our perspective of the world.

Whether we serve Christ full-time or just serve Him on a volunteer basis, ministry can be draining, daunting, and seem downright impossible at times. When we are spent, serving others seems beyond our capacity. We feel we have no more to give.

That is right where our Lord wants us.

Ministry Can Be Exhausting

Turn to Mark 6:30-32,

The apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to him all they had done and taught. Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.” So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place.
Prior to this verse, Jesus had sent out the disciples in pairs to minister throughout the Galilean countryside. The Gospels don’t tell us how long they were gone, but from all accounts they were successful. According to Mark 6:12-13, “They went out and preached that people should repent. They drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.” They were excited to report to their Master all that had taken place. But even successful ministry can be exhausting. Even empathizing with others takes a toll—physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually.
Jesus suggested that He and His disciples go to a secluded place so that they might rest. As Vance Havner has said, “If you don’t come apart and rest, you will come apart.” Even God’s Son needed time to rest, fellowship with His friends, and find renewal from the Father.

Jesus told the disciples to take a break. He knew their weaknesses. There is only so much a person can do physically and spiritually; then the body needs rest and the soul needs refreshment. People who hope to accomplish big goals need this healthy rhythm for success and stamina. Rest allows time for reflection, meditation, conversation, reading, and prayer. In all your work, take a little time to dream. Walk in the woods. Stare at the stars. Count your blessings. Sing a prayer of praise where only God can hear.

We cannot serve others twenty-four hours a day. Taking time for ourselves is not a selfish act. Last year I heard someone speak about, “Oxygen Mask Theology.” He used the oft-ignored words of a flight attendant before an airplane takes off. Part of that goes, “In the remote possibility of a loss of cabin pressure, a mask will drop down from above your head. Put the mask on over your face and breathe normally. (Yeah, right!) If you have children, put your mask on first, then assist them in putting theirs on.” That last line cuts across the grain of our thinking, particularly as parents or grandparents. We think we have to put theirs on before ours, but the truth is, if we pass out due to a lack of oxygen, who is going to help them? We must attend to our own needs so that we can attend to the needs of others. So Jesus’ words, “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest,” is an important one for weary workers.

Multitudes Can Be Exasperating

Unfortunately, things do not always go as planned. We read in Mark 6:33, “But many who saw them leaving recognized them and ran on foot from all the towns and got there ahead of them.” The multitudes can be exasperating.

It is easy to imagine the groan of despair that must have gone up from the exhausted disciples, when they saw, long before they had reached the other shore, that the inevitable crowd had beat them to their destination.
 From a human viewpoint, the mass of people looked like a multitude of burdens. No doubt a few of the disciples said, “Let’s keep sailing. If we go to the other side, they won’t find us.”
 Who could blame them?

One commentator writes about what he calls “the flexibility of grace” this way:

Strategies, plans, time charts and objectives are all necessary in the on-going life of the church, but they must all be made as “possible” rather than “essential” developments. Some of the most effective moments come when events do not work out as planned, and we are completely wrong-footed but trust God in the unusual circumstance.

I had a Bible college professor who challenged us to “plan for interruptions” in our schedules. I thought to myself, How can I do that? By definition, interruptions are unexpected intrusions—how can I plan for the unexpected? He explained, though, that we should leave room in our schedules for phone calls, unplanned visits, and unscheduled events that inevitably take place. Otherwise we will view them as unwelcome intrusions and probably treat them with less than Christ’s compassion. I suppose he was teaching us about the flexibility of grace. Ministry is more than writing sermons, preparing Bible studies, and having everything ready for the Sunday worship service. We are to respond to people in their need for Christ’s sake, Christ who meets all needs.

Ministers Can Be Empathetic 

Mark 6:34 records Jesus’ reaction to seeing the crowd: “When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching them many things.” 

Jesus had every right to be annoyed with the crowd. They prevented Him and His disciples from having a much-needed rest. But instead of being irritated, He responded compassionately and in love.
 The Greek word for “compassion,” splangnizesthai, is used in the NT only of Jesus.
 This is the same term we saw last week in Mark 1, when Jesus had compassion on the leper who approached Him. The Greek verb derives from the term for “guts” or “inward parts.” It describes the kind of empathy that rises from somewhere deep inside the human body.

So while Jesus had hoped to be alone with the disciples for a time of rest, He did not send away this needy crowd. He had compassion—He demonstrated empathy—for the people and took it upon Himself to meet their needs.
 This incident also reveals that when we do try to get away, we often find more hungry people—both spiritually and physically.
 Far from feeling impatience and frustration toward these needy people, Jesus had compassion for them.

Why did Jesus show compassion for them? Mark describes the crowd as being “like sheep without a shepherd.” Jesus saw a whole people without direction, without purpose, without a leader.
 His first response to their need is to teach them. One can translate verse 34 that Jesus taught them “at length” instead of “many things.”

How easy it is to regard those who interrupt our schedules as nuisances. With Christ’s help we can love them as the very reason for our life and ministry,
 even when we ourselves are exhausted.

The narrative continues in verses 35-44, 

By this time it was late in the day, so his disciples came to him. “This is a remote place,” they said, “and it’s already very late. Send the people away so they can go to the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat.” 

But he answered, “You give them something to eat.” 

They said to him, “That would take eight months of a man’s wages! Are we to go and spend that much on bread and give it to them to eat?” 

“How many loaves do you have?” he asked. “Go and see.” 

When they found out, they said, “Five—and two fish.” 

Then Jesus directed them to have all the people sit down in groups on the green grass. So they sat down in groups of hundreds and fifties. Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to heaven, he gave thanks and broke the loaves. Then he gave them to his disciples to set before the people. He also divided the two fish among them all. They all ate and were satisfied, and the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces of bread and fish. The number of the men who had eaten was five thousand.
The sequence here is interesting. Once the disciples have seen the need of the crowd, then Jesus lays upon them the task of meeting that need. The verb is imperative and the pronoun “you” is emphasized: “You give them something to eat.” According to John 6:6, “He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do.” He knew from the beginning how unreasonable feeding so many people appeared from a strictly human point of view.

Half angered, and half humiliated, the disciples confess their own inadequacy to meet the need. Then Jesus reminds them that they can meet any emergency by the use of what they have, though it is totally inadequate, if only it is first offered in its totality to Jesus to be used by Him. God does not usually lead us to see a need, unless it is in His mind to meet that need, often through us, unbelieving or unwilling though we may be.

Notably, the disciples accepted their own human limitations, but not one thought to ask Jesus for help. They had just returned from an amazing ministry in which they accomplished the impossible—healing and casting out demons—using authority received from Jesus, but they didn’t think to ask for His authority or power to meet this need. How great it would have been if Andrew or Peter or John had replied, “But Lord, You’re the Lord of bread. You’re the Lord of fish. This is nothing to You. There is nothing You cannot do.” That’s the divine viewpoint.
 But that’s rarely our viewpoint, especially when exhausted.
In verse 38 Jesus asks, “How many loaves do you have? Go and see.” When they found out, they said, “Five—and two fish.” The disciples complain about what they lack; Jesus focuses on what they have. Jesus sees possibilities where they see impossibilities, for God can multiply even the smallest gifts if they are made available to him.

We know what happened next. Jesus took the little lunch, blessed it, broke it, and gave it to the disciples to distribute to the hungry people. They all were satisfied—over five thousand people! What a miracle! But the miracle took place in His hands, not theirs; for whatever we give to Him, He blesses and multiplies. We are not manufacturers; we are only distributors.
 (That’s always good to remember when we think we are the ones doing the work!)
What do we learn from this? The need can be overwhelming, and we can be tempted to send the suffering and needy away empty-handed. We may have heard or even voiced the same protest the disciples made: It will cost too much for us to do anything about their need. Let them take care of themselves. They are not our responsibility. What we may really be saying is that we will not have enough money for ourselves if we have to take care of “them” as well.

In this account, the disciples are stymied when they think that the task is impossible or the cost too great. Only when they have faith to tap into the divine provision do they accomplish the job and provide everyone with enough. Jesus insists that the disciples share in his ministry to the world and take responsibility for the crowd. We may be exhausted and need a well-deserved rest when Jesus says to us, “You give them something.” Disciples are always servants of others—called to feed the sheep and not just themselves. The lesson from this account is clear: They will always have enough to feed others.

Modern disciples are no different from Jesus’ first disciples, however, and frequently cannot see that even when we are drained physically, emotionally and spiritually, we still have the resources to help others. We are challenged to tackle impossible problems with limited resources and to discover the possibilities of God.

In this event, Jesus saw the hunger of the multitude completely different from the way the Twelve did. Where they saw an impossible situation, Jesus saw a magnificent opportunity. We would do well to keep this reminder close at hand when a situation becomes unbearable: We face magnificent opportunities throughout our lives, each one brilliantly disguised as an impossible situation. From our limited human viewpoint, we cannot see the magnificent opportunity God sees. If we truly believe God, we must accept this fact: Nothing is impossible with Him. This is His magnificent opportunity to come through. So how can we find relief from the pressure? We put our bread and our fish in His hands. Then we follow His orders.

How does this apply to empathy? I will admit it: ministering with empathy is exhausting. It drains you in every way—physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. There are times when you need to take a break, and it is a good thing to take care of yourself. But then there are times when we are faced with the needs of the multitudes--or even just that one person--when we ourselves are spent. At that point, the multitudes can be exasperating, coming to us at just the wrong time. We may feel as though we have nothing to give to them. That's when the lesson of this passage comes in. Our ministry to others is not based on our resources, but on God's. Lean on Him. Give to Him the little that you have and watch how He meets that impossible need. What seems like Mission: Impossible to us is very possible with God.
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