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“Gone Fishing” 

 

 I have a colleague in the Presbytery who goes fishing for two weeks every 

summer in Tennessee with some of his longtime friends.  He has engaged in this 

tradition for decades and throughout the year he often speaks fondly of this annual trip.  

When he is worn-out or over stressed, he talks about his pilgrimage south, his time of 

rest and renewal, and his shoulders seem just a little less tense, and the lines on his brow 

ease just a bit.  He’s never shared with me any pictures; I don’t hear stories about “the 

one that got away”, and I’m not even sure he’s ever really caught anything.  It seems 

that’s not the point.  But I do know that trip has been a lifeline for him.  Some years, it’s 

just time away with buddies; other years it’s salvation from too much stress and 

looming burnout; other years it’s much needed time for life to stop and rest to be 

discovered. 

 Our gospel reading this morning is given the heading or the title in most of our 

Bibles of: Feeding the Five Thousand or Feeding of the Multitudes.  We tend to focus 

on the latter part of our story, with Jesus and the disciples breaking bread and offering a 

few measly fish and the crowds are fed, God’s compassion and abundance revealed.  I 

want us today to look at what was taking place to set the stage for this miracle.  The 
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whole reason this mass feeding took place was because Jesus, the disciples, and this 

enormous crowd are in a desolate location with no food. 

 Earlier, Jesus had sent out his disciples, two by two, to preach and heal in his 

name.  Jesus gave them his authority, along with instructions on how to go out into 

towns and villages to share the Good News.  We’re not sure how long they’ve been 

gone, but the disciples have returned, and they are sharing all their stories of the people 

they met, the places they’ve been, the preaching, the teaching.  And Jesus says to them 

in response, “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.”  The 

disciples needed rest.  Physical rest, spiritual rest, mental rest – the disciples needed a 

break. 

 Jesus told them to get away; away from the people, away from the crowds; away 

from their work of preaching and healing; away from the busyness of daily life.  He 

instructs them to go to a deserted place, using the same word to describe the wilderness 

where Jesus spent those forty days of temptation.  Throughout the Bible the word, 

eremos, is translated to mean desolate, lonely, solitary, remote.  This was not just a 

change of scenery or a new location, this was a sparse, lifeless place.  This is not a 

Caribbean vacation or a pleasure cruise, this is time away; this is back to basics.  

 That place may be the rivers in Tennessee, as it was for my colleague.  That place 

may be Beech Grove, Indiana, as it was for me for a few years.  I recently ended a 2 ½ 

year program for clergywomen sponsored by Benedictine nuns from Our Lady of Grace 

monastery, located outside of Indianapolis.  It felt like the middle of nowhere to me!  
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We met twice a year for 10 days each, the same 19 clergywomen immersed ourselves in 

daily prayer, supportive conversation, learning about the Benedictine way of life, and 

rest.  Ten days of rest.  I recently took my children to our homestead in Clayton, New 

York, which is a small town along the St. Lawrence River.  My mother’s side of the 

family has own a cottage there for over 60 years.  The cottage is on a dead-end street 

with about 5 other cottages that are simple, small dwellings.  They overlook a grassy 

yard and the River.  For the almost 40 years I’ve been going there, not much has 

changed.  And honestly, there’s just not that much to do there.  It lends itself well to 

resting.  We do a lot of sitting and watching the River float by and it is divine. 

 What did those disciples do in that deserted place?  What do you do in a place 

without much to do?  Their attempts to get away for a while are cut short by the 

clamoring crowds that are chasing them like paparazzi.  They get on the boat to head to 

the deserted place and the crowds beat them there on foot.  Jesus’ message is spreading, 

not just through him but now exponentially through the disciples: they are making quite 

a name for themselves and the people want to hear and be healed.  So, we can only 

imagine what they may have done, because they don’t get their respite.   

Maybe they would’ve shared their stories and compared notes about what it was 

like out in the mission field, preaching and healing in Jesus’ name.  Maybe they 

would’ve enjoyed their old livelihood of fishing and indulged in some fresh fish.  

Maybe they would’ve stared up at the stars and said nothing for hours.  Maybe they 

would’ve watched the sunrise every day and marveled and God’s majesty.  Maybe they 
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would’ve slept in.  Really late.  We never get to find out what they would’ve done, 

because their time away gets interrupted and lasts only for a boat ride.  The crowds beat 

them to the place where they are going and it’s back to work.  This part of the story, 

these opening verses, is often overlooked in this tale.  Even when we read the Gospels, 

we seem to skip over the rest; we downplay its importance; we minimize its command.  

We see this instruction to the disciples as just a way to set the scene for more 

amazement, more miracles.  Our busy world causes us to overlook some passages and 

focus on others.  We prefer action, busy, work, miracles, healing, even when Jesus often 

goes away by himself to pray, even when Jesus instructs the disciples to go away by 

themselves to rest awhile. 

 So what would you do, if you spent time in a lonely, deserted place, nothing 

much to do, no errands to run, just you and a few friends hanging out on a countryside?  

Sounds really lovely, doesn’t it?  Would you sit by the river and watch the water drift 

by?  Would you read your Bible?  Would you play cards or get out your chess or 

checkers board?  Would you tell stories of times you’ve had or dreams you hope are yet 

to come?  Would you sleep and sleep some more?  Would you watch the sunrise or set?  

Would you try to count the stars or make images out of the passing clouds?  Would you 

study the earth, maybe try to garden a bit or see what is growing in the area?  Would 

you pick up a good book and lose yourself for a few hours?  Would you eat meals that 

took hours to prepare from fresh ingredients?  Maybe engage in a regular afternoon 

nap? 
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 Sounds indulgent, doesn’t it?  That’s really part of the problem – the idea of 

going away to a deserted place and resting awhile sounds indulgent; because it is 

indulgent in our culture and for our way of life.  Vacation is seen as a privilege and 

sometimes even a reflection of our lack of motivation.  Our world seems to demand 

more and more from us, and things such as downtime, weekends off, or even an actual 

lunch break are a thing of the past.  With lower paying jobs having these benefits are 

rare and the reality of needing to work 2 or more jobs makes time a precious 

commodity.  But even in high paying jobs the assumption is either you work the longer 

work week or someone else will.  The go-getters are the ones who work longer days, 

take fewer vacations (if at all), and ask for more work rather than less.  Those people 

who seek balance in their lives are really suspected of just being lazy.  Is there a greater 

sin in our society? 

 This idea of resting is not new here in Jesus’ instruction to the disciples after their 

work in the mission field.  It shows up pretty early in our story of who we are as God’s 

people.  In the Creation story in Genesis 1, God creates the world in 7 days, with the last 

day being a day of rest; a whole day of rest.  Even as Christians, we tend to say that God 

created the world in 6 days and rested on the 7
th

, as if that last day was optional or not 

really necessary or not equivalent to the amazing work done in the prior 6.  Later in 

Exodus, Moses receives the Ten Commandments, one of which is to remember the 

Sabbath and keep it holy.  The Sabbath is a day of rest and we are commanded to 

remember it and keep it holy.  Rest is not an optional add on to our otherwise busy lives.  
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This concept is counter-cultural and a challenge for us to keep as Christians living in 

this busy, over-scheduled world.   

Jesus doesn’t expect the disciples to go non-stop, without breaks, without time to 

rest in God, without time to recharge their own spirits, without time to unwind, and he 

doesn’t expect that of us, either.  The world does, your boss might, your friends may 

one-up you with their busier schedules, your family might demand every free minute of 

your time.  “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.”  I pray 

that you can find a way to heed this command; to find time where you are less about 

doing and more about being; to find people with whom you can do a puzzle or play 

cards or fix good, fresh meals.  When Jesus gives his instruction to those disciples, the 

author of Mark provides rationale:  “For many were coming and going, and they had no 

leisure even to eat.”  The crowds were constant, the preaching constant, the healing 

constant.  They need a break for leisure, for fun, to nourish their bodies, to replenish 

their souls. 

This feels like an indulgence, but it’s really not.  As people of faith, we need to 

believe these words that it’s really not.  For the sake of our physical health, our 

emotional well-being, our spiritual discipleship, we need rest, we need a break.  Do you 

know how many stress related illnesses our busy and chaotic lifestyle breeds?  Back-

aches, acid reflux, stomach ulcers, migraines, heart attacks – we need rest.  Our world 

will probably not provide this time for us, so we, as faithful people, need to find the 

time or make the time.  Even professions with sabbaticals don’t see that time as a time 
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of rest, it’s usually expected to be a productive time writing a book or doing research.  

The world has even coopted our word, Sabbath! 

How will you make the time?  Is it coffee with a friend once a month?  A walk 

along the river by yourself?  A trip Upstate to visit old friends?  A weekend at the beach 

with just your girlfriends?  A fishing trip with the guys?  We need rest.  This is how the 

earth was created and this is how we are created.  Busyness is not a commandment.  

Rest is a commandment.  Being over-worked is not a virtue.  Resting is a virtue.  It’s 

hard to unknit something that has been woven into the fabric of who we are as a people, 

who we are as a country, but that’s what we’re being asked to do here.  We have to take 

out those stitches and replace them with time away, leisure, friends, and doing nothing.  

It’ll be hard, but not impossible. 

As the disciples and Jesus head off for their time of wilderness and rest, they get 

interrupted.  Masses of people – 5,000 men and who knows how many more women and 

children are longing to hear the Good News.  I wonder if the disciples aren’t a bit 

annoyed, telling Jesus to make them go away – because now we’re all here in a deserted 

place and there’s no food around here because it’s the wilderness.  But maybe it’s 

because of this planned rest that they are able to respond – with compassion, with 

healing, with offering the crowd God’s abundance by feeding them.  Even in the midst 

of the wilderness, God provides and all are fed.  Even though those people should’ve 

known better than to end up in a desert place without food, God provides and all are fed.  

People who are wise to take time to rest also have the time to attend to the interruptions, 
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which is where so much of Jesus’ ministry and so much of our ministry and outreach 

takes place. 

 “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.”  It was hard 

for the disciples, and hard for us, too, in a world that wants our time, our attention, one 

more phone call, one more appointment, one more, one more.  I pray that you will find 

time to nourish your soul, not as an act of indulgence, but as an act of faithfulness.  

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


