
 

BACKGROUND NOTES 

16TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

1st Reading Jeremiah 23: 1-6 

The prophet Jeremiah lived in very turbulent political times. 

The Babylonian empire was growing in power over Asyria 
and Egypt. The small kingdom of Judah was in a difficult 
position wondering whether to side with Egypt, (closer 

geographically) or with Babylon, or even to try to remain 
independent. In the end, Babylon invaded Jerusalem, exiled 

their king and put a puppet king, Zedekiah, in place; when 
he too rebelled, Babylon destroyed Jerusalem and exiled the 

people. 

All along Jeremiah had been admonishing the kings to look 
after the people and not to look after their own interests. 

They had failed in their duty to protect the people, they had 

been poor shepherds. 

Using the shepherd metaphor for leaders or kings has a long 
biblical history, from Psalm 23 “The Lord is my 
shepherd” (today’s psalm) to Ezekiel, chapter 34. Jesus in 

today’s gospel also uses this image. To this day we often 
refer to clergy as “pastors” and to the people as their 

“flock”. 

 

Today’s passage consists of two sections:  
An oracle in prose which moves from a condemnation 

of the selfish shepherds to a promise of better 
shepherds to look after the people on their return from 
exile. The reference to the Genesis creation story “be 

fruitful and multiply” can be seen as an indication of 

the hope for a new post-exilic creation. 

A section in verse announcing the coming of a new 
“king” from the branch of David. He will be the long 
awaited ideal, perfect ruler. One is reminded of the 

shoot springing from the stock of Jesse in Isaiah (11:1) 
With hindsight we know that the promise of a Messiah 

will only be truly fulfilled in Jesus Christ. 

 

The Gospel  Mark 6: 30-34 
 

This week we are reading the second part of the story started last 
week: Jesus sending the twelve disciples out to teach and cure the 
people. They are now returning and telling Jesus what took place. 
In the intervening verses —following a process dear to Mark of 
inserting a story between the beginning and the end of another, 
sometimes called the “sandwich” method or “intercalation”—Mark 
tells of the beheading of John the Baptist. 
 

The Apostles rejoined Jesus 
It is the only time Mark calls the men Apostles rather than disciples. 
The Greek word for apostle literally means “sent out” which befits 
them absolutely. Some scholars also think that as Mark had 
referred to the disciples in the previous verses in connection with 
the death of John the Baptist, he wanted to avoid a possible 
confusion. These disciples were not the original twelve he had sent 
out. 

 

The apostles had no time even to eat 
This is the first reference to food which will grow in importance 
throughout this chapter and the next. Mark is laying the foundation 
for the story of the feeding of the 5000 which follow these verses: 
the presence of a crowd, the lonely place away from it all. 
We shall read John’s version of this episode next week. 

 

Jesus took pity on them 
The Greek word used here (splagchnizomai) is very powerful. It 
implies a strong compassion in your gut which is felt before a given 
situation. 

 

They were like sheep without a shepherd 
This expression is a reference to Moses‘ appeal to the Lord: “May 
the Lord...appoint a leader for this community...so that the 
community of the Lord may not be like sheep without a 
shepherd“ (Numbers 27: 17). Joshua was appointed. This name is 
the English version of the Hebrew name Yeshua which in turn 
becomes Iesous in Greek and Jesus in English. 


