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Jesus looked at the crowds and saw people who were "harassed and helpless, like 
sheep without a shepherd." He did not see statistics. He did not see consumers, 
taxpayers, or problems to be solved. He saw human beings. 

He saw people exhausted by life, burdened by fear, crushed by systems that did 
not care for them, and leaders who had failed them. And when Jesus saw them, his first 
response was compassion. 

That word is important. In the Gospel, compassion is not a simple feeling of 
sympathy or pity. The Greek word is better translated as to be literally moved from your 
bowels" or "feeling it in your gut". The root Greek word actually refers to your internal 
organs—the heart, liver, and intestines. The word describes a visceral, intense emotional 
gut-punch. It suggests that seeing someone’s suffering physically affects you and moves 
you from your most inward parts.  Compassion demands action. It is not feeling sorry for 
someone from a safe distance. This visceral feeling inevitably propels the person to act, 
help or save someone in need. In fact most biblical stories that talk about compassion 
portray it as a driving, loving force. The compassion of Jesus is a deep, gut-wrenching 
response to human suffering. It is the love of God refusing to remain indifferent. 

The Gospel tells us that Jesus traveled through cities and villages proclaiming this 
compassionate good news of God's kingdom. Wherever he went, he healed the sick, 
restored the broken, and challenged the powers that kept people trapped. He preached 
that the Kingdom of God was not merely an idea. It was a new reality breaking into the 
world. The Kingdom of God says every human being bears the image of God and that it  
creates reconciliation, justice, and peace.  

That message was revolutionary in the first century. It remains revolutionary today.  
For we are still surrounded by crowds who are harassed and helpless. We see families 
crushed by economic anxiety while a small number accumulate unimaginable wealth. We 
see racial divisions exploited for political gain. We see wars rage on while so many people 
especially children suffer. We see immigrants demonized instead of welcomed. We see 
loneliness, addiction, despair, and mental anguish spreading through communities that 
are desperately searching for meaning. 

Many people today are still like sheep without a shepherd. And the church must 
ask itself a difficult question: When Jesus looks upon the crowds today, does he see a 
church that shares his compassion? Or does he see a church more concerned with its 
own survival than with God's mission? 

Jesus does something remarkable in this passage. He does not simply tell the 
disciples to pray for workers. He makes them the answer to their own prayer. The disciples 
pray for laborers and discover they are the laborers. The same is true for us. We pray for 
God to heal the world. God sends us. We pray for justice. God sends us. We pray for 
peace. God sends us. We pray for transformation. God sends us. 

That’s important to recognize because far too often the church waits for someone 
else to act. We wait for politicians, bishops, experts, activists, or leaders. But Jesus 
continues to summon ordinary people and send them to do extraordinary work. Notice 
who he sends. Fishermen. A tax collector. Ordinary men and women with flaws, fears, 
doubts, and failures. Not one of them would have been considered powerful. Yet Jesus 
entrusts them with the work of changing the world. 



The Gospel has always advanced through ordinary people filled with extraordinary 
courage. And Jesus gives them a mission that is deeply prophetic: "Cure the sick. Raise 
the dead. Cleanse the lepers. Cast out demons." 

In every age, demons take different forms. There are the demons of hatred and 
racism. The demons of greed and exploitation. The demons of violence and war and 
apathy and indifference. The demons of lies that convince people they are worthless, 
forgotten, or beyond God's love. 

Followers of Jesus are sent to confront those powers. Not with weapons. Not with 
domination. But with truth, compassion, justice, and sacrificial love. That is why Jesus 
warns them that the mission will be costly. He tells them they will face resistance. They 
will be rejected. Misunderstood. Persecuted. 

Whenever people challenge injustice, speak truth, welcome the excluded, defend 
the vulnerable, and proclaim God's kingdom, there will be opposition. There always has 
been. The prophets experienced it. The apostles experienced it. Jesus himself 
experienced it. And the church should not be surprised when it experiences it as well. Yet 
Jesus does not send his disciples out in fear. He sends them out with courage and the 
Spirit. 

Jesus’ mission does not depend upon our strength. It depends upon God's Spirit. 
The church has never changed the world compassionately because it possessed wealth, 
influence, or political power. The church changes the world when it embodies the 
compassion of Jesus. When it stands with those who suffer. When it speaks truth despite 
the cost. When it refuses to abandon the poor, the forgotten, and the wounded. When it 
lives recognizing that God's kingdom is here and now and it’s up to us. 

There is a story about Etty Hillesum, a young Jewish woman living in Amsterdam 
during World War II who exemplifies Jesus’ compassion. Instead of trying to escape Nazi 
persecution, Etty voluntarily went to the Westerbork transit camp to work as a nurse and 
social worker, driven by an overwhelming internal ache for those who were suffering. 

While at Westerbork, Etty witnessed thousands of terrified men, women, and 
children packed into cattle cars bound for concentration camps. Rather than shutting 
down emotionally to protect herself, she allowed the raw horror of their suffering to pierce 
her deeply. 

She wrote extensively in her diaries about feeling the collective weight of human 
misery right in her own body. This was not detached pity; it was a physical, agonizing 
empathy. Her gut-level pain completely shattered any concern for her own safety. 

Etty described her compassion as an internal, heavy pressure that she physically 
carried, mirroring the exact definition of being moved from the inner organs. This intense 
internal ache compelled her to stay in Hell to comfort others. From her diaries Etty wrote 
these words: “There must be someone to live through it all and bear witness to the fact 
that God lived, even in these times. And why should I not be that witness?”  

Archbishop Rowan Williams describes Hillesum’s commitment this way: She 
decided to occupy a certain place in the world, a place where others could somehow 
connect with God through her. She took responsibility for making God credible in the 
world. She took responsibility for God’s believability  

Etty spent her final days distributing food, writing letters for prisoners, and offering 
a calm, loving presence to those facing death, eventually dying in Auschwitz herself. Her 



life stands as a powerful modern example of how a deep, physical ache for the suffering 
of others can drive a person to ultimate self-sacrifice. That’s compassion. 

The need is still urgent. And Jesus is still calling disciples. Not someday but today. 
Not someone else but us. 

May God give us eyes to see the crowds as Jesus saw them, hearts that break 
with his compassion, and courage to go wherever his kingdom calls us. For the harvest 
is plentiful, and the Lord of the harvest is still sending laborers who we are into the field. 
Amen. 
 


