
                              Sermon   1 May 2022   ‘Feed my sheep.’ 

John 21:15-19 

This Gospel passage really is one of the most wonderful passages in the Bible, and is certainly one of 
my favourites. I say that for two reasons. Firstly, it is a marvellous illustra>on of forgiveness, and 
secondly, it is a great example of how we should be expressing love – through service. This is a theme 
that is close to my heart, but first let’s look at the context of this exchange between Jesus and Peter. 

This takes place aFer the Resurrec>on and according to John’s gospel, it is the third >me Jesus had 
appeared to his disciples. Some of the disciples had gone out fishing. They see Jesus on the shore 
and he calls out to them to come and have some breakfast. So they come ashore and Jesus has a fire 
going and is cooking some fish. 

AFer breakfast Jesus asks Peter, ‘Do you love me more than these?’ Now, the first interes>ng point is 
this – what does he mean by ‘these?’ Is he referring to the boats and the fish? In which case, he is 
asking him Peter if he loves him more than his job? That’s probably a ques>on that could be posed to 
many of us. What is our first priority – making money or worshipping God? 

However, I think he is referring to the other disciples when he says ‘these.’ The important thing to 
remember here is that it was Peter who, soon aFer Jesus was arrested, denied that he knew Jesus. 
So Jesus is giving Peter the chance to redeem himself, the chance to affirm his love for him. Why 
does he put the ques>on to him three >mes? Simply because it was three >mes that Peter denied he 
knew Jesus. So Jesus is sort of balancing the books, you might say. 

Now going back to the two reasons why this is such a wonderful exchange, and the first reason is 
that is a marvellous illustra>on of forgiveness. In denying that he knew Jesus, not just once but three 
>mes, Peter has dropped the ball, well and truly. To con>nue the spor>ng analogy, what happens 
when you drop the balls repeatedly in a game? You get dropped from the team. Well, Jesus doesn’t 
drop Peter from the team, and in fact he does the opposite – he gives him more responsibility; he 
gives him a major task to carry out. Jesus asks him to feed his sheep, in other words, to carry out his 
ministry. Jesus is the Good Shepherd but now he is passing that charge on to Peter. What a huge 
gesture of confidence, of faith in Peter this is. 

Here is a man who just recently turned his back on Jesus and now he is being directed to take up his 
ministry. That is forgiveness. How does this relate to us? Well we all turn our backs on Jesus at >mes, 
figura>vely speaking, but that does not preclude us from taking up his mantle and doing our bit to 
feed his sheep. On the contrary, despite our weaknesses and failings, that is precisely what Jesus 
expects us to do. I find that both comfor>ng and challenging. 

The second reason Why this is such a wonderful passage is that it reaffirms in a very unmistakable 
way the message that service is the most compelling way by which we can demonstrate love, 
whether that be love for God or love for others. Each >me Jesus asks Peter if he loves him, he follows 
up with the same direc>ve, ‘Feed my sheep.’ In doing this, he aligns service with love. Service is an 
expression of love. 

When people are on the receiving end of service, they feel valued and respected, they feel loved. 
Francis of Assisi directed his followers to worship Jesus through service. Worship and service are 
expressions of love. They are inextricably entwined. Love transforms, as we know, and so service 



transforms. In the end, service is very simply trea>ng others with respect and kindness, giving >me 
and care to others. When we do that, we can change lives. I want to share a true story with you. 

In 1921, Lewis Lawes became warden at Sing Sing Prison on the outskirts of New York. No prison was 
tougher at the >me. But when Lawes re>red some 20 years later, that prison had become a 
humanitarian ins>tu>on. Those who studied the system said the credit for the change belonged to 
Lawes. But when he was asked about the transforma>on, here’s what he said. ‘I owe it all to my 
wonderful wife, Catherine, who is buried outside the prison walls.’ 

Catherine Lawes was a young mother with three small children when her husband became the 
warden. Everybody warned her from the beginning that she should never set foot inside the prison 
walls, but that didn’t stop Catherine. 

When the first prison basketball game was held, she walked into the gym with her three beau>ful 
children and she sat in the stands with the inmates. Her a]tude was, ‘My husband and I are going to 
take care of these men. I don’t have to worry.’ She insisted on ge]ng acquainted with them. 

She discovered one convicted murderer was blind so she paid him a visit. Holding his hand, she said, 
‘Do you read braille?’ ‘What’s braille?’ he asked. Then she taught him how to read. She found a deaf-
mute in prison. She went to school to learn how to use sign language. Many said that Catherine 
Lawes was the body of Jesus that came alive again in Sing Sing Prison from 1921 to 1937. 

Then she was killed in a car accident. The next morning Lewis didn’t come to work, so the ac>ng 
warden took his place. It seemed almost instantly that the prison knew something was wrong. The 
following day, her body was res>ng in a casket in her home, three-quarters of a mile from the prison. 
As the ac>ng warden took his early morning walk, he was shocked to see a large crowd of the 
toughest, hardest-looking criminals gathered at the main gate. He came closer and noted tears of 
grief and sadness. He knew how much they loved Catherine. 

He turned and faced the men, ‘Alright men, you can go. Just be sure and check in tonight.’ Then he 
opened the gate and a parade of criminals walked, without a guard, the three-quarters of a mile to 
stand in line to pay their final respects to Catherine Lawes, the woman who daily walked into hell to 
show the men a piece of heaven. And at the end of the day, every one of them checked back in. 
Every single one! 

As I said before, love and service are inextricably entwined. You can’t really have one without the 
other. The memorable exchange between Jesus and Peter is testament to this. And the other thing is, 
they are transforma>ve. Catherine Lawes is testament to this. 

I finish with a quote from Mother Teresa, ‘The fruit of love is service.’ She should know. 

Rev Warner Wilder 


