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“Following Jesus” 
 

You remember the old adage: “One picture is worth a thousand words.” Well, 

there’s a Chinese proverb that goes like this: “One picture is worth ten 

thousand words.” Down through the ages, the Church has communicated the 

biblical message through many wonderful works of art. In the days when most 

people could not read, churches were built with paintings and stained-glass 

windows to “tell the old, old story of Jesus and his love.” Today’s gospel is no 

exception.  

      Raphael’s "Christ’s Charge to St. Peter" shows the disciples gathered in 

an idealized but convincing landscape at the lakeside. Peter kneels before him 

while the other disciples huddle behind, watching, in various states of 

expectancy and bewilderment. Together they represent an array of emotions 

one might feel at such an appearance and such a mysterious charge: "Feed 

my sheep," [and “Follow me.”] Behind the figure of Jesus is a flock of real 

sheep. Jesus is swathed in a white robe, one shoulder bare. Though he 

reaches out to Peter, he does not touch him. This detail alone suggests that 

already a separation has begun, and has similar poignancy to Jesus’ words to 

Mary in the garden: "Don’t touch me." Yet there is intimacy in the attitudes 

and looks of Christ and Peter, as though finally Peter, who has so often 

misunderstood him, understands and can receive the blessing and the charge 

that are being offered, and the election he will have to bear and bear out.1 A 

charge that will, by following Jesus lead Peter into redemptive suffering, as it 

did for the apostle Paul too.  

   I find such works of art rather ironic and instructive in how they bring to 

light a couple of themes in today’s gospel. The first ironic and instructive 

theme in the gospel is that here in the post-resurrection appearance of Jesus 
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the place is the sea and the seashore, and the disciples are busy fishing. When 

Jesus first met up with some of these disciples, it was also by the sea and 

along the seashore and there too they were engaged in their work of fishing. I 

think this underscores the truth that Jesus calls the most ordinary and 

unlikely of people to be his disciples—among them are fisher-folk, tax-

collectors, and sinners. People who were not all that religious—in fact a 

considerable number of religious leaders were offended by Jesus’ motley crew 

and likely thought Jesus was crazy to associate with, never mind choose such 

persons as his friends and disciples. So here in this yet third post-resurrection 

appearance, Jesus gives these ‘losers’ yet another chance to be his disciples. 

The fact that artists portray the disciples with a variety of expressions 

indicates that they were likely surprised yet again that Jesus would love them 

enough to have given them another chance to do his bidding. Is it not the 

same of us in our journey of discipleship. We, like the first disciples, hesitate 

and resist Christ; we doubt and argue with him at times; when we finally do 

follow him, even then our feet of clay, our human faults and floundering are 

most evident to us and likely others; we try and like the disciples we fail; 

however Jesus is always with us and picks us up again, brushes us off, and 

sets us on our way by giving us another chance, and another, and another, ad 

infinitum.   

   Another ironic and instructive theme is found in the last two verses of our 

gospel where Jesus tells Peter and the others who are within earshot that he’ll 

end up going where he doesn’t want to go and doing what he doesn’t 

necessarily want to do—hinting at the type of martyr’s death he would die. 

Then his last two words to Peter, and most likely to the rest of the disciples 

was in the form of a command, which he had spoken, you remember, when he 

had first called his disciples: “Follow me.”  

   Those words, “Follow me” echo down through the ages. Jesus has called 

millions of disciples to go to places that they didn’t really want to go and to do 

what they didn’t really want to do—which reminds me of the following story. 
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   After the revolution in Russia all the churches were closed in Odessa, except 

for the small church where only a side door was left open so that the old 

women of the area could go in and pray. 

   However, the people of the area felt it inconceivable that they would not be 

able to celebrate Holy Communion on Easter Day. So for eleven years 

beginning early in the morning until late that night or early Easter morning, 

one priest would come out of hiding and serve Holy Communion. After each 

Easter, the priest would disappear and was never heard of again. 

Nonetheless, the church was growing underground. As the years went by 

there came to be hundreds of thousands of believers in Odessa who met in the 

woods around the city. 

   The story emphasises that suffering is redemptive when Jesus calls us and 

prepares us to follow him and accomplish his will and purposes in places and 

situations that we’ve never even dreamt of going to or doing. 

   As we consider our calls and ministry, and realise how Christ is able to work 

redemption and new life in and through us and our sufferings, may the 

following prayer, found at Ravensbruck concentration camp on a piece of torn 

wrapping paper written by an unknown prisoner there be a source of 

inspiration to us: “O Lord, remember not only the men and women of 

goodwill, but also those of illwill. But do not remember the suffering they 

have inflicted on us; remember the fruits we have bought, thanks to this 

suffering—our comradeship, our loyalty, our humility, our courage, our 

generosity, the greatness of heart which has grown out of all this, and when 

they come to judgment, let all the fruits which we have borne be their 

forgiveness.”  

   “Follow me,” Jesus commands his church in every time and place. The 

command is one that is spoken to you and me as well. “Follow me,” he tells 

us, and share the Good News of God’s love for all people with your family, 

friends, neighbours, fellow students, fellow workers, everyone; go where 

Jesus directs you and be aware of how he blesses your life with redemptive 
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suffering; making a difference in this church, in this community, and in the 

larger world. Amen.  

 

1 Marilyn Chandler McEntyre, ““““Lesson and the Arts I - John 21:1-19,” at: 

<www.goodpreacher.com/>.  

 


