
 
 
Readings: Acts 9:1-6; Revelation 5:11-end; John 21:1-19 
 
Discouraged and depressed, by May of 1738, John Wesley was questioning not just his vocation as a 
priest, but his very faith itself. On the evening of May 24th he went to a meeting of the Moravian 
brotherhood at their rooms in Aldersgate Street, not far from here.  But as he listened, somewhat 
unwillingly, to Luther’s Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, for Wesley something suddenly 
changed.  As he later wrote: “At about a quarter before nine, while [the brother] was describing the 
change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt 
I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation, and an assurance was given me that he had taken 
away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”  John Wesley’s life had 
forever changed. 

Whether it’s a blinding light on the road to Damascus, or a strange warming of the heart in the City 
of London, conversion has been since earliest times one of the central Christian experiences.  A life 
turned around, rescued, transformed by the Holy Spirit. A surge of faith, of assurance, of 
understanding.  Of darkness replaced by light; of despair by hope; of doubt by certainty. Of being 
born again in the Spirit. Of understanding with sudden, complete clarity that Jesus died that we 
might be saved – saved, as Wesley says, from sin and death. Conversion is humbling, it’s awe-
inspiring, it’s all-consuming.  Terrifying and magnificent, conversion experiences are so great a gift 
that I hesitate to mention the only thing that even slightly troubles me about them: I’ve never had 
one. 

When I was doing my ordination training we had what was, for me, an agonising evening where 
almost all of my fellow ordinands described how they had come to Jesus.  They described that 
moment when the scales fell from their eyes, when everything become clear, when they dedicated 
their life to Christ.  I kept quiet while the others talked in the hope that, metaphorically, the bell for 
the end of lesson would go.  But it didn’t, and eventually all eyes turned to me.  So, slowly, and 
somewhat unwillingly, I explained I’d been brought up a Christian, gone to chapel as a schoolboy 
and student, carried on going to church when I got a job, and had carried on carrying on ever since. 
 No real lows, no real highs, just right there in the middle of the road.  After I finished, we sat in 
silence for a while and they looked at me.  And the worst of it was not that they were disgusted at 
me, or even disappointed in me; it’s that they were sorry for me.  Sorry that something so life-
affirming had inexplicably been denied me.  And so I slunk off after that class feeling somehow 
inauthentic. Cast, perhaps, in the role of the older brother of the prodigal son; or, more passively, in 
the role of one of the ninety nine sheep looking on mutely, but enviously, while the good Shepherd 
rejoices over the one stray sheep that was lost but now is found. 

So here’s the question posed by my fellow ordinands, by John Wesley, and by St Paul’s Damascus 
story: can you be a real Christian without a conversion experience? Can you ever truly know Christ if 
you’ve never not known him? It’s a valid question, and I remain in awe of conversion experiences. 
 But I also think the God of love died to save us all. Period. Full stop.  So, yes, I think you can be a 
real Christian without having had a conversion experience, because one of our core beliefs is that we 
are saved by grace alone, not by our own actions; we are saved, as Wesley says, by faith and trust in 
Christ.  And that can come in many forms. With or without blinding lights; with or without our 
hearts being strangely warmed. 
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And it’s the other story we heard this morning, Peter’s story, which gives me that hope.  He is so 
human.  One moment he is the first to realise that Jesus is the Messiah, but the next moment it’s 
clear that he’s got that right for totally the wrong reasons.  Before Jesus’s arrest he swears he’ll stick 
with him until the end, only to cave in a few hours later at the first sign of pressure and deny that he 
even knows Jesus – and does it three times.  And yet, in today’s Gospel story, Jesus comes back to 
Peter after the resurrection and reaffirms him as the leader of the disciples. He acknowledges 
Peter’s weakness, and makes Peter himself acknowledge it.  Three times – the same number of 
times Peter denied him – he asks him, tests him: “Do you love me Peter? “And three times Peter 
answers: “You know I do Lord.” Peter is forced to face his own frailty – but at the same time is 
affirmed in the knowledge that Jesus wants Peter still to love him. And then, again three times, after 
Peter affirms his love, Jesus says “Feed my lambs”, “Tend my sheep”, “Feed my sheep”.  So, together 
with testing him three times, three times Jesus also affirms his leadership, affirms his trust in him. 
 Frail Peter, he says, frail Peter, become the shepherd of my sheep. 

There is here no blinding light, no sudden clarity, no dramatic revelation, but it is in such moments 
of grace and weakness that I can sense God. And for me it’s always totally unexpected.  It’s when I’m 
turned inwards, feeling sorry for myself, or impatient, or self-satisfied, that God draws alongside 
and says: “Do you love me? Feed my sheep.”  Let me give you three brief examples.  A year or two 
ago I took an evening weekday service.  It had been a long day at the other job, I was feeling tired 
and just a little put-upon, and thought I’d earned the right to go home at last and relax a little. But 
as the service ended Jacqui told me someone needed to talk.  So, I sighed inwardly, and went round 
to one of the box pews near the back. It was a former serviceman, and he was in a terrible way. 
 Abandoned by the state, and by us, he was homeless.  But the cause of his distress wasn’t that.  It 
was, he told me, the people he’d had to kill – for us – who now sat on his conscience, and tormented 
him to the very edge of reason.  He cried, and cried, and cried, and repeatedly asked: “Am I going to 
hell? Am I going to hell?”  And I, the over-worked tax lawyer deserving of relaxation, not to mention 
the master of words, could think of nothing to say, until suddenly I realised I should just hug him, 
which I did.  Do you love me? Feed my lambs. 

Another example, not dissimilar, happened at the healing service a few months ago.  I felt 
impatient.  It had been an irritating, overburdened day and I still had a lot more work to do.  And, 
so of course, I couldn’t really think myself into the service, even by the time we got to the altar rail 
for the healing.  And then, as I rested my hand on someone’s shoulder, they looked imploringly, 
beseechingly, but, most of all, trustingly into my eyes and said to me: “The cancer’s come back. It’s 
come back. It’s back.”  Do you love me?  Tend my sheep. 

And a third.  Last weekend I took a wedding here. It was beautiful, as close to being perfect as 
makes no difference.  Everyone was happy to be here; and the music soared in this beautiful church, 
resplendent with flowers and showered with sunlight.  It really is hard to mess up taking a wedding, 
but, although I say it myself, with an apposite sermon, and the right touch of humour, it was a 
gratifyingly professional performance.  And just as the church had emptied, a young woman came in 
and asked to speak.  We’d hardly sat down before she started to cry, and all her loneliness in a 
foreign land, and all her confusion at the mental (and probably physical) abuse that she was 
suffering, poured out, as she sobbed upon my self-satisfied, gratifyingly professional shoulder. I 
looked for words, but nothing really seemed to work. So, I just put my arm around her shoulder and 
let her cry, and cry.  Do you love me?  Feed my sheep. 

I doubt I’ll ever see a blinding light, and it’s probable that my heart will never be strangely warmed. 
 But I do know that in those moments I‘ve described, I was saved from myself: blessed by my own 
weakness and by someone else’s need.  The effects are never long-lasting, no once-for-all 
transformation. But, as I said before, each time I feel God come alongside me for a moment.  I 
wouldn’t describe that in the dramatic language of conversion – more as reinforcement, or 
refreshment, or, perhaps, reorientation of my faith.  But they are all, nevertheless, a moment, if only 
a moment, of pure grace.   



You, too, may feel uncomfortable with the language of conversion; you, too, may question whether 
you are an authentic Christian.  But as it is for me, perhaps it is for you.  Perhaps God also finds the 
occasion – without blinding you, or strangely warming your heart – to nevertheless remind you of 
your frailty, while asking you for your love, and giving you the chance to help one of his flock.  Each 
time he pulls you back, and gently saves you, with seven simple words.  Do you love me?  Feed my 
sheep. 

Amen 
 
 
 


