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O let me see thy footmarks,
and in them plant mine own;
My hope to follow duly
is in thy strength alone.

O guide me, call me, draw me,
uphold me to the end;
and then in heaven receive me,
my Saviour and my Friend.

The Calling of &. Matthew, Caravaggio



invited them or called them.

And that of course is why the Catholic Church of Jesus Christ,
unlike moral re-armament is such a mixed bag or as St. Paul says
looking round that tiresome Church of Corinth, “Consider your own
call, brothers and sisters. Not many of you were wise by human
standards; not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.
But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God
chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, things that are
not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no-one may boast
in the presence of God” (1 Corinthians).

So what am | celebrating this morning and giving thanks for? I'll tell
you. In a word—grace; amazing grace. That same grace that John
Newton sang about—a grace that is sufficient, if | will let it, to get
me and you all the way from earth to heaven—a love that will not let
me go—will never ever let me go.

Some years later, Caravaggio painted another painting of St
Matthew entitled: “The Inspiration of St. Matthew”. Matthew is still
just recognisable but now as a little older man and he is shown
writing the Gospel according to St Matthew with pen in hand, with
one ear turned towards an angel above Matthew, inspiring the
evangelist. But note! Yes, pen still in hand. Perhaps the same pen
used by Matthew the tax collector to write up the books or to fiddle
the books as tax collectors were so wont to do! Fisherman use
nets—but not pens—to catch fish. So, “Come,” says Jesus, “and |
will make you fishers of men.” A tax collector used a pen to fiddle
the books , but now says Jesus, “Come and use that same pen, to
write in another book—the greatest book in the world.” So perhaps,
after all, Jesus knew what he was doing when he called Matthew to
follow him. Amazing grace turned Matthew's weakness to God’s
strength, which as Paul discovered, is made perfect in and through
our weakness. For grace perfects nature, it does not obliterate it.
Matthew, the old man and evangelist has not changed very much,
but his weakness has been turned and used to good ends—God’s
loving purpose is for Matthew, for the church and for the whole
world. So | ask myself and | ask you: what weakness, by the world
standards, does God want me and you to turn to his good ends, so
that that weakness becomes a real strength and a virtue by God’s
grace? | wonder?

“ As Jesus was walking along, he saw a man called Matthew sitting
at the tax booth; and he said to him, “Follow me”.
Matthew Chapter 9 vs. 9

“Every picture tells a story"—we sometimes say. The painting by
Caravaggio which is in your service sheets this morning, depicts the
Call of St Matthew—the story we've just heard read in today's
Gospel. This morning | am inviting you to join with me at the Altar in
giving thanks to God, who called me to the Apostolic ministry of a
Bishop at my consecration in Westminster Abbey, 30 years ago on
St Matthew’s Day, 1975.

The story of the Call of Matthew, the tax collector, is powerful and
should act as a strong encouragement, not just to Bishops or clergy
in their particular calling, but to everyone of us in our various
callings as disciples of Jesus Christ.

So let me say why that is and why | find such encouragement in
today’s Gospel story and especially in the way it is so poignantly
depicted in Caravaggio’s painting in front of you.

In the first place—all artists, of course, give a special significance to
light and none more so perhaps than Caravaggio. Christ—on the
right-hand side of the picture—is in the darkness or shadow, but
clearly, the light on the face of Matthew and the other three
scoundrels is reflected from the source of light which is not the
window, but which clearly comes from Christ: Christ—the light of the
world, a light which no darkness can quench. A light which shines
on in the darkness of human sin and failing but which that darkness
cannot overcome or extinguish.

For in the New Testament, Jesus calls us to be lights in the world—
but we need to be quite clear that we are not the source of that
light: all we can do is to reflect the light of Christ. Of course | am not
worthy to be a Bishop, any more than Matthew was worthy to be
called an Apostle. And neither are any of you worthy to be called
followers of Jesus Christ—so let’s get rid of all that at the outset and
the guilt that so often accompanies it.

The title of that well-known devotional book by Thomas a Kempis is
translated from the Latin as the “Imitation of Christ”. But that title



gives quite the wrong impression. We cannot imitate Christ, but we
can reflect something of his light and life to the world if we would let
him live his life through us and let his light shine through us. You
see, at best, we are called to be channels of his grace—so that he
can work through us and that is why God chooses people who are
not morally self-sufficient but rather people of the first beatitude:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit” or in the New English Bible
translation: “Blessed are those who know their need of God”. For
me one of the most encouraging of those 39 articles in the Book of
Common Prayer is that one which says: “The unworthiness of the
minister hindereth not the sacrament”. Oh thank God for that! For
without that reassurance that is does not depend upon my
worthiness, | would not dare to go to the altar of God this morning.

Secondly: look at something in the picture which is especially
eloquent about God'’s call to all of us in church this morning. Look at
Matthew’s expression—Matthew, the one in the middle with the coin
tucked cheekily into his hat! He's astonished—and with his hand
pointing to himself and looking across at Jesus, its as though he is
saying: “Come off it, Jesus! You can’'t mean me of all people! You
must be out of your mind!”

Do you remember those words of Jesus to his disciples? He said to
them as he said to me and indeed to all of us in church this
morning: “You did not choose me; but | chose you”. Yes, the
initiative is always with God. The hand of Jesus is stretched out—
not so much pointing at Matthew and indicting him but rather
beckoning and inviting him. “Love bade me welcome; but my soul
drew back” (George Herbert). The word in Greek for the call of
Jesus to follow him would in fact be more accurately translated as
invite—so not called to be an apostle or bishop, but invited.

So it is perhaps worth pointing out that only Luke in his account of
the Call of Matthew actually says that the dinner party afterwards to
celebrate was held in Matthew’s house. It could be from Mark and
Matthew’s own account of this incident, that Jesus actually invited
Matthew and all his doubtful friends to Jesus’ house and to his table
just as Jesus invites us all to his table this morning in the Eucharist
and one day in heaven to be seated at the Messianic banquet.

“Tell me your friends and I'll tell you what you are”. Well, clearly this

Jesus—much to the fury of the religious elite and the
establishment—is a friend of sinners. He hates sin: but he loves—
no, he adores—sinners and delights to sit at table and eat and drink
with them and thank God he does just as he will sit at the holy table
this morning and eat and drink with you and me.

“How odd of God to choose the Jews,” we sometimes say. But how
even odder of God to choose men like Matthew, women like Mary
Magdalene and men and women like you and me. “I have come to
call” (or invite) says Jesus, “not the righteous but sinners.” And
finally look at the mix of the twelve apostles whom Jesus actually
called and recall those words of John’s Gospel when Jesus turns to
the twelve at the last supper and says: “From now onwards, | no
longer call you servants, | call you my friends.” (John 15:15). Yes,
but what a rum bunch! Look at them! Most of them, like Matthew,
were and still are in many ways the last people in the world that you
and | would choose to run his church and to change his world. But
then so often we look at outward appearances, but as Samuel says
in the Old Testament: “The Lord looketh not on the outward
appearance, but on the heart” - the inner man. It says in St. John’s
Gospel: “Jesus knew what was in man and needed no-one to tell
him”. I am sure Peter, standing next to Jesus in that painting, would
have been whispering under his breath: “be careful, Jesus, do you
know what people say about him? He works for the oppressive
government for the Romans and is a religious outcast. You can't be
serious about inviting him. And wait til Simon the zealot meets
Matthew. Simon, who belonged to the Nationalist Party in the north,
pledged to overthrow the oppressors; and here you want Matthew,
who worked for the Romans, to sit at the same table as Simon?”

But—and here is the rub—once you are a friend of Jesus, you must
also be a friend of his friends. And that's tough! You see the church
is not a self-selecting society, like the golf club or membership of the
conservative party. No! it has Tom, Dick and Harriet all mixed up
together who have different political opinions; who come from
different stratas of society; black, white, rich, poor, gay, straight, old,
young, right-wing, left-wing—all passionately holding different
opinions on the issues of the day, yet all sitting down at the table
together; not because they have earned a place; not because they
have made it in an upwardly mobile society; not because they are
clever, or good or beautiful, but simply and solely because Jesus



