
When did you get the call? If I could have a pound or euro for every time I have

been asked that question, I would be quite well-off, I think. In my early

ordained ministry, I was often invited to give talks to, for example, women’s

groups and youth clubs to answer that very question. I suppose there was

some fascination about my change of career, and the local press certainly made

a big deal of it when I was first ordained and began ministry in my first parish as

a curate under supervision. What made a police officer suddenly want to

become a priest? they wondered. Well part of the answer was quite simple. I

had never wanted the police service to be my permanent career. I always

intended it to be for a few years to get some experience of life on the front line

or the sharp edge, and then go on to something new. I guess God took

advantage of my uncertainty as to what that something new would be.

During my formation, the years at university and theological college, I became

acquainted with Fr Michael Hollings, a Roman Catholic priest of some repute,

especially for his books on prayer and ministry. He was required reading for

ordinands like me. He also hit the headlines when he gave up his comfortable

position as a chaplain to the University of Oxford and began a challenging

community-based ministry in some of the most culturally and socially diverse

parts of London - firstly in Southall and later Notting Hill. I know Southall a

little, but Notting Hill like the back of my hand because it was my old police

territory. Because Fr Michael was working with many down and outs, not all of

them the most law abiding, he joked that I had probably arrested some of his

parishioners or clients. He confessed that his relationship with the police had

not always been positive. When we said farewell at our first meeting, with

some tongue in cheek, he said to me. ‘It’s been good to meet you, John. You

may have been a nasty horrible policeman, but I think you will make a very

good priest.’ Whether or not his words have any truth in them, I can say that

the work that I did in that patch and with people I unknowingly shared with

him, were instrumental in my vocation, my hearing the voice of God leading me

on the road to ordained ministry

Of course, I have always tried not to be nasty or horrible whether as policeman

or human being, but the history of the Church reveals that God has often called

‘nasty horrible people’ to be his servants and saints. By God’s grace people can

change.
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I think the biggest change, the conversion, comes when we suddenly see

ourselves as others see us, or when we are able to look as if in a mirror and like

not what we see. We drop those illusions about ourselves and start to discover

who we really are. Like the prodigal son, our sin, our separation from our real

self, becomes a blessing because we suddenly wake up and make the decision

to turn round, to turn away from what or who we have become and begin the

journey back to the centre, to our homing point, to become the person we

really are in God, and to seek the life and work and fulfilment that God wants

for us.

We heard something of that process in our readings today. First, in the Old

Testament reading, we met Isaiah, the great prophet of Jerusalem. Now

prophets were not popular people. One thing that was certain to horrify your

family was if you had told them you had been called to be a prophet. A

prophet’s lifestyle and life expectancy were uncertain. In the name of God,

they warned people what might happen if they did not change their ways. As

you can imagine kings, priests and many people did not always like what the

prophets said, and so they often persecuted them and sometimes killed them.

So the great prophets typically made excuses when God called them.

Jeremiah, like Moses before him said, ‘I do not know how to speak.’ And here

today, we have Isaiah saying, ‘Woe is me. I am lost, for I am a man of unclean

lips.’ There is a hidden plea in such excuses for God to ‘send somebody else.’

But God would patiently ignore these pleas and give assurances that he would

be with them, and they need not be afraid.

Centuries later, a well brought up Jew, a Pharisee named Saul resisted the call

of God even more strongly. He could not accept that the crucified Galilean,

Jesus of Nazareth, was who his followers claimed, the long-expected Messiah

or Christ, and as for him rising from the dead, that was sheer nonsense. Or was

it? Saul, or Paul, as he became known, could not quite remove the gnawing

doubts within himself. So he tried to overcome them by being even more

heavy handed in his dealings with the people whose faith and claims troubled

him. If ever there was a patron saint for police officers who become priests,

Paul is their man. He acted as Jewish official policeman with a commission to

go and sort out, arrest, imprison and even kill the troublemakers who followed

this so-called new Way, the Christians, as they would be later called.
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Until one day, suddenly, in the course of his lawful and religious duties, he was

stopped dead in his tracks by a light, a vision, and that oh so gentle voice:

‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’ It is hard for you to keep fighting

your conscience.’ And Paul could resist no longer. The light of Jesus Christ, the

risen Lord, came flooding into his heart and soul, drowning the darkness of the

life he had lived thus far.

In our Gospel reading, we heard how, some years before this, four men had

shown an immediate response while they were engaged in their normal work.

Told by Jesus that he had a different kind of fishing for them to do, we read that

they left everything and followed him. Such was his impact on them. But it

was a sacrificial response, showing something of the cost that discipleship can

involve, a going off into the unknown and uncertain, leaving behind the

comfortable and the familiar.

Some Christians have been called to change their lives radically. I suppose you

could put the clergy and the religious – meaning the monks and the nuns and

the friars, into that category. But theirs is not the only or even the most

important kind of vocation or calling. Many more are called right where they

are, doing what they do best, but with an undoubted change of perspective

and priority. All are called equally. It may be sudden; it may be gradual. It will

always involve a life-long journey, an adventure. There is no age limit and none

of us retires from Christian discipleship. So how are we answering the call? Is

it with joy or resistance? With urgency or dragging of feet? You and I alone

know, and God, of course. The way, the calling, is not always easy but the

power and the love and the strength of God are greater by far. Once we can

accept that we are already equipped with the resources of God, we will have

the grace and the courage to respond, and continue to respond as Isaiah did:

‘Here I am, Lord, send me!’
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