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BIRMINGHAM PILGRIMAGE 2016 

You did not choose me I chose you and appointed you that you should go 

and bear fruit and John 15:16 

 

What a great privilege and pleasure it is for us as members of the Ordinariate to 

celebrate Mass here in the Birmingham Oratory founded by Blessed John Henry 

Newman and using some words in the Mass he would have been familiar with 

from his days in the Church of England. What he would have made of it sadly 

we shall never know but I have no doubt he smiles down upon us and 

intercedes for us as our heavenly patron.  It is significant that this new 

ecumenical initiative should have taken place during the pontificate of Pope 

Benedict XVI who was himself greatly influenced by the writings of Blessed 

John Henry. 

After all Newman did envisage some such structure in the Church.  Writing to 

his friend Ambrose de lisle about a failed plan for reunion between the Catholic 

Church and the Church of England Newman was able to write these prophetic 

words. 

"It seems to me there must be some divine purpose in it. It often has 

happened in sacred and in ecclesiastical history, that a thing is in 

itself good, but the time has not come for it ... And thus I reconcile 

myself to many, many things, and put them into God's hands. I can 

quite believe that the conversion of Anglicans may be more 

thorough and more extended, if it is delayed - and our Lord knows 

more than we do."  
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The question must be whether the publication of the Apostolic Constitution 

Anglicanorum Coetibus in 2009 was the right moment in the history of the 

Anglican communion to make a response to the many requests to further the 

vision of visible corporate unity put forward by the Anglican Roman Catholic 

International Commission since its beginnings following the visit of 

Archbishop Michael Ramsey to Pope Paul VI in 1966.  I believe it was and we 

have a small but not insignificant part to play in that story. 

 

In 1833 after some personal difficulties within the University of Oxford 

Newman took a holiday in Italy with his old friend Hurrell Froude and Froude

father, also an Anglican priest.   They travelled to Sicily and Rome but at the 

end of the holiday Newman decided to return to Sicily on his own where he 

became ill and nearly died. He described this experience in Sicily as  

Providence .  Providence can sometimes be thought of as God r us but 

there is a danger of seeing God as some sort of divine controller which takes 

away the possibility of free will   Divine providence must mean more than this. 

Perhaps St Paul gives us the clue when writing to the Church in Rome when he 

wrote those who love 

 Romans 8:28 

 

Whatever happened there Newman believed that the experience in Sicily was 

significant and it left him with a growing sense of his own vocation that in 

returning to England God had some special work for him to do.  On the trip 

home the ship was becalmed and in a weak and probably very emotional state 

he wrote a meditative poem called 'The Pillar of the Cloud', 
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displeasure was later 

well and which speaks so eloquently of our own hesitant steps in seeking and 

following the Lord.  

 do not ask to see the distant scene one step enough for me .  

They are words which have become significant for me over the last five years as 

we have set up  the Ordinariate in the UK, never quite sure of the next step or 

where the money might come from but like Newman sure that there is work to 

be done. 

 

It is noteworthy I think that the two readings set for the commemoration of 

Blessed John Henry Newman, which we have heard today, 

choice of those he calls to follow him. 

 

The First reading, the call of the prophet Jeremiah, is illuminating.  Jeremiah is 

quick to point out his lack of credentials.  He is too young and he cannot speak 

well. In most of the biblical accounts of God calling people to service the 

response is the same; not delight but dismay not pleasure but sheer panic, not 

thanksgiving but fear.  You can understand why.  Most of the things God called 

them to do were onerous and they did not receive an enthusiastic welcome 

from those to whom they were sent. They did not consider themselves suited to 

the task and would have backed out if possible. Do you know the lovely 

painting of the Call of Mathew by Caravaggio in San Luigi in Rome?   We see 

Jesus entering the room were Matthew is with his friends and points to him. In 

the painting Matthew is then pointing t

must be joking . 
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All of us at times are faced with challenges which may seem beyond us. What 

God calls us to do may be not what we would choose to do in other 

circumstances.  But if we are ready to respond like Newman in Sicily we will 

discover . When God asks us to do something he will 

provide the resources.  

the Danish Philosopher Søren Kierkegaard who wrote: 

Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived  

 

In a similar way the Gospel reading High priestly prayer before his 

pass : 

not choose me I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit  

and that your fruit should abide .   

 

He recognised in them their potential even though looking at them nobody 

would have expected them to initiate a world changing movement spreading 

out from Galilee to the whole world.  Although spoken to the apostles in the 

Upper Room they are equally applicable to all his followers.  We do not choose 

to follow Jesus, you and I are called by him in the various circumstances of our 

lives and must respond or not to that call. It is he who takes the initiative, it is 

no doing of ours though we must respond in obedience prompted by love. We 

too have been chosen, set apart from our baptism to bear fruit. We must 

respond to his call even if the end is not clear, even when we cannot see the 

distant scene , each step must be sufficient in the knowledge that Christ walks 

with us. We have been chosen to play our part in what Pope Benedict described 



5 
 

as a prophetic project. A fruit of the last 50 years of Ecumenical discussion 

between Anglicans and Catholics celebrated this week in Rome by The Holy 

father and the Archbishop of Canterbury. But more importantly to realise even 

in this small way the possibility of being united not absorbed . Newman once 

wrote 

Nothing would be done at all if one waited until one could do it so well 

that no one could find fault with it. 

 

In the famous meditation by Newman he  

which we might do well to read regularly especially when things are not going 

quite as planned 

God has created me to do Him some definite service. He has committed 

some work to me which He has not committed to another. I have my 

mission. I may never know it in this life, but I shall be told it in the next. I 

am a link in a chain, a bond of connection between persons. He has not 

created me for naught. I shall do good; I shall do His work 

 

It ends with the words: 

I ask not to see- I ask not to know. I ask simply to be used. 

It echoes those words we will sing in a few minutes time 

 

 

Monsignor Keith Newton 

8th October 2016 


