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DAY 1—MATTHEW

In the early 1950s, a sixteen-year-old boy had a day off from 
school. He planned to do what most teenagers would do with a 
day off: meet up with his girlfriend and classmates to have a good 
time. On his way to see his friends, he passed his parish church 
and felt compelled to go inside. Later he would say, “I went in, 
I felt I had to go in—those things you feel inside, and you don’t 
know what they are.”

The inside of the church was pretty dark, and he saw a priest 
that he’d never seen before. Again, he felt compelled to action: 
“I felt like someone grabbed me from inside and took me to the 
confessional.” During his time in confession, this teenage boy 
had a profound experience of God’s mercy. It was so dramatic 
that he later described it as being knocked off of a horse.

Instead of meeting up with his friends, he spent the rest 
of the day in church contemplating God’s mercy. The moment 
was so transformative that he was convinced that he was called 
to be a priest. Just a few years later, this young man dreamed 
of becoming a missionary priest to Japan and joined the Jesuit 
order. Eventually, he became a bishop, then a cardinal, and even-
tually Pope Francis.

“THROUGH THE EYES OF MERCY JESUS 
CHOSE HIM”
Pope Francis’s encounter of mercy in the confessional was a 
defining moment of his life and one that he continues to live out 
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to this day. The date of the event was September 21, the Feast 
of St. Matthew, and Pope Francis has often compared his call to 
the priesthood to Jesus’ call of the apostle Matthew (Mt 9:9–13). 
Pope Francis’s papal motto is Miserando atque eligendo, which 
roughly translates to “Through the eyes of mercy Jesus chose 
him,” a phrase in a commentary on Matthew’s conversion by 
the Venerable Bede.

Often when Francis traveled to Rome as a bishop or cardinal, 
he prayed in a small, inconspicuous chapel called San Luigi dei 
Francesi (St. Louis of the French). In this church, Francis would 
fix his gaze on one particular painting—The Calling of St. Mat-
thew by Caravaggio.

This painting depicts the moment when Jesus calls Mat-
thew to follow him. Jesus enters the door with Peter, and the 
light streams in behind them as they point to the tax collector. 
Matthew sits at a rugged wooden table with his fellow tax col-
lectors. Two men at the table are so consumed in counting their 
money that they don’t even notice the presence of the Lord. 
The other men, including Matthew, make eye contact with the 
new arrivals. As Matthew looks at Jesus, he realizes that he has 
a decision before him: follow Jesus or choose to hold on to his 
current lifestyle.

POPE FRANCIS, A NEW ST. MATTHEW
Pope Francis readily identifies with Matthew: “That finger of 
Jesus, pointing at Matthew. That’s me. I feel like him.” Our Holy 
Father continues, “It is the gesture of Matthew that strikes me: he 
holds on to his money as if to say, ‘No, not me! No, this money 
is mine.’” He describes why Matthew decides to give in: “the 
surprise of being loved overcomes him.”1 Despite his sins and 
attachment to the riches of his world, Matthew chooses to accept 
Jesus’ mercy and follow him.
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I think Caravaggio’s painting of Matthew’s conversion (be 
sure to look it up) is the perfect image for this week. We must 
first encounter Jesus before we can seek to follow him, and even 
more so before we ask others to follow him as well. Also, notice 
that Peter is close at Jesus’ side, pointing to Matthew along with 
him. Our first pope can only evangelize because he has had an 
encounter with our Lord. Jesus is modeling for him what evan-
gelization looks like.

We need to have not just a first encounter with Jesus but a 
continued encounter, day after day. Pope Francis emphasizes this 
point: “I invite all Christians, everywhere, at this very moment, 
to a renewed personal encounter with Jesus Christ, or at least 
an openness to letting him encounter them; I ask all of you to 
do this unfailingly each day” (Evangelii Gaudium, 3). If we seek 
to evangelize, then we must live out of an encounter with Jesus.

I know this has been true in my own life. My own intense 
encounter with Jesus just before high school caused me to make 
radical life changes, and I naturally began to tell others about 
my relationship with Jesus. So often in FOCUS’s work, stu-
dents become missionaries because of an encounter they had 
with Jesus at a conference or in a Bible study that dramatically 
changed their life. On the flip side, so often when missionaries 
or others in ministry burn out, it is because they have stopped 
encountering Jesus. These experiences speak to a timeless prin-
ciple—we can’t give what we don’t have. If we are receiving God’s 
mercy, we are in a better place to give it to those who need it 
most.

That’s what the first week of this book is all about. Jesus is 
calling you to follow him, but first we need an encounter with 
him for it all to make sense.

During this week, we will consider Jesus’ first encounters 
with his disciples and what they can mean for our encounters 
with Jesus today.
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My hope is that you see your own life in the life of these first 
disciples and that you too can say with our Holy Father, “That’s 
me. I feel like him.” Through these first encounters with Jesus, 
may we have an encounter with him that makes all the difference 
in our lives and in how we share him with others.

REFLECTION
Take some time to put yourself into the story of the call of St. 
Matthew. Pull up a picture of Caravaggio’s painting and read the 
passage in the Gospel of St. Matthew below.

As Jesus passed on from there, he saw a man called Matthew 
sitting at the tax office; and he said to him, “Follow me.” And 
he rose and followed him.

And as he sat at table in the house, behold, many tax 
collectors and sinners came and sat down with Jesus and 
his disciples. And when the Pharisees saw this, they said to 
his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors 
and sinners?” But when he heard it, he said, “Those who are 
well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go 
and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.’ 
For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.” (Mt 9:9–13)

1. As you read this passage, who do you identify with? Mat-
thew? The Pharisees? The sinners? Jesus?

2. What’s so surprising about Jesus’ answer to the Pharisees? 
How does it change our perspective that Jesus is calling sin-
ners and those who are not well to follow him?

3. How do you think this encounter with Jesus shaped Mat-
thew’s own evangelization? Do you think it changed who 
he shared the faith with or how he shared it?
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DAY 2—FOLLOW

We can gain key insights into what it means to follow Jesus by 
reflecting on how his first disciples were called. Let’s take a look 
at that moment.

As [Jesus] walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, 
Simon who is called Peter and Andrew his brother, cast-
ing a net into the sea; for they were fishermen. And he said 
to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” 
Immediately they left their nets and followed him. And going 
on from there he saw two other brothers, James the son of 
Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their 
father, mending their nets, and he called them. Immediately 
they left the boat and their father, and followed him. (Mt 
4:18–22)

We often don’t ask enough questions as we read scripture, 
especially when we read stories about Jesus. Sometimes we think, 
“Oh, there goes Jesus again. People do crazy things around him 
because he is the Son of God and that’s what he does!” But these 
were actual human beings who made real decisions based on 
what they saw. If we look at this story in a different context, 
perhaps that of our everyday life, it sounds pretty strange. You’re 
busy working with your dad and brother, and a teacher comes 
along and says, “Come, follow me,” and right then, you quit your 
job, leave your father in the dust, and follow some guy across 
the country. That would be pretty odd, right? Why are Peter, 
Andrew, James, and John all willing to drop their nets and follow 
Jesus simply because he asked them to?
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JEWISH DISCIPLESHIP
Jesus didn’t start the tradition of teachers and disciples; it was a 
part of the Jewish education system of the day. For the ancient 
Jewish people, education, and in particular the study of the 
Hebrew Scriptures, was their highest priority. It was how they 
passed their faith to the next generation.

Most Jewish children in Jesus’ day started education at 
a school called Bet Sefer, or House of the Book, the equiva-
lent of elementary school for those who were six to ten years 
old. During this time in a child’s life, education consisted of 
one thing: memorizing the first five books of what we call the 
Old Testament—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and 
Deuteronomy.

At this point, most students stopped schooling. Instead, they 
learned their family’s trade in preparation for a career. But the 
best and brightest from Bet Sefer would continue their educa-
tion and go on to Bet Talmud, or House of Learning, from the 
ages of ten to fourteen. Here, they focused on memorizing and 
interpreting the rest of the Hebrew Scriptures.

If you were one of the best and brightest at the end of Bet 
Talmud, you presented yourself to a rabbi and entered Bet Mid-
rash. The rabbis held an honored place in the Jewish culture 
because they taught the people how to read and interpret their 
sacred texts. To study under a rabbi and to have the opportunity 
to become a rabbi was like getting into Harvard or receiving a 
Division I scholarship to play football in our culture. The rabbi 
accepted the disciple by saying two Hebrew words that every 
Jewish boy wanted to hear: Lek Hackeri, or “Come, follow me.”2

JESUS’ DISCIPLES, THEN AND NOW
With all of this in mind, let’s return to the passage where Jesus 
calls his disciples. First, instead of the disciples presenting 
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themselves to the rabbi, Jesus goes to them. This is even more 
surprising because Peter, Andrew, James, and John are work-
ing their family trade. (So they aren’t the best and brightest.) 
When they hear the words Lek Hackeri, or “Come, follow me,” 
they must not believe Jesus at first. It would be like receiving an 
invitation to attend Harvard without making the honor roll, or 
a scholarship to play Division I sports when you never made the 
varsity team. Now we begin to see why they were so willing to 
leave everything behind. This was the opportunity of a lifetime, 
and they weren’t going to miss it.

So what does this all mean for us today?
It means that you don’t have to be a superstar to be Jesus’ 

disciple. You don’t have to be perfect—not even close! Peter, 
Andrew, James, and John weren’t perfect. They were average—
just like you and me. Yet Jesus called them to be his very first 
disciples.

And the reality is that Jesus calls you today. He wants you to 
be his disciple. Wherever you are right now, imagine Jesus walk-
ing into the room, looking you in the eye, and saying, “Come, 
follow me.” What would this be like? How would you react? 
What would you change in your life to follow him? Because 
ultimately, Jesus is calling you and he believes that you—yes, 
you—have what it takes.

REFLECTION
Take some time to imagine what it would be like for Jesus to 
personally call you to be his disciple. What would he say to you? 
How would you react?
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DAY 3—INADEQUATE

When we think of Jesus calling us to follow him, we may have a 
natural reaction—I’m not worthy! Many of us, including myself 
at times, think, “This isn’t for me,” or “I’m not made for this.” 
When students are invited by FOCUS missionaries into leader-
ship on campus, they have this same reaction—“You’ve got the 
wrong guy. I can’t do this.” In fact, this isn’t just a natural reaction 
today; it was the early disciples’ reaction as well.

The account of Jesus’ calling of Peter, Andrew, James, and 
John that we discussed yesterday came from the Gospel of Mat-
thew. The Gospel of Luke gives us a different version. Luke slows 
down the scene with Jesus and Peter and gives us more details.

And [Jesus] sat down and taught the people from the boat. 
And when he had ceased speaking, he said to Simon, “Put 
out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” And 
Simon answered, “Master, we toiled all night and took noth-
ing! But at your word I will let down the nets.” And when 
they had done this, they enclosed a great shoal of fish; and 
as their nets were breaking, they beckoned to their partners 
in the other boat to come and help them. And they came 
and filled both the boats, so that they began to sink. But 
when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, 
“Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” . . . And 
when they had brought their boats to land, they left every-
thing and followed him. (Lk 5:3–8, 11)

Despite his faithfulness to follow Jesus’ command to put 
the fishing nets on the other side of the boat, Peter considers 
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himself unworthy, noting his sinfulness. This same feeling can 
come over us as well. Doesn’t Jesus know all the bad things that 
we’ve done? Doesn’t he know my inmost thoughts and fears? My 
inclination to be selfish? My lack of devotion? My sinful nature? 
Why would Jesus want me to follow him? Doesn’t he know that 
I’ll mess up everything?

But Jesus makes himself clear: “If any man would come after 
me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” 
(Mk 8:34, emphasis added). Being a disciple of Jesus is open to 
everyone, and one of the key challenges that we need to overcome 
is our sense of inadequacy. Maybe the following story can help.

PLAYING PIANO
In the mid-nineteenth century, British aristocrat Lord Rad-
stock, while staying in a Norwegian hotel, heard a piano being 
played horribly in the hallway downstairs. When he looked over 
the balcony, he saw a little girl making a dreadful noise on the 
keyboard. Normally, Lord Radstock was a patient man, but the 
racket began to drive him crazy. While he watched the little girl, 
a man approached the piano and sat down beside her. Instead of 
stopping the little girl’s efforts, he began to play and construct 
chords right alongside her. Each of his keystrokes complemented 
her notes, and suddenly a breathtaking sound filled the hotel. He 
took her mistakes and discord and turned them into something 
beautiful.3

The question of our effectiveness in following Jesus doesn’t 
come down to our performance or our gifts. As the story of the 
little girl playing the piano suggests, it relies on our relationship 
with our Father, who takes our weaknesses and faults and turns 
them into something beautiful.

This only happens if we are willing to live like him, even 
when we feel incredibly weak.



DAY 3—INADEQUATE 11

This only happens if we are willing to trust that our Father 
will do something with our attempts, no matter how inadequate 
they seem.

This only happens if we remain in relationship with our 
Father, and we don’t run away out of fear, shame, or guilt.

As St. Paul has beautifully written, “But [the Lord] said to 
me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect 
in weakness.’ I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses, 
that the power of Christ may rest upon me” (2 Cor 12:9).

PETER—THE IMPERFECT EXAMPLE
We see all of these dynamics in the life of St. Peter. Peter has 
many wonderful experiences during his time with Jesus, but 
there are also many times when Jesus must have put his palm to 
his forehead and asked, “Peter, what are you thinking?!”

It is Peter who, upon hearing of Jesus’ plan to die on the 
Cross, attempts to stop our Lord from doing so, only to hear 
from Jesus, “Get behind me, Satan!” It is Peter whom Jesus spe-
cifically asks to pray with him during the Agony in the Garden, 
only to find the apostle sleeping. It is Peter who is adamant that 
he won’t betray Jesus and then does so anyway—three times, 
no less!

After all of these mistakes, could you imagine facing Jesus? 
Think of all of the emotions that Peter must have felt after the 
Resurrection. To betray your best friend, your Lord, the one 
who appointed you to the Church, and then to encounter him 
in his glory—and yet Peter is still willing to face our Lord and 
be reconciled to him.

In John 21, the gospel writer records Peter’s first one-on-one 
encounter with Jesus after the Resurrection.

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, 
“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” He 
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said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said 
to him, “Feed my lambs.” A second time he said to him, 
“Simon, son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, 
Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Tend my 
sheep.” He said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, 
do you love me?” Peter was grieved because he said to him 
the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, 
you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said 
to him, “Feed my sheep.” . . . And after this, he said to him, 
“Follow me.” (vv. 15–17, 19, emphasis added)

Notice Jesus’ line of questioning. He doesn’t ask Peter, “Do 
you know what you did wrong?” He doesn’t say, “Depart from 
me, you wicked person!” He simply asks, “Do you love me?”

Both Peter and Judas betray Jesus. The difference between 
them isn’t so much the sin that they commit against our Lord, 
but the fact the Judas lets his sin, guilt, and shame overcome his 
relationship with the Lord. While Peter very much experienced 
these effects, he desires to receive forgiveness and remain in 
Jesus’ love. Upon hearing Peter’s response to love, Jesus restores 
his relationship with him and at the same time utters the words 
from the encounter that began their journey together: “Follow 
me.”

Everyone who seeks to follow Jesus feels inadequate at some 
point. There are moments when we don’t believe we are worthy 
to follow our Lord. There are moments when we feel as if our sin 
and shame are too much to carry on. And yet the Lord asks one 
question if we are to continue to follow him: “Do you love me?” 
In the midst of our inadequacies, Jesus gives us the opportunity 
to renew our love for him and to respond once again to his call 
to follow him.
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REFLECTION
1.  What inadequacies do you feel when you seek to follow 

Jesus? What weaknesses, faults, and sins come to mind?
2.  How do these weaknesses, faults, and sins change your rela-

tionship with Jesus and with others? How do they prevent 
you from following him more closely? What opportunities 
do they give you to build up your relationship with Jesus?

3.  Why is Jesus’ question to Peter so important? While we need 
to ask for forgiveness and go to Confession, why is love the 
most important factor?


