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I seems to me that the question  is “how do you know when God calls?”  It’s a question that I have been asked many times: “How did you get called to the ministry? How did you know you wanted to be a minister?  How did you know God was speaking to you and wanting you to be a pastor?”  How do you know?  How did you know that God wanted you to be a teacher? Or a lawyer? Or a soldier?  How do you know what to be?  How do you know what God wants you to be?  All of us have a vocation, which comes from the Latin word vocare which means “calling.”  We all have a calling from God.  What is yours?
When I was a senior in high school I was debating whether to be a doctor or a forest ranger.  When I thought about college it seemed that the obvious choice was to stay in town and go to the University of Colorado.  But God had other things in mind.  There were several friends from my church in Boulder who were students at a small Presbyterian school in Spokane, Washington called Whitworth College.  I applied and they made it less expensive for me to go there than to live at home and go to CU.  And they had some alumni who were pretty big in the forestry service and forest products industry, so off to Spokane I went.  My freshman year I was a biology major and it was terrible.  I was bored out of my mind in Biology and Calculus.  It was helpful that Whitworth required us to take at least one religion class in our four years so I decided to get it out of the way by taking Introduction to New Testament for three hours on Monday nights.  While everyone else was nodding off while the professor lectured for all three hours, I was enthralled.  The other thing that kept me going was when a friend told me that he was leading a group of seventh and eighth graders at a local church and that he needed someone to help him.  It wouldn’t pay anything but the kids were a lot of fun, he said.  And they were, a lot more fun than Calculus or Bio labs.  Then it began to dawn on me that the things I really loved were studying the scripture and being in the church—now how could I turn those loves into a career.  At the end of my freshman year I talked to some friends and tentatively said that I was thinking about giving up my ideas about being a doctor or a forest ranger and going to seminary and become a pastor.  They looked at me like I was the dumbest person they had seen in many a year.  We know that’s what you should be doing, they said, what took you so long?

Frederick Buechner says that a person’s vocation is their calling.  It is the work that he or she is called to in this world, the thing that we are summoned to spend our life doing.  We can speak of a person choosing a vocation, but perhaps it is at leas as accurate to speak of a vocation choosing the person, of a call being given and a person hearing it, or not hearing it.  And maybe that is the place to start; the business of listening and hearing.  A person’s life is full of all sorts o voices call us in all sorts of directions.  Some of them are voices from inside and some of them are voices from outside.   Which do we listen to?

For me the voice of God came through the community of faith, through friends who encouraged me to go to a college I hadn’t thought of, to work in a church for no pay and to confirm that they could see me as a pastor when I thought the whole ideas was just nuts.  Sometimes the voice of God comes through others.  I didn’t hear a voice calling me like Samuel did.  My experience was more like Nathanael’s who did not hear Jesus call him but was brought to him through a friend, Philip.  It was not quite like the call of Samuel who heard God call in the temple but didn’t recognize his voice.  The scripture says that the word of God was rare in those days, so we can forgive Samuel for not knowing who it was who was speaking his name in the deep of the night.  How is it that we know the voice of God?  How do we know what our call in life is?  When I was a young man and heard the call to become a doctor—was that the voice of God and the call to be of service to the world, or was it the voice of success and the desire to be respected.  When I heard the call to be a biologist or scientist—was that the voice of God and love for God’s creation, or was it the voice of wanting to be like my father and be a scientist like him?  When I heard the voice calling me to serve a church in a good suburb and eventually move on to a prominent city pulpit and not go to some small church out on the prairie—was that the voice of God calling me to use my gifts in the best way, or was it the voice of ego and wanting to follow the Princeton Way?  How do you know?  How do you find out which of all the voices that are clamoring at us is the voice of God?

Again Frederick Buechner says “By and large a good rule for finding out is this.  The kind of work God usually calls you to is the kind of work (a) that you need most to do and (b) that the world most need to have done.  If you really get a kick out of your work, your presumably met requirement (a), but if your work is writing TV deodorant commercials, the chances are you’ve missed requirement (b).  On the other hand, if your work is being a doctor in a leper colony, you have probably met requirement (b), but if most of the time you’re bored and depressed by it, the chances are you have not only bypassed (a) but probably aren’t helping your patients much either.  The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”

Whatever place that is for you, whatever sort of vocation or vocations fill your life, there are a couple more points we can take from the story about Jesus call to Philip and Nathanael.  Whatever work we are called to do, we are first called to follow Jesus and be with him.  One does not have to be a pastor to follow Christ—as far as we can tell, none of the twelve apostles that Jesus called to be with him were religious professionals.  They were ordinary people, pursuing ordinary lives when the voice of Christ came to them and said, “Follow me.”  That the call that comes to each one of us—we may follow him in different ways, he doesn’t call us all to do the same work in life—but he does call all of us to follow him.  And secondly, we are called to follow him together.  Jesus did not just call one person, or a series of persons one at a time.  He called them to be together and they called their friends and they became a community.  They follow him as a community and that’s how they become a church—they follow him together.  In this church our mission statement on the front of our bulletin says that we support each person’s individual journey of faith.  That’s a wonderful thing, but I hope that’s not all we do.  I hope we follow him together.  That’s what a community of faith is.  Learning not only how to follow Christ in our daily lives, but how to follow him together.

I think that’s what the world is looking for and I think that’s what God calls us to be—connected to God and connected to one another.  To many people we know lead lives that are both lonely and meaningless.  Perhaps they have not heard the voice of God calling to them in the night.  I am aware that today is the birthday of Martin Luther King, Jr.  Dr. King once spoke about the church and said “Whenever the early Christians entered a town the power structure was disturbed and immediately sought to convict them for being ‘disturbers of the peace’ and ‘outside agitators.’  But they went on with the conviction that they were a ‘colony of heaven; and had to obey God rather than man.  They were small in number but big in commitment. . . . If the Church of today does not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authentic ring, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the current century.”  As Dr. King says, we are a colony of heaven, when we follow Christ, and follow him together.  That’s our calling. 
