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How Clear is Our Vocation—Is That an Exclamation or a Question?

Do not be afraid . . . for I am with you to deliver you.—Jeremiah 1:8

The word “vocation” comes from the Latin “vocare,” to call, and means the work a person is called to by 
God. . . . The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world's deep hunger 

meet.—Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking 

The Lord bids each one of us in all life’s actions to look to his calling . . . It is enough if we know that the 
Lord’s calling is in everything the beginning and foundation of well-doing. . . . From this will arise also a 
singular consolation: that no task will be so sordid and base, provided you obey your calling in it, that it 

will not shine and be reckoned very precious in God’s sight.—John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian 
Religion

First Scripture Lesson: Jeremiah 1:4-10 

Our First Scripture lesson is from the Old Testament, the Book of Jeremiah.  It’s right at the 
beginning of the book, it’s the call of Jeremiah, that is, God’s calling of Jeremiah to be a 
prophet, to be the one who delivers to God’s word to God’s people.  

Being God’s prophet?  Not usually a highly sought after position.  In fact, most prophets in the 
Bible, when God calls them—try their best to get out of it.  Moses, for example, says, “Why not 
my brother, Aaron?—Why not get him to do it?”

And for good reason: prophets were not always—how shall we put it?—well received.  
“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, killing the prophets that are sent to you”—so Jesus laments upon 
entering the city on Palm Sunday.   

But God has God’s ways, and our callings—whether to be a prophet or to do something 
else—are never entirely of our own  choosing.   God’s promise to Jeremiah, God’s promise to 
us, whatever our callings are and however daunting they may seem, is that God will be with us.  
Listen now for God’s Word to us.  Jeremiah Chapter 1 verses 4-10:

The LORD came to me saying,
“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,
and before you were born I consecrated you;
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”

Then I said, “Ah, Lord GOD! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.”
But the LORD said to me,
“Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’;
for you shall go to all to whom I send you,
and you shall speak whatever I command you.
Do not be afraid of them,
for I am with you to deliver you, says the LORD.”



Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the LORD said to me,
“Now I have put my words in your mouth.
See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms,
to pluck up and to pull down,
to destroy and to overthrow,
to build and to plant.”

Second Scripture Lesson: Matthew 4:18-22

Our second Scripture Lesson, from the New Testament, also tells of a calling.  It’s Jesus calling 
Peter and Andrew, James and John to be his disciples, to follow him.  And just like that they do.  
They leave behind their workaday occupations as fishermen and follow him— to . . . well, they 
not where and they know not what.  But their immediate and unquestioning responses show at 
least this much: in their hearts they know he is leading them to a new life, to life itself.  Listen 
now for God’s Word to us.  Matthew Chapter 4 verses 18-22:

As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, Jesus saw two brothers, Simon, who is called Peter, and 
Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. 

And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” Immediately they left their 
nets and followed him. As he went from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of 
Zebedee and his brother John, in the boat with their father Zebedee, mending their nets, and he 
called them. 

Immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed him.

Sermon

Does this ever happen to you?  When you just know what’s going to happen, what people are 
going to do or say—you know what’s going to happen because it’s happened so many times 
before, you’ve seen it happen so many times before, and when you see it coming, all you want 
to do is say, “Stop!  Freeze frame!  Don’t do it!  Don’t say it!”  But you can’t.  Does that ever 
happen to you?

Here’s my example—it may seem trivial but really, I don’t think so.

College student home on break—or college student living at home and going to Sinclair or 
Wright State or UD—anyway said college student just happens to run into an old family 
friend—a friend of his parents, or a parent of one her friends, or a neighbor, or whatever—and 
the conversation runs something like this:

“Oh: Now where are you in school?”

College student answers.

“Oh: That’s good, that’s good, that’s a good school.”

“And you like it?”



College student answers.

“Oh: That’s great.  That’s great, I’m glad..

And what are you studying—what’s your major?”

College student answers

“Oh . . . “

Stop!  Freeze frame!  Don’t do it!  Don’t say it!

There are so many other things you could say instead!  After all, this is the parking lot at 
Dorothy Lane—it is not the officially sanctioned inquisition into the student’s future long-term 
prospects.

You could, for example, simply say, “That’s great!  I hope you enjoy it.”  Or if you have to inquire, 
you could do it in less judgey way: “Wow!  That sounds interesting . . . what do you enjoy most 
about it?” There are so many other things you could say.  You don’t have to say: “Oh . . . and 
what are you going to do with that?”

Now I know, I know: right now, somebody’s thinking: “Well, of course, Richard, you would say 
this—after all, you were a philosophy major” with the clear implication being that, of all possible 
majors, philosophy has to be one of the most, if not the most, impractical.

And to that, I can only say, “Guilty: guilty as charged.”

In fact, it gets even weirder.  I actually believe that there’s more to an education than just getting 
a job.  I know—weird.  Weirder still: I actually believe that there’s more to a job than just our 
lifetime earnings, social status, and a desirable lifestyle.  Still weirder: I actually believe that 
there’s more to us, more to our lives, more to each of us as human beings than our jobs, 
earnings, social status or lifestyle.

I actually believe that we were made in the image of God, and still bear that image no matter 
how obscured by sin and the falleness of our world.  And I actually believe that we live for a 
purpose that transcends worldly ends, in the words of the old catechism: we live to glorify God 
and enjoy God forever. 

Or as the great Protestant Reformer put it:  

“We are not our own; we belong to God.  Therefore Let us live for God and die for God.  We are 
not our own, therefore let God’s wisdom and will rule all our actions.  We belong to God ’
therefore let all parts of our lives strive towards God as our only lawful goal. We are not our 
own; we belong to God.”

And if that does seem weird—in our culture, it may even be heresy—all I can do is quote the 
words of the Protestant Reformer, who, when he was accused of heresy, as he stood before 
what really was the officially sanctioned inquisition into his future long-term, prospects, said this:



If, then, I am not convinced by Holy Scripture, or by cogent reasons . . . I neither can nor will 
retract anything; for it cannot be either safe or honest for a Christian to speak against his 
conscience. Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise; God help me! Amen.

OK, OK, maybe that’s all a little dramatic, maybe I didn’t need to bring out the big guns—John 
Calvin and Martin Luther—to make my point, but well . .  . I think it’s an important point, and 
here it is:  We are here for a reason.  God puts us here for a reason: Through the course of our 
lives, God gives us, individually and collectively, things to do, callings, if you will; we all have 
multiple callings through the course of our lives, and we can and we must be faithful to them.

Or as the great philosopher (one last big gun) put it: 

We must live our lives as God directs . . . taking care for our souls first—which is our highest 
good and our truest happiness, because the unexamined life is not worth living.  

But that last bit—the unexamined life is not worth living—that poses some challenges, doesn’t 
it?  I mean, How do we figure it out: just where is God directing our lives? Just what is God 
calling us to do and be?  In short, just how clear is our vocation?

Truth be told: Not always as clear as we’d like: in fact, to one degree or another, in one way or 
another, we struggle to answer these questions our whole lives.  As young adults, we ask, 
“What should I do with my life?”  Later, In mid-life, sometimes in crisis, we ask, “Why on earth 
did I decide to do this with my life?  And still later in life, we ask, “what should I do now, with the 
time I have left?”

And because the answers to these questions are not always clear, we need a touchstone, not 
the answer itself, but something we can go back to again and again to test the genuineness of 
our proposed answers.  

Here’s one: Follow the joy.  Or as the Presbyterian author Frederick Beuchner explains:

“Vocation comes from the Latin word “vocare” to call, and means the work that God calls you to 
do.  The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world's deep 
hunger meet.”

The place where your deep gladness and the worlds deep hunger meet—there’s your vocation.  
In other words, follow the joy, both your own and that of others. That’s a good guide, a good 
touchstone, I think, as we seek the how, what and where of our vocations.  But still it leaves 
some things to be cleared up.

First, a vocation is not just limited to the church.  700 years ago, that’s by and large how it was 
understood: to have a vocation, meant that you withdrew from the world and went into a 
monastery to become a monk or a nun.  

But those Protestant Reformers challenged that.  They insisted that any line of work, including 
and especially, work in the world—on the land or on the sea, on the farm or in the workshop, at 
home, in the hospital, or in the classroom, in the marketplace or in the military or in the 
government—all kinds of work in the world could be directed by God, enjoined by God, done for 
the glory of God.



And this proved especially liberating because it recognized the God-given dignity of all work, 
even if the world did not hold that work in particularly high regard.  Calvin writes: 

The Lord bids each one of us in all life’s actions to look to his calling . . . It is enough if we know 
that the Lord’s calling is in everything the beginning and foundation of well-doing. . . . From this 
will arise also a singular consolation: that no task will be so sordid and base, provided you obey 
your calling in it, that it will not shine and be reckoned very precious in God’s sight.

That’s good, but not quite good enough.  Because on this view our calling tends to be equated 
with our paid work, our workaday occupation, the way we earn our daily bread.  But that’s also 
too limited, because God calls us to us to all kinds of tasks, beyond our primary, workaday 
bread-winning occupations: God calls us to many vocations—some paying, but many, not; some 
lifelong but many not; some recognized by the world as work, but many, not. 

In fact, let’s be honest: for many people their bread-winning work is not their primary vocation or 
even really a vocation at all.  But that doesn’t mean they don’t have a calling or callings, 
because God calls us to all kind of things, at all kinds of times, in all kinds of ways.  

God calls us to relationships: to be a friend, partner and neighbor, parent grandparent, husband 
wife brother sister, citizen and fellow human being.   

God calls us to pray, to sing, to think, to serve, to love, to play, to listen, to heal, to promote 
justice, to speak the truth in love—all those are callings. In broad terms, God calls us to see and 
to share, to care for and add to, the beauty and goodness of this world.  

Gardening for example is a calling—maybe the first calling  if we remember Adam and Eve’s 
story.  Singing in a choir is a calling—the angels were doing that when Adam and Eve were just 
a gleam in God’s eye. 

Anything where your deep gladness meets the world’s deep hunger—right there is your calling.  
But along with bringing joy, a calling also requires that we bring our best selves, our whole 
selves, to it. 

Anything worth doing well—and our callings are certainly that—is going to require effort, 
attention and care.  A calling—any calling—will stretch and challenge us, and at times, and 
especially at first, seem daunting, even overwhelming, witness the young Jeremiah.  

But like the young Jeremiah, we have this promise: “Do not be afraid  . . .for I am with you to 
deliver you. And it is because God is with as we pursue our callings that we discover and 
develop our best selves, our new selves, a new life, and indeed life itself: “Come follow me, and 
I will make you fish for people.”

But why am I telling you this?—You already know this. Individually and collectively, you have 
been faithful in your many and various callings, and one good example of this is you, our 
Westminster Choir.

I know how glad you all were to be back at choir practice this past Thursday evening, even if it 
was with masks, socially distanced in Fellowship Hall.  Singing in the choir is a calling—where 
your deep joy meets the world’s deep hunger.  But also, as a calling, it requires your best effort, 
attention, and care.  But you already know this—in one form or another, you’ve been hearing it 
on Thursday evenings for years:



“Everybody pencils up—I expect to see your music marked; I’ll be checking folders.”

“Someone on this side is not blending.”

“If you don’t know your part, think louder than you sing.”

“A choir needs basis of basses.”

And my favorite: “That was wonderful, now make it better.”   

All of that is you being called you to be your best sinning selves.  No wonder you’ve missed it so 
much—it brings out the best in you—and in us.  And in this sense—the sense of shared joy and 
discovering our best selves and life itself—our callings are very clear, because, however many 
and varied they may be, and they are many and varied, they all come under our one great 
calling:

Love the Lord God with all your heart soul and mind and love your neighbor as yourself.  

That’s our one true shared calling. 

Here at Westminster, we are called to be a music church, a teaching church, a mission church, 
and a caring church—a clarity we achieved a few years ago as our session developed our 
Ministry Master Plan from which arose the Westminster Residency in Church Vocation, a 
program designed to bring together all four of these callings. 

It is a joy to have you with us, Jason and Mary, as our Residents in Music and Mission, 
respectively.  We trust that you have been called here to further discern your callings be led to a 
new life.  And when all else fails—remember God’s promise to the young Jeremiah is God’s 
promise to you too: Do not be afraid for I am with you to deliver you.

And as a teaching and caring church, we’ve also called Kylie Hettinger as our Director of 
Children’s and Family Ministries, who builds on the faithful work of so many, including Sarah 
Richison who is retiring after 20 years of giving her best self to the teaching and loving of our 
children in the nursery.  Sarah, you have faithfully carried out your calling here: you have been a 
blessing to us.  Thank you.

Today is Convocation Sunday, literally, “Called-Together Sunday,” the Sunday we are called 
together—both in person and online—to begin our program year, to discover and live out our 
callings.  Today, this is where God calls us to be—the place where our deep gladness and the 
world's deep hunger meet.  Here is life—our new life together.

Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.


