Call 

Deep in our hearts, we all want to find and fulfill a purpose bigger than ourselves. Only such a larger purpose can inspire us to heights we know we could never reach on our own. For each of us the real purpose is personal and passionate: to know what we are here to do, and why. Kierkegaard wrote in his Journal: “The thing is to understand myself, to see what God really wants me to do; the thing is to find a truth which is true for me, to find the idea for which I can live and die.”….Answering the call of our Creator is “the ultimate why” for living, the highest source of purpose in human existence. Apart from such a calling, all hope of discovering purpose (as in the current talk of shifting “from success to significance”) will end in disappointment. To be sure, calling is not what it is commonly thought to be. It has to be dug out from under the rubble of ignorance and confusion. And, uncomfortably, it often flies directly in the face of our human inclinations. But nothing short of God’s call can ground and fulfill the truest human desire for purpose (3,4). 
When Jesus calls, he calls us one by one. Comparisons are idle, speculations about others a waste of time, and envy as silly as it is evil. We are each called individually, accountable to God alone, to please him alone, and eventually to be approved by him alone. If ever we are tempted to look around, compare notes, and use the progress of others to judge the success of our own calling, we will hear what Peter heard: “What is that to you?  Follow me!”

Do you have the habit of looking around at others with callings close to yours? Do you feel called into question by their achievements? Do you feel that their success is more than they deserve and yours somehow less? Are you disappointed, even angry, at the gap between your desires and your accomplishments? Listen to Jesus of Nazareth; answer his call (132-33). 
Os Guinness, The Call (Word, Nashville, TN: 1998). 
~

Jesus calls his disciples blessed in the hearing of the crowd, and the crowd is called upon as a startled witness. The heritage which God had promised to Israel as a whole is here attributed to the little flock of disciples whom Jesus had chosen. “Theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” But disciples and people are one, for they are all members of the Church which is called of God. Hence the aim of this beatitude is to bring all who hear it to decision and salvation. ALL ARE CALLED TO BE WHAT IN THE REALITY OF GOD THEY ARE ALREADY. The disciples are called blessed because they have obeyed the call of Jesus, and the people as a whole because they are heirs of the promise.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (Touchstone, NY, NY: 1995), 106-107. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, SCM Press 1959   Translation (c) SCM Press  Reproduced by permission
~

Divine guidance cannot be ours as a reliable and intelligible fact of life except when seen as one aspect of God’s presence with us, of his life in us. Only our communion with God provides the appropriate context of communications between us and him. And within those communications, guidance will be given in a manner suitable to our particular lives and circumstances. It will fit into our life together with him in his earthly and heavenly family. To repeat, this is our first preliminary insight to guide us in our search for divine guidance.  

Dallas Willard, In Search of Guidance (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI: 1993), 24. 
~

In the first place, we are that important. We were important enough for God to give his Son's life for us and to choose to inhabit us as a living temple. Obviously, then, we are important enough for him to guide us and speak to us where that is appropriate.

And in the second place, his speaking to us does not in itself MAKE us important. Like the ancient people of Israel, it simply gives us greater opportunity to be and to do good and greater responsibility for the care and guidance of others. Divine-human conversation is one aspect of that multifaceted personal interaction for which man was created in the first place.

When God speaks to us, it does not prove that we are righteous or even right. It does not even prove that we have understood correctly what he said. The infallibility of the messenger and the message does not guarantee the infallibility of our reception. Humility is always in order. This is especially important point to make because the appeal to “God told me” or “the Lord led me” is commonly used to prove that I am right, or that you should follow me, or that I should get my way. No such claim is automatically justified.

Dallas Willard, In Search of Guidance (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI: 1993), 29-30. 
~

In essence, while millions of Americans possess beliefs that qualify them as Christian, assert that the Bible contains practical lessons and principles for life, and claim that they believe God wants to bless their efforts, they ignore their spiritual resources when the rubber meets the road.

In short, the spirituality of Americans is Christian in name only. We desire experience more than knowledge. We prefer choices to absolutes. We embrace preferences rather than truths. We seek comfort rather than growth. Faith must come on our terms or we reject it. We have enthroned ourselves as the final arbiters of righteousness, the ultimate rulers of our own experience and destiny. We are the Pharisees of the new millennium.

George Barna, The Second Coming of the Church (Word Publishing, Nashville, TN: 1998), 23. 

~
While the New Testament does not give formal evidence for the particular calling so avidly promoted by the Puritans, it does give several theological perspectives.

First, there is the effectual call of Christ to become a disciple. This is the primary way in which all believers experience calling. For some, as for the apostle Paul, this is instantly transformative; for others it is a long process. One person wakes in the morning to see that the sun has risen; another waits through dusk and dawn to see its gradual emergence.

Second, there is the providential call. As Paul Helm says, “It was no accident that Lydia was a seller of purple cloth, or that Aquila and Priscilla were tentmakers, or that Paul himself was a learned Pharisee.” Our lives are not a bundle of accidents….discerning the providential hand of God in our lives, birth, family, education, personality, opportunities, is part of discovering our personal vocation.

Third, there is the charismatic call. I am using the charisma here in the sense of gifts and graces provided by God through the Spirit. Klaus Bockmuehl suggests a fully Trinitarian approach to callings. The Father gives us the cultural mandate to subdue the earth. The Son calls us to discipleship and summons us with the Great Commission. The Spirit equips us for a task: “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good”(1 Cor 12:7)….Elizabeth O’ Connor says, “We ask to know the will of God without guessing that his will is written into our very beings”….But there is more to living as called people than expressing our giftedness and talents within the divinely ordained circumstances of our lives.

Fourth, there is the heart call. The Spirit not only equips but constrains. The Spirit not only provides the ability but creates a desire for the particular service. While it is extraordinary for people to have a direct, verbal “call” (as in Acts 16:9-10), it is entirely ordinary for God to create a desire in our hearts to do the very thing needed, whether in the church or business world….Buechner states it beautifully: “Neither the hair shirt nor the soft berth will do. The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s hunger meet.”
R. Paul Stevens, The Other Six Days (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI: 1999), 80-81. 

~

Thus, Christians have two callings, or job descriptions. First, they should use their talents and energy to steward the Earth’s resources to meet their physical needs and those of others. Second, they should present the good news about Christ’s redemption and all of its implications to people around the world. The Bible indicates that Christians are called to both these jobs, although our time commitment and effort toward each may not be equal. Family life is a good example where both job descriptions apply. Both of these assignments from God are part of our requirement to seek His holiness. Seeking holiness requires us to pray, study, reflect, and ask forgiveness for our transgressions.  Our daily work is also an important element of the holy existence to which we are called.

Dennis W. Bakke, Joy at Work (PVG, Seattle, WA: 2005), 251. 

~

These popular uses of ‘vocation’ and ‘calling’ both reflect and contribute to the fact that many Christians fail to see most of their lives in terms of vocation. Many also assume that ‘hearing’ God’s call is an extraordinary, miraculous event, and so fail to discern God’s callings in their lives. The vast majority of my Christian students are perplexed when I suggest that their work as students, relationships with friends and family, and extracurricular activities are among their callings. They never heard God speaking from a burning bush, or from a heavenly courtroom, resonant with echoes of cherubim. God does sometimes call in such extraordinary ways, but for the vast majority of Christians God’s callings are discerned quietly, when the heart of faith joins opportunities and gifts with the needs of others…If we are to recover the power of vocation to infuse all of life with religious meaning, and extend its range into all relational fields, then we must return to the expansive, religiously rich understanding of vocation in the Bible and reformation.

Douglas Shuurman, Vocation (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI: 2004), 3-4. 
~

God calls people. Whether it is calling of Abraham to leave the land of Ur and go he knew not where, or the calling of Moses, confronted with the burning bush; whether it is the calling of Isaiah, who encountered the glory of God, or the calling of the apostle Paul to bring the gospel to the Gentiles, an awareness of calling is both mysterious and powerful. A calling is always a demonstration of the love of God and the initiative of God; but more, it is through vocation that we come to an appreciation that God takes us seriously.

Gordon T. Smith, Courage and Calling (Inter-Varsity Press, Downers Grove, IL: 1999) p. 9. 
