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Calling & the Discipleship of Nations
Philosophy of Ministry—Callings and Giftings
By John T. Henry
Am I called to make disciples of nations? “Most certainly,” say the Bible scholars. Nevertheless, for many, the practical questions remain unanswered: “What is MY personal calling?” “Is there a calling to become a doctor, educator, businessperson, political leader, or a scientist?” “Can I serve God’s purpose of preaching the Good News to every creature as a journalist?” If we are to “run with perseverance the race marked out for us” as the writer of Hebrews states
, could it be that many Christians must run one of these typically non-religious courses of life? What value are these vocations to the purpose of reaching every creature with the gospel of Christ? 
Over the past 11 years, Christian students from 100 colleges & universities in eight countries have participated on a Field Ministry Internship (FMI), a program of YWAM’s University of the Nations. As director of that program, I have interviewed hundreds of interns who have expressed a sense of insufficiency in their university experience. These interns desire to know if their field of study is indeed their “calling.” They wonder what contribution they can make to the Kingdom through their life work. 
What is calling? This is not a trivial question. God’s calling of individuals ultimately influences all areas of life and society. After hundreds of conversations with FMI interns, I began to study the history and scope of calling. In this document, we will not attempt to discuss all the questions related to calling; neither will we examine the specific spiritual gifts and how they relate to individual calling. However, we will consider how a re-awakening to the notion of calling articulated in the Reformation is imperative if we are to “make disciples of all nations.”
 
Believers today must understand they are under obligation to help bring the kingdom, thus to transform societies.  Individuals must be aware that ideas have consequences; that many false ideas have kept whole cultures captive from knowing and experiencing the liberty that comes from the truth. Truth is not merely an idea, but a Person. Not only individuals, but also whole cultures fail to thrive because they are cut off from their ultimate purpose in the heart of God. They fail to develop and serve their Creator with the gifts he has given. Christians today need to seriously consider why we are not having more influence in the world. The call of God invites us as individuals, as communities, and as whole cultures to move toward God’s loving kindness and his purpose, which extends beyond all generations.
Some philosophers, like John Locke
, synthesized calling as a means of sanctification and as a factor of production. Calling may be understood in three ways:

1. Salvation; the call to know and love God in saving faith. This call is to obedience to the Word of God generally, as well as those things that need immediate attention as we ‘walk worthy of our calling’
.

2. Sanctification; the call to “offer our bodies as living sacrifices”
 including all our gifts, talents and abilities.

3. Vocation; the unique call of purpose beyond the daily tasks and distinguished from a career or a job. 

In this chapter, we will attempt to appreciate the role of the individual’s relationship to God in response to these callings and the resulting influence that obedience to the call has as a witness of Christ’s kingdom in broader community. Calling may be defined as “God’s personal invitation for me to work on His agenda using the talents I have been given in eternally significant ways.” 

The formation of our understanding of calling is patterned through meditation on God’s word. In his second epistle, Peter provided us with an outline of the progressive principles necessary to “make your calling and election sure.” The elder apostle writes: 
“For this very reason make every effort to 
add to your faith,


virtue; 

and to virtue,



knowledge; 

and to knowledge,


self-control; 

and to self-control,


perseverance; 

and to perseverance,


godliness; 

and to godliness,


brotherly kindness;  

and to brotherly kindness,

love. 

For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 2 Peter 1:5-8
.
The apostle lists several qualities to ‘add’ to the life of faith. Jesus said, “You cannot add one cubit to your stature.” Without God’s calling, people may ‘add’ many things to their lives. They ‘add’ hair color, clothing styles, education, car, house, a wife, kids, jewelry, etc. Peter began his letter with the reminder: “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.”
  As we respond to pursue the Caller and his call, He enables us to grow.  Peter’s order of qualities is a biblical course to follow eagerly and with diligence.
Starting with Faith…
Jesus said, “Have faith in God.” All of us are called first to know God; we are called to restored relationship without which the subsequent callings have no real value or purpose. Faith is the starting point. Without faith, any discussion of calling gravitates toward natural abilities for practical ends. Os Guinness says,  “we must resolutely refuse to play the word games that pretend calling means anything without a Caller - and we must not allow people to play such games on us.”
 He said, “Words are the deepest, fullest expression in which God now discloses himself to us, beginning with his calling us.”
 The call of God begins with His sovereign initiative of grace to communicate with man; it is God’s utterance. “The notion of calling, or vocation,” Guinness continues, “is vital to each of us because it touches on the modern search for a basis for individual identity and an understanding of humanness itself.”
 Sadly, our disintegrated and fallen world arrogantly claims that all things are knowable, including our role and significance, without faith and without reference to God. 
The call to know God through saving faith by grace is followed by the call to sanctification through faithful stewardship of our gifts, talents, and abilities. While the modern world churns out self-help and self-discovery books, the Christian church similarly produces volumes on spiritual gifts. Attention to spiritual gifts is important, but this generation lacks a biblical perspective of calling. The study of spiritual and motivational gifts teaches how God has designed us to serve Him. We can marvel at the diversity of individuals and the many talents, abilities and gifts each person possesses, but we must always recognize the Divine implication: the gift Giver and the Caller are One. The gifts imply and oblige the call; “for God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable” (Rom. 11:29).  
My wife Mary received a special gift from me on a summer evening in 1988. It was a diamond engagement ring. She immediately understood that I wanted to be her husband; the gift implied a call to be my wife. We have a special relationship because we have set apart and dedicated our lives to each other. Similarly, if we do not understand God’s call to devoted relationship, there can be no vocational calling; all that remains is work without true meaning.
In our concern for knowing our call, let it be clear that the call of God begins with knowing God. Enjoying friendship with God, not merely right relationship, is our first call. Adam, the first man who enjoyed friendship with God, was called twice. First, Adam was called to serve in the garden with the words “dress it and keep it” (Gen. 2:15). God made man in His image to rule and to be fruitful under His reign with full dependence on Him. Second, after Adam disobeyed and sin entered the world, God’s call became a cry seeking his lost friend. “Where are you?” (Gen. 3:9). Originally, calling was not separated from the bond of intimate relationship; it was integral to knowing God. However, calling changed after the Fall of mankind. Because of the Fall, our first call is not to service, but to restored relationship.
 St. Augustine expressed the call to restored relationship to God in his Confessions, “Thou has made us for Thyself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in Thee.”
 First, we are called because we are lost. Then we are called to serve His purpose. 
Adding Virtue…
The call to know God infers the call a dedication to “live a life worthy of the calling” (Eph. 4:7). Virtue is also translated Moral Goodness. Just as our character, or moral goodness, is revealed in our words and actions, God’s character is revealed in His call to us. He reveals His heart of compassion, for example, when He calls us to show compassion; He reveals His creativity and beauty when he calls us to the arts. We are “earthen vessels” (2 Cor. 4:7) subject to self-deception, pride, and failure and yet God shows His humility when He calls us to accomplish His work through us. When we discover calling, we discover that His purpose is greater than our own; we discover that He created us for His purpose. We discover the character of the One who calls us. His call stipulates that we become like Him. If we can develop virtue, it is because we have become intimate in our relationship with the God of all Virtue.
What is God’s purpose in calling? As we answer God’s call, we are given deeper understanding and opportunity to participate in his purpose. Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians is instructive: “I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints” (Eph. 1:18). God intends that each of us share in His inheritance, the harvest of souls for His kingdom, and participate in the presentation of every nation before His throne. Because we are transplanted out of darkness and into God’s light, we are made participants in the plan and purpose of God with obligation and gratefulness. Paul many times declared this understanding of obligation to God’s purpose in his letters. For example, 
“Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God” (Rom. 15:17)
and
“I press on towards the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenwards in Christ Jesus.” (Phil. 3:14)
How did Paul become so confident in his call? Answering the call of God is responsively walking in harmony with His character; it entails cooperating with His will and work in human history. Because God speaks, hearing His voice is inherent in calling. “The sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.” (John 10:3) We cooperate with His plan through simple obedience to His voice.  As our obedience grows, so does our confidence.
Are we listening? Have we enjoyed the intimacy of this kind of dedication? Have we, like the apostle John who rested his head on Jesus’ breast, drawn close enough to hear His heart? On the other hand, are there barriers in our lives to this kind of intimacy and therefore barriers to hearing God’s voice?
God sees us and calls us as individuals. We are unique, significant, beloved, extraordinary, and free to respond to His call. God, both personal and infinite, addresses us as individuals and invites us into a relationship with Himself. Not only can we know God, but also He invites us to know Him with an intimacy that overwhelms the honest seeker with thankfulness. 
“I am going to be a pediatrician!” declared Annette, a medical intern in Guatemala, as she closed her fist and pounded her knee. Annette grasped onto her career goal with remarkable zeal, but was it God’s calling? This remained to be seen. Would she open her fist and release her tight grip to learn what God intended? As the summer progressed, she was tested. Annette was using her many gifts, talents, and language abilities to take charge and give orders to her teammates and the staff nurse at the Guatemala garbage dump clinic. “What,” I prayed, “should I do, Lord?” I took her aside to tell her what God said to me. “You have the spiritual gift of leadership,” I said. Annette was excited. “But God wants you to use that gift to release others in ministry.” “Oh, I understand,” she replied. From that day on Annette served the team and made room for others to use their gifts and abilities in service. The gift of leadership was released as she ‘opened her fist’ and trusted in the character of God to call her. 
At the time of Moses’ calling, he was commanded not to come closer to the burning bush. He was told to take off his shoes, the ‘leather’ of self-protection surrounding his heart. In order to draw nearer he was called to first identify with those he could not before, the people of the God of Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob. The place was called ‘holy’ because the Person who is Holy had summoned a man to draw near enough to hear the intimate words that He, too, was ‘concerned about their suffering’ (Ex. 3:7). Moses found intimacy with the only Person who could share his longing to rescue the Israelites; prior to this encounter Moses had desired to free them, but had failed to love them.  
Adding Knowledge…
Once an active and growing faith in Christ is present, we increasingly reflect the character and nature of God and we begin to seek understanding of His awe-inspiring creation. From the vantage point of intimacy with Christ through surrendered worship, we are faced with the question the late Francis Schaeffer presented to this generation: “How shall we then live?” In other words, “What is my calling, my unique contribution in my generation?” The call to knowledge is the call to renew our minds in order to know God’s will.  
No longer attracted to imitate this world, we need to develop a new worldview. A biblical worldview is achieved by asking ultimate questions and examining God’s work and truth in every area of life. The follower of Christ needs to learn how to evaluate what he reads, sees, and hears from a biblical perspective. Francis Schaeffer said, “We need to know what we believe and why we believe it and what we do not believe and why we do not believe it.”
   Why? Because Jesus said, we “are the light of the world.”

Dutch Prime Minister, Abraham Kuyper, was quoted in his Stone Lectures at Princeton University one hundred years ago, saying: “In regenerate man glows the spark, but only in the converted man does the spark burst into a blaze, and that blaze radiates the light from the church in to the world, that God may be glorified.”
  The ‘light’ we have through personal revelation of God’s character and ways presents us with responsibility to shine in our generation. We are accountable for what we do with the light that comes from God. “We are called out of the darkness and into the light in the sense that at every step of the long way”, Kuyper continued,  “we must remember our responsibility to our God so full of majesty who awaits us at our journeys end”
. 

For the fulfillment of our calling, we need a progressive revelation of the nature and character of God and His ways in human history. Not only do we need a basic belief in God, we need to know He has a sovereign right to call us into His service. Nevertheless, the call of God is not only to religious activity. Os Guinness said, “Calling is the truth that God calls us to himself so decisively that everything we are, everything we do, and everything we have is invested with a special devotion and dynamism lived out as a response to his summons and service.”
  If we lack a biblical view of the world and our role in it, we will wander in the social wilderness of fallen humanity, unable to fulfill God’s special purpose for us.

The Reformation was a period of courageous revitalization of the Christian faith and brilliant re-declaration of the meaning of Scripture. The first stage of the Reformation featured the issues of personal salvation and the need for reform in the church. John Calvin, in a later stage of the Reformation, wrestled with issues concerning the identity of the church and its place in public life. Calvin consolidated the Reformation. He detailed the leading themes of the Reformed faith, including calling and vocation, in his ‘Institutes of Christian Religion’, widely thought to be the most important religious work of the sixteenth century.  His perspective has served generations of Christians because it is practical.

Adding Self-Control…

Self-control is a practical matter of integrity in living out what we have come to know. We should avoid the temptation of thinking self-control is only about the control of physical appetites. Once we have heard God’s call to a virtuous course and added a biblical understanding, the practical issue remains: “How then shall we live?” For example, a teacher may ‘add self-control’ in the teaching process by recognizing his call is incomplete if he merely lectures in the classroom. Reflecting reality, creativity, and helpful knowledge, teachers should model application of their subject matter to students and in the community. Students, in order to learn with integrity, need to become directly involved in the instructional process. ‘Praxis’ is a Greek word meaning “practical application or exercise of a branch of learning.” Adding the self-control of praxis provides the essential element of integrity to your discovery of calling. It is important to note that self-knowledge happens in community; this is a vital dimension of vocational integrity. Community is where vocation is both discovered and fulfilled.


Once a faithful relationship with God is begun, God’s virtuous character is revealed in intimacy. When we continue by renewing our minds, the knowledge of God directs us to choose a posture connected to Him in His created order. We begin to emerge from the private devotion of faith, virtue, and knowledge into the public witness of self-control. Luke referred to Christ’s integrity to practice what he preached in the phrase, “all that Jesus began both to do and teach”
.
Matt, a medical intern who joined a team in 1988, is an excellent example of one who practiced integrity as he followed God’s calling. After completing his university training and YWAM’s Discipleship Training School, the call of God for Matt required that he obtain further education. He enrolled in Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia and in 1994 during his fourth year he gave leadership to another medical internship team in the Amazon. He received academic credit for two elective rotations in tropical medicine that summer. Once his residency was completed, Matt’s call to medicine was coupled once again to his call to extend the kingdom of God in missions. He and his wife, Laura, began to travel to Kazakhstan to teach medical students and assist with missionary evangelism and church planting efforts. After several trips to Almaty, now a medical doctor, he was walking with one of the members of the new church that had been planted. They were admiring the city and speaking of how many churches there were at that time in Almaty. This man and his wife and their two children had been living in Tulsa, Oklahoma. They spoke of the similarity of the population and beauty of Tulsa and Almaty. What happened next crystallized the call of God for them. Matt was surprised when their friend said, “We have six churches in Almaty. How many churches do you have in Tulsa?” He and his wife moved to Almaty in response to the call of God. Matt’s integrity in his call is the outworking of faith, virtue, and knowledge. 

Our modern era has somehow separated faith from reason, thus relegating faith to the confines of the Church and one’s private life. Somehow much of the modern church has the unfortunate ability to believe something needs to be done without any need to become personally involved. However, the Reformers’ view of the Christian faith extended far beyond the modern piousness of a privatized faith. Calvin’s theology also offered a framework for engaging with public life. Calvin articulated a work ethic that strongly encouraged development and enterprise. His teaching gave a new dignity and meaning to ordinary work. He taught that the individual believer has a calling to serve God in every sphere of human existence. 

This inclusive view of the call of God in the Reformation ran counter with the teaching of the Middle Ages. Thomas Aquinas, outstanding representative of the Scholasticism in the Middle Ages, applied Aristotelian methods to Christian theology. His masterwork is Summa Theologica. A Dominican monk, theologian, and philosopher, he taught that priests, monks, and nuns were living “the perfect life” while farmers, soldiers, and tradesmen lived “a kind of secondary grade of piety.” This unbiblical view of work excluded most Christians from any sense of divine calling.

Work is not a curse; neither was it an afterthought in the mind of God. God place Adam “in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.”
 Work became harder under the curse, but God did not remove the dignity and meaning of work
. Work is not to be avoided according to scripture. Work is rewarded with meaning for those who are godly.
  Too many Christians view work as a necessary ‘evil.’ They say, “My boss is incompetent” or complain, “I’m not paid enough.”  Some believe, “The company is trying to cheat me.” Most Christians, if they are honest, are counting down the days until the weekend.

All of us at one time or another face doubts about the path we are on. We may say, “Something is missing at work.” We may ask, “What am I supposed to be doing?” These questions are necessary if we are to know our calling. If we fail to ask, we may have already compromised our calling. We may fail to contribute to God’s larger purpose for us. We may find ourselves with a loss of meaning.

Meaning is something only a Christian can truly enjoy. Only a Christian can feel God’s pleasure. God’s pleasure is realized as we serve God’s purpose and experience God’s gift of meaning. Calling, purpose, and meaning are connected, but they are not the same thing. Purpose is linked to calling. It is something we are to serve. “All things work together for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”
 We are called in order to fit into His purpose. In the Bible, purpose is synonymous with God’s sovereign overarching view of history or with what he is accomplishing.


Can we know our purpose? Very few people in the Bible knew exactly what their purpose was during their lifetime. Some prophets did. We only comprehend to the extent that that we understand his overall purpose and that he chooses to reveal our purpose to us. Still, we are called to serve even when we do not know all the details. We serve God’s purpose by faith. His specific personal calling may be revealed further as we are faithful to Him.

The intense distaste with which many early Christians regarded work, particularly monastic writers such as Aquinas, suggested those who chose to work for a living were second–rate Christians. Too many Christians, from early monastic movements to modern evangelicals, have inherited this attitude, with the result that work is often seen as a demeaning activity. This attitude has produced a religion-based class system that the people of many unreached nations reject, a system that suggests labor is best left to one’s social and spiritual inferiors. Many modern missionaries have, albeit unintentionally, influenced the Church in many nations with this class system. “Full time” ministry has become a euphemism for the only ‘real’ job a Christian should have. Nevertheless, these attitudes probably reached their height preceding the Reformation. 

The biblical view of calling renders social and economic status irrelevant. No occupation is more important than another. If the people of God truly place calling before career, then this choice of life work is not to be dictated by economics, or social status, or gender. An occupation’s importance should not be placed above the God who calls us, places us, and promotes us. Many preachers say, “The ground is level at the cross.” Our gifts and callings may differ, but it is God who places us in the situations and generations He chooses. Setting anything, even an occupation, higher than it ought to be is tantamount to idolatry. 
Imagine how stirred Paul the apostle was when he saw the idolatry in Athens. His heart was full of truth and his mind of revelation, but few listened. The Jews and the Greeks opposed the notion that Truth could be both personal and knowable, but this Truth Paul boldly proclaimed. With that backdrop, Paul went on to explain how the things that make us different, whether generational or cultural, ethnic or economic, were designed by God for the purpose of calling us to Himself:

“From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.”
 

Reformers such as Luther and Calvin stood against the monastic call “from the world” with the authentically Christian call “into the world.” Christians are called to be priests to the world. There are no limits to this notion of calling. Luther celebrated the religious value of housework, when he said that although “it has no obvious appearance of holiness, yet these very household chores are more to be valued than all the works of monks and nuns.”
 Like the woman with the sign in her kitchen that says, “Services Held Here Three Times Daily”, the biblical perspective of work gives every day worldly activity a religious significance.

Adding Perseverance…

Calling is not summed up in work; it is far broader. It requires patience and perseverance because answering the call of God entails costly obedience. God calls us to express the knowledge of God in every sphere of life, especially those places where His character and ways are not yet known.  Because all work has dignity, calling extends beyond the boundaries of a private faith or a purely religious vocation, so that both the work and the character of believers, in every sphere of society, are purified and sanctified by perseverance in God’s call. 

Calling gives work meaning and provides a means by which Christians may deepen their faithfulness.  As Christians faithfully follow the call of God, God leads them to deeper commitment and character.  One’s life work, a primary activity within the world, is probably the most important way a believer can display his or her commitment and thankfulness to God. Why? Archbishop William Temple, in speaking of those who make the choice of career or profession on selfish grounds, without a true sense of calling, said it is  “probably the greatest single sin any young person can commit, for it is the deliberate withdrawal from allegiance to God of the greatest part of time and strength.”

There is a normal testing phase of preparation in the call of God. “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.”
 It is important to understand that this fire of testing is for every believer. God’s presence is His ‘fire’. The Bible says, “For the Lord your God is a consuming fire.”
  “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. But he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.”
 This ‘fire’ is an integral part of normal Christian living. Essential to calling, the testing by fire requires and develops perseverance.  

The North American mission movement’s initial impulse was the result of the perseverance of a few American college students who faithfully prayed and decisively responded to the call of God. In 1806, a small band of students at Williams College in Massachusetts led by Samuel J. Mills, Jr., prayed every Wednesday and Saturday afternoon. Walking home one day after prayer, they were caught in a rainstorm and found refuge in a haystack. They gave themselves to continue in prayer for Asia and for missionary involvement among students. “Whatsoever we beg of God, let us also work for it,
” said Mills. Fervent with integrity, they committed themselves to become the answer to their prayers.  

The Haystack Prayer Meeting marked the beginning of a great wave of thousands of missionaries serving around the globe, particularly students. Before that time no missionaries had been sent from the North American continent. Within four years, the zeal and vision of these students brought about the formation of the first American mission board. Adoniram Judson, the first N. American missionary, sailed for Asia. Williams College students continued to go to the foreign fields. The students of the Haystack Prayer Meeting transferred to other colleges to spread the vision established student groups committed to world mission in almost every one of the 25 colleges in the young nation. Over 263 students became missionaries. About 80 years later, this early impulse of student involvement in world missions came into full bloom with the Student Volunteer Movement. This marvelous story began as a few students answered the call to perseverance in pray and corresponding obedience to become the answer to their own prayer.

It is not only in the preparation phase that perseverance is required. Paul persevered in faith while imprisoned and in chains stating, “What has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.”
 Whatever we do for God, it is purified through perseverance under the fire of testing. If it is done well, it represents the depth of our Christian faith. If we are diligent to know God and follow His ways in the small things as well as the great, we demonstrate our very heart of worship. Whether called to be a missionary or a tax collector, businessman or a composer, the calling of God will be refined for the purpose of godliness. God desires that our lives bear witness to the truth that is in us. 

Adding Godliness…

Godliness is the call to live before an audience of One. As we persevere in obedience to God’s call, we “set apart Christ as Lord”
 of our lives. We are set apart for God’s purpose as we choose His call to Coram Deo; that is, in everything and in every way living before the face of God. Surrendered to the call of God, we have nothing to prove, nothing to gain, nothing to lose. Once tried through the fire of God, we no longer confuse our gifts and talents as something for ourselves. Ultimately our gifts belong to God.  Refined in the fire, the called “become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe”
 Free from the contemporary crisis of identity that haunts modern people with indecision, we are called to declare with gratefulness and gentleness, “The LORD is my rock.”
  What remains is our responsibility as trustees.

In his Institutes, John Calvin’s doctrine of vocation was the necessary complement of his doctrine of election. The doctrine of election by itself emphasizes a Christian’s separation from the world, and can be misunderstood to present the elect as the special favorites of God. However, vocation implies that there is no election without responsibility. As election calls us to God, calling sends us back into the world as his ambassadors.

The notion of calling changes the work of every believer into a life work that possesses personal significance far beyond the visible. The person is more important than the work. The non-religious view of responsibility is a responsibility ‘for’ something, assuming authority over a task without reference to the ultimate Authority. In contrast, the Christian view of responsibility is a responsibility ‘to’ Someone. Calling is not ‘to’ a task alone; it confers authority, but is authentically subordinate to God’s authority. The work of the one called is worship, giving honor to the One who called him.

Godliness is greater personal relationship with God.  God, who is Spirit, has made no distinction between the spiritual and worldly. The faithful work of a believer, no matter how humble, gives glory to God. The non-religious tasks of life serve the common good. Godliness is not separation from the world; it is separation from worldliness. Godliness is not suppression of self; it is death to selfishness. Godliness in calling is not exclusively religious activity; it is inclusively expressed to everyone, in every place, and through everything. In every case, however, godliness is devoted obedience to the call of God.

Adding Brotherly Kindness…

Jesus commands us to love our neighbor as ourselves. Coupled with the command to love God, Jesus said, “there is no command greater.” Confronted with the question, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus told the story of the Good Samaritan. Loving your neighbor is a universal call and responsibility even for those “outside” the faith. Why did Jesus highlight a Samaritan?  This common person, despised by the Israelites, saw the man lying on the road beaten by robbers and “went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him.”
 Jesus was demonstrating that brotherly kindness is not an exclusive call. In other words, showing God’s kindness should be done for everyone, not only to those with “special grace.” Using Calvin’s terms for engaging the world outside the church, brotherly kindness is an expression of “common grace” and therefore meant to serve the “common good.”

Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth.”
 Many modern Christians have embraced an isolationist view, like their monastic predecessors. This tendency has been described in the oversimplified phrase, “Circle the wagons until Jesus comes.” Calvin articulately professed the possibility to maintain integrity of faith while injecting Christian presence and influence within society. William Perkins wrote, “The true end of our lives is to do service to God in serving of man.”

To be sure, such engagement with the world runs risks of entanglement, but it is essential nonetheless, if Christians are to have a godly influence where it is most needed. Jesus said, “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed into a large amount of flour until it worked all through the dough.”
 God calls all Christians, no matter what specific calling, to engage the world as a positive force and influence in public life. 

It may seem less risky to remain safely hidden behind stained glass barricades, but that disallows us from any viable role in the discipleship of nations. Some would say John Calvin had no interest or mind for missions. However, Calvin lived the greater part of his life in Geneva, outside of his homeland of France. Calvin’s work and words have shaped the Church for generations to engage the world and many nations with the power of the gospel to transform nations. Today’s world is much smaller than the world of the sixteenth century. Our responsibility reaches beyond neighboring nations to creative access nations and peoples yet to be reached with the gospel. The heritage of John Calvin summons even today’s believers to engage the world and to walk worthy of their calling. 

Adding Love…

The true meaning of the word “love” has been lost in recent generations. Where does the world turn to learn the meaning of love? Mother Teresa will be remembered most for her example of love. She gave a living testimony of the meaning of love to the whole world. “The meaning of my life is the love of God,” she said. “It is Christ in his distressing disguise whom I love and serve.”
 Through her life work, probably more people than ever before witnessed an unmistakable disclosure of God’s agape love, the love that gives without thought of return. Her very name has become synonymous with saintliness and self-sacrificing concern for others because she answered God’s call.

For fifty years Mother Theresa responded to a “call within a call” by reaching out to serve “the poorest of the poor”. She might have responded religiously and shaken off the call with the declaration that her righteous life and her care for others were already sufficient. Instead, her practical life-long obedience to Christ’s command to “Love your neighbor” changed the world’s notion of loving the poor. Her compassion to the poor, the handicapped, and the dying gave this generation a new understanding of God’s love. 

The words she often used to describe her ministry are now part of the constitution of the Order she established; “The distressing disguise of the poorest of the poor.” She understood these words with absolute clarity. She began her new calling to the poor in 1946 by seeking out children for a makeshift school. “But all around in the slums there were people literally dying on the street. Mangy, covered in oozing abscesses, their festering wounds stinking and crawling with maggots, these people often had been thrown out of whatever hovel-like shelter they had known in the terminal stages of their illnesses by superstitious landlords or family members. For many Hindus, death itself was considered a pollutant of the place where it occurred. To these castoffs of the human race, the most physically degraded and rejected, Mother Teresa turned her attention.”
 She said that those castoffs were Christ Himself, but “in a most distressing disguise.” She cared for, cleaned, bandaged, and washed the unclean bodies of these dying people. 

At the end of the pavement area where Mother Teresa would go to care for the dying was a huge incinerator used for cremating the dead. The stench of burning flesh reeked, but Mother Theresa would go there to stroke and hold the dying as a personification of God’s love. What did she understand that we do not? Perhaps it can be found in a revelation of the cross of Christ. “What does ‘he ascended’ mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens”. Mother Teresa understood the love of God.

God’s love may best be summed up in Paul’s letter to the Philippian church: 

“Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.  Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!  Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Mother Theresa is an example of love to the poor, but God’s call is not limited to the poor. He calls us to express His love in every area of society. 

Conclusion:

Once God’s calling is recognized, answering His call gives meaning to all of life and most especially our life work. Calling is not just about choosing a career as a Christian; neither is it an arbitrary choice that makes no difference. The primary objective of calling is not to put food on the table or provide a comfortable retirement. Purpose is not fulfilled by climbing the ladder of success. While young people may properly listen to the counsel of their parents, parents and children alike too often receive the counsel of their culture and choose careers for superficial reasons. “You need to go to university,” say the parents. “Why?” they may ask. The only answer available in modern culture, and sometimes even the church, is “so you can get a good job,” where a good job is defined by the possessions, prestige, or position it provides.  Thus, young people, unaware of the fullness of calling, yield to cultural norms and enter the halls of higher education as the next logical step prescribed by a materialist society. Are these students set up for frustration later in life? More important, is calling and therefore intimate friendship with the One who calls, suspended until they face that frustration?

What should be our response? We should recount the blessing provided by previous generations, and consider soberly what the Lord would ask of our generation toward the fulfillment of God’s dream and our command to make disciples of all nations. We should do more than pray for revival. We should pray for an awakening in the Church and her role in fostering the callings of God. We should pray for revival, but we should also work toward the reformation that has historically brought about transformation of societies. 

Following every major revival, Christians have sought revelation of the character and ways of God. In their newfound faith, they have hungered for learning and sought understanding of God’s purposes. Those believers received God’s calling in the context of a community. They became disciples of the kingdom and diligently obeyed their calling in the midst of community. They then began to work toward the establishment of new institutions, hospitals, and schools that transformed cultures. 

A new reformation is needed to see biblical Christian leadership emerge in missionary outreach to the nations and in the faithful witness of vocations. This generation can seek to reform the institutions that shape culture and especially those institutions that help prepare people for their life’s work. Their t work may be to extend the kingdom through church planting in a yet unreached people group. But, for many, their work will be to represent God’s character and ways as a gardener or a financier, a carpenter or an engineer, an officer of the law or a politician. Young people today need to be prepared to engage the world. The Church should be preparing young people for their calling. The Church should be commissioning young people to enroll in the universities with a motivation to learn for the glory of God and with a motivation to pray and work for reformation of modern society. Martin Luther said, “I believe that there is no work more worthy of pope of emperor than a thorough reform of the universities. And on the other hand, nothing could be more devilish or disastrous than unreformed universities.”
 

Today’s Christian community can play a key role in reformation and ultimately the fulfillment of God’s dream of a witness of His character and ways in every nation and through every vocation. Charles H. Malik, a statesman nearly without peer and the only person to have presided over five major organs of the United Nations, had a passionate vision for the University. He envisioned “an institution that will produce as many Nobel Prize winners as saints, an institution in which, while producing in every field the finest works of thought and learning in the world, Jesus Christ will at the same time find Himself perfectly at home in it - in every dormitory and lecture hall and library and laboratory.”
 But the problem, he believed, “is for the church to realize that no greater service can it render both itself and the cause of the gospel, with which it is entrusted, than to try to recapture the universities for Christ on whom they were all originally founded.... More potently than by any other means, change the university and you change the world.”

Is it ever too late to discover one’s calling? Calling inevitably draws us closer to God so that His grace can enable us to impact our world. Calling, if obeyed, is both about intimacy with God and about global worship. The promises of God call us first to know the Lord so that He may be exalted. “Be still and know that I am God, and I will be exalted among the nations.”
 As we follow God’s call, whether it be to the nations, to the university, or simply to our neighborhood, we will become more like Him. The call of God will always draw us closer to Him. We are all called to our knees in humble adoration. When all is said and done, we are all called to love. Responding to God’s call shows His love to our world and our generation.
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