
FROM BUSYNESS TO VOCATION
1 Corinthians 1:1-9

John 1:29-42

CALLED

Paul is known by many descriptions today: dynamic missionary, zealous Pharisee, worst of sinners, master church planter, brilliant theologian, peaceful prisoner, hater of women, supporter of women in ministry. Did you notice the first adjective Paul uses to describe himself to those Christians in Corinth, Greece? Paul, called. Yes, Paul is a Christian. Yes, Paul is a preacher. Yes, Paul is a missionary. Yes, Paul is a theologian. But first Paul identifies himself as someone called--as someone answering to another authority in his life.


If there is anything that we in the United States hold sacred, it is our freedom. We love our freedom. We want the freedom to buy the house in a certain neighborhood, to drive the car we like, to marry the person we love. Paul is saying that something is more important to him than his personal freedom. He is called, and to be called means that we do not decide everything for ourselves. To be called means that a voice calls our name; thus, we are known by someone. A call means that a response is expected, and this whole relationship is then a dialogue rather than just my declaring what I am going to do. Paul identifies himself as called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God. 


In 1978 Dr. M. Scott Peck (who just died on September 25, 2005) published his book, The Road Less Traveled, but it did not become a bestseller until five years later. Since then the book has sold over six million copies in North America alone and has been translated into over 20 languages. In The Road Less Traveled the psychiatrist Peck tried to reconcile the psychoanalytic tradition with the conflicting cultural currents roiling the 1970’s--the spirit of Me-Decade individualism and absolute freedom. In the era of the book I’m OK, You’re Ok, Peck was courageous enough to suggest that "life is difficult" and personal growth is a "complex, arduous and lifelong task."

After his book and story became very popular, Peck’s friends told him, "Scotty, it was so clever of you the way you disguised your Christianity in The Road Less Traveled in order to get the Christian message across to people." 

Peck replied, "Well, I didn't disguise my Christianity. I wasn't a Christian then."  Peck says he became a Christian later around age 30 when he read C. S. Lewis' The Screwtape Letters--a novel composed of letters of advice from Screwtape, a senior demon, to his nephew, Wormwood. Wormwood’s task was to undermine the spiritual life of a young man. In order to corrupt the young Christian, Screwtape advised Wormwood to make sure that the man regards "his time as his time."


Peck says, “This sentence, at first, made no sense to me. I read it three times. I wondered whether there might not be some typographical error: ‘regard his time as his time.’ How else could anybody think of his time except as his own? Then it dawned on me that the possibility existed of my time belonging to a power higher than myself. For a good while, it was a most discomforting notion, and still today I am continuing to learn to submit my time to God's ownership.” 1 Scott Peck became a Christian when he realized he was not to regard his time as his time. 

So when we hear Paul’s opening words to his letter to those believers in the city of Corinth, we realize not only how Paul sees himself but also how he hopes the fellow believers there will see their lives. He is “called by God’s will.” Paul is not a self-determined individual. His life is dominated and directed by God. He is “Paul, called.”
FROM AIMLESSNESS TO VOCATION

Paul did not regard his time as his time. He was called by the will of God, but it’s not just the preacher’s calling. Every member is a minister and every Christian has a calling. To be called by God means that I no longer regard my time as my time. 


We are talking this month about what it’s like to be nomads. Some of us feel dislocated, lost in the universe, unmoored, without a clear direction, and without hope. In her book Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood Church is Transforming the Faith, Diana Butler Bass lists five common traits of nomadic existence: radical individualism, aimlessness, consumption, fragmentation, and forgetfulness. 

Some of us feel like homeless wanderers who are aimless and without final direction. And this wandering and constant roaming for identity and vocation fuels random busyness--doing tasks, burying oneself in work, or becoming addicted to hobbies and sports to cover the sense that life may well be without purpose. 2 
Paul offers those busy persons in Corinth the same word he offers us busy persons in Northern Virginia. That word is a reminder, “You are called by God.” When we think of “call,” we usually think of someone called to full-time church position on a church staff. But we are all baptized. And perhaps you have heard someone say at a baptism, “We are buried with Christ in baptism and raised to walk in a newness of life into full-time Christian ministry.” Christian pilgrims have an identity because we are baptized. In our baptism we acknowledge we have been called by God. 
The word “vocation” comes from the Latin word for “call.” Our vocation is our calling. Our work is our calling. What we do around through our church community is a calling, but also what we do the other six days of the week is also our calling. 

Each of us has a calling. One of my favorite daily comics is Zits. Jeremy is about 15 years old and what he says and does with his parents resonates with my experience of teenagers. Jeremy is on our refrigerator more than any other comic strip. Yesterday’s strip had his mother parking hands on hips and asking him, “Why do you have to be so critical of everything I say?” Jeremy’s response, “I consider it my calling.” Perhaps you know someone who thinks his/her calling is to be critical. 

In verse 2 Paul says we are “called to be saints.” A saint is not just a morally outstanding person. Even though some there in that fellowship in Corinth were fighting with Paul and one another, Paul still calls each of them a “saint.” A saint is someone who is set apart for service, and this doesn’t just mean service in the church. Each baptized pilgrim is called to be a saint wherever we are. If you spend a large chunk of your time at work, then your calling is to be a saint at work. 
What does it mean to be a saint at work? Well, it means that your time is not your time. Even in the workplace or at school we are called to be God’s light. In an environment where the values are what you do and how well you do it, a saint also values others for who they are as persons. Paul offers grace and peace to those cantankerous Christians in Corinth, and we can offer grace and peace to those cantankerous persons in our class or in our office—even the pointy-haired manager of the Dilbert comic. 
I often hear, “I’m trying to figure out God’s will for my life!” Well, Paul thinks that’s simple. Paul wants you and me to see ourselves as Paul sees himself. He begins with the description, “Paul, called.” He knows that his time is not really his time; thus, he is not a directionless, aimless, homeless nomad wandering around in life trying to be busy. The will of God is for Paul to be a person of grace and peace wherever he is—preaching in the town square, walking on a Roman road, sailing on a merchant ship, sitting alone in a prison cell, or making tents in the marketplace. 

You do know that Paul also worked as a tent maker to support himself financially, don’t you? When Paul began following Jesus, he probably sewed tents differently. Listen to a tailor’s first prayer as a Christian: "O God, I am Mustafah the tailor and I work at the shop of Muhammad. The whole day long I sit and pull the needle and the thread through the cloth. O God, you are the needle and I am the thread. I am attached to you and I follow you. When the thread tries to slip away from the needle it becomes tangled and must be cut so that it can be put back in the right place. O God, help me to follow you wherever you may lead me. For I am really only Mustafah the tailor and I work at the shop of Muhammad on the great square." 3

We, like Paul, like Mustafah the tailor, are called by God. During the Discipline of Reflection, please bring forward a symbol of your work or school and place it on the communion table as your offering to God. In this way we are symbolizing that we are dedicating our calling, our vocation, to God so that what we do is not just regard our time as our time. If you are retired from regular work, bring a symbol of what you used to do or what is your calling now. If you did not bring a symbol today, take a pink prayer card or a small piece of paper and write down a description of your vocation and bring it forward. After you bring forward the symbols I will offer a blessing for our work. 
Blessing Symbols of our Work
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