Can You Hear Me Now?
Sermon for 19 January 2020
Lately, I’ve been thinking and reading a lot about “vocation.” A job is a way to earn money to survive. A career is a series of jobs that occupy your life and allow you to make progress—to get better, to have more impact. A profession is like a career, but requires special training or certification or apprenticeship.
A vocation is higher than a profession. A vocation is a calling to something bigger than yourself. A professor at the University of Dubuque, where I’m taking courses to become a commissioned ruling elder, wrote, “Vocation is one’s response to a call from beyond oneself to use one’s strengths and gifts to make the world a better place through service, creativity, and leadership. … [It] rests on the belief that life is about more than me.” The call can come in many ways, but is usually some sort of deep feeling that you are being led to a certain way of life, a certain task, or a certain mission. Frederick Buechner said, “Vocation is the place where our deep gladness meets the world’s deep need.”
But how do you find your calling? Well, prayer should be a part of it, for sure. Both our deep gladness and the world’s deep needs are places where the Holy Spirit dwells. And yet, hours in prayer will not, on their own, help find your calling. Sometimes God shouts, but more often, God whispers and nudges. We find our calling by taking tentative steps in the direction we think God is leading, and then when the path feels right, taking more steps in that direction.
I’m reminded of my time in the mountains hunting elk. A friend of mine, Wayne, has been an elk hunter for twenty years or more. I started going with him in 2014. We go out to Colorado, near Durango, always the same place. We hike in a couple miles to set up a spike camp. We start out walking on an old forest road, but then turn off. In several places, the path that takes us where we want to go is kind of tricky to find. We’ll be walking along a big, wide path, and suddenly Wayne will turn off down a narrow spot between two tufts of grass. After a few hundred yards, I’ll look back and the path will be obvious. In other places, there’s not really a path at all because there are a bunch of fallen trees. But we know where we want to end up, and there are ways we can get over the obstacles that are less difficult. Finding the path that God is trying to show us is kind of like that—sometimes wide and obvious, sometimes subtle and hard to see but obvious in retrospect, and sometimes a struggle as we find the least bad option that gets us to our destination.
We don’t know how John the Baptist heard his calling. What we do know is that he came calling to others—calling everyone to “repent, for the kingdom of God has come near!” There’s a guy who comes to campus once or twice a year, Brother Jed. Apparently he travels all throughout the Midwest, because I know someone who was at a university in Texas and saw him there. Anyway, Brother Jed, or more often now, one of his younger companions, will stand on campus and harangue passersby, telling them that they’re all worthless sinners who need to repent. I’m sure he thinks of himself as following in the footsteps of John the Baptist. But John did more than just yell at people. He had disciples who he taught, and we hear in other Gospels that even the Pharisees and Sadducees came out to hear his teaching. He was teaching that the time had come to turn away from sinfulness and towards God.
In ancient Greek, there were two words for time. “Chronos” means normal, sequential time. If you were talking about time that could be measured, you would probably use chronos. “Kairos” means something more like timely, or the appointed time, or the opportune and decisive time. John was preaching that it was time—kairos—to repent.
Now Jesus enters the story. Up to this point, Jesus had been a carpenter, a builder, someone in the construction business. Was that his job, his career, or his profession? Well, it was the family business at least, and he had been apprenticed to his father. He was old enough that if he were any other man, he would be committed to carpentry as his life’s work. Then he heard John’s call. Some references I’ve read suggest that Jesus was one of John’s disciples, that is, that he followed John for some time before breaking out on his own. Perhaps, or perhaps he heard of his cousin’s ministry and wanted to go check it out.
Jesus heard John’s call, and then heard the call of the Holy Spirit. As John testified, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God.” Now Jesus knew it was time—kairos—to leave his old life and begin his new profession.
John called the Jews to repentance. But Jesus was sinless, right? So why did he need to repent? Well, repentance has multiple connotations. One is a turning away from sin, away from destructive behaviors, away from all those things that hurt ourselves and others. But the other is a turning towards God. Jesus didn’t have sins to turn away from, but he did have worldly concerns. Up to that point, he was an observant Jew, but likely devoted most of his time and energy to carpentry and construction. Then he heard the call and knew it was time—kairos—to turn away from those concerns and focus his time, his life, his whole being on the ministry for which he came.
Jesus heard the Holy Spirit’s calling through John, and then in turn called his disciples. What was his first message to them? When they asked where he was staying, he said, “Come and see.” He invited his disciples to enter into a relationship with him, to follow him. It must also have been the right time—kairos—for Andrew and Simon, too. The core of Jesus’s message was that it was time for them to leave their old lives behind, and devote themselves completely to building God’s kingdom. That’s still Jesus’s message today: “Follow me.”
So, how do we hear the call today? There are lots of ways. A good friend of mine, Ashley, told me a story about how she came to be the director of The Mission, which serves the homeless in Rolla. Here’s the short version. She was volunteering at The Mission, while also trying to figure out what her future held. She read a book about finding your path in the world, and at the end of it had a sudden realization: she was called to lead The Mission. Now, at that time, The Mission had no paid staff, and no money to pay them with. So it wasn’t like she was called to apply for a job—she was called to create a job. She can share the rest of the story someday perhaps, but suffice it to say that she had to do a LOT of work to make her dream a reality. The call she heard was indeed just the beginning of a long journey.
My calling wasn’t quite so dramatic. One day a couple summers ago, my home church had an outing to Six Flags. Lou Ellen, our pastor, was supposed to go but was sick. It was a Saturday, and I was scheduled to be the worship leader the next day. As the day wore on, she and I exchanged text messages, and she ultimately asked if I could deliver her sermon. She had already written it, so it was no big deal. After a decade as a college professor, public speaking is no problem for me.
As time went by, Lou Ellen asked me to fill in a couple times when she was traveling. I was learning all this time, so it was a good way for me to explore my faith. As I grew into it, I decided to pursue a more formal course of study that would lead to being a commissioned ruling elder. Then a couple months ago, I literally received a call—from Hugh Stewart. One thing led to another, and here I am preaching to you today.
So I’ve had a couple of nudges, and each time, I responded in faith, and have been rewarded, spiritually. I truly feel that I’m serving God today, and that God has something more in store for me down this path.
But at the same time, I have a regular job, a career, and a profession as an engineer and an academic. Over the past couple years, I’ve been trying to figure out the future of my career. Last year, I committed myself to staying at Missouri S&T and to seeking ways to be more of a leader on campus. Then one day last summer, I got a call from an associate dean asking how I felt about CREE, the Center for Research in Energy and the Environment. It’s a research center at S&T that I’m in. CREE involves more than seventy faculty, all of whom are working on ways to reduce our impact on the environment while satisfying modern society’s needs for energy. The role of the center is to facilitate research and to encourage faculty to work together, so that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Its director was retiring. Next thing I knew, the vice chancellor for research asked me to come to his office, and I left there with the job as interim director of CREE.
So which is it? What am I truly called to do? Both paths feel right, both being a commissioned ruling elder and being director of CREE. I’m reminded of the story that follows Jesus’s baptism in other Gospels. Right after his baptism, Jesus was driven into the wilderness for a time of testing. First, he was tempted to satisfy his own personal comfort: “You’re hungry, so turn stones to bread.” Next, he was tempted to test God, to reveal his doubts. Finally, he was tempted by power: Turn away from God and you can have all the power in the world.
Jesus passed those tests. Would I? Given the choice between following God and living a comfortable life, would I choose God? Am I really confident enough that God is leading me, or do I need proof? What would I be willing to do to earn greater prestige, greater authority, greater power? I don’t know. Right now, I’m splitting time between different commitments. All of them seem like they’re making the world a better place. Is that good enough, or should I choose one and focus on it?
John’s calling was to repent, to confess your sins and be baptized, to be purified. Jesus’s calling was simpler in a way, but so much harder. “Come and see. … Follow me.” Jesus asked those first disciples the same thing he asks us now, to make God’s kingdom our top priority. To join him in building God’s kingdom, here and now. In his teachings, Jesus described the kingdom of God lots of different ways: as a treasure, or as a seed, or like yeast. Sometimes he used parables involving a father and his sons, or a landowner and people who are supposed to work for him.
But my favorite image is a wedding banquet. The kingdom of God is a party! But what makes a party fun? The other people. Have you ever been to a party where you don’t know anyone? I hate those. I’m not the most outgoing person in the world, so I’m awkward around groups of people I haven’t met. I don’t know who to talk to or what to do, so I get anxious. Then there are parties where you kind of know a few people, but not well enough to relax and show your true self. Those are OK, but the best parties are when you are there with your close friends or family. You can just relax and dance, or sing, or play games, or sit and chat, or whatever. You don’t have to pretend to be something you’re not.
That’s what the kingdom of God is like. A place where you can be yourself. We can get a foretaste of God’s kingdom in the here-and-now when we build trusting relationships. Communities are not built on laws or economic transactions. The government can destroy a community or facilitate its growth, but cannot build one. Communities are built on relationships. Forming a relationship with someone means taking a risk. If you trust someone and let them get close to you, they can violate that trust and hurt you: physically, economically, emotionally, or spiritually. That’s why we’ve made so much progress as a society in erecting barriers between ourselves. But those same barriers that protect us prevent the loving bond of the Holy Spirit from uniting us. When we let down our guard, when we are open to forming relationships with others in our community, love begins to flow, and slowly, the party begins.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jesus has one, simple, risky calling for all of us: “Follow me.” To follow Jesus is to trust in God, to seek authentic relationships with all of God’s children, to let love flow through you and into the community. Each of us has a role to play in building God’s kingdom. We find that role by living into it, by being open to gentle nudges, by staying on the path that feels right even when it’s hard. I don’t know where my path is heading, or yours, but I do know that God is walking with us. My prayer is that each one of us will have the awareness to hear God’s call, the wisdom to know when it’s time—kairos—and the courage to answer. Amen.
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