1st August 2010 ‘Vocation (Part I)’
Matthew 28:16-20
Acts 18:1-11

It's not often I would use the word ‘cleavage’ in a sermon... 

but I want to talk today about how many of us may feel a deep cleavage between our faith, and what we do in our daily living. 

It can seem that our faith seldom translates into those hours that occupy most of our living; there's a gap between Sunday and the rest of the week.

This gap can be particularly acute for those in paid work environments, where there are specific pressures and demands that challenge our faith in various ways.

However, this gap will also be recognised by many living in environments where we are not remunerated.  A gap between our faith and our living can also be felt by students, carers, homemakers, retirees, and volunteers.

A gap can exist where there are obvious differences between our faith and our living. The environments of our work, our homes, our schools, any of our communities will have pressures and patterns that may clash with the commitments of our faith.

This dis-connect can be extremely challenging.

We can feel pressured to compromise our faith.

We can feel uncertainty of how we respond ethically.

We may find ourselves faced with situations where we feel dehumanised.

This can develop into a sense of meaninglessness in how we are living.

We can even feel we are losing our identity, as Children of God.

All these factors mean we can struggle to recognise the Sunday reality on Monday.

Are we resigned to a split between the so-called ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’?
Do we see our faith as so privatised as to have little or no relevance during the week? Few of us are surrounded mostly by other Christians in our living during the week, so does that mean our faith submits to the secular pressures?  
Are the only ones who can expect to reconcile their faith and their daily living those who work explicitly in the activity of the Church – the ministers, the youth workers, the missionaries? 
Are these the only ones who can expect to live without faith being ‘tainted’ by the secular world, whilst all the others of us get distracted away from authentically living for God?
I don’t think so. And yet at times we could get that impression!  
Unintentionally, we can wrongly imply that the activity of ‘church work’ is somehow more legitimate to God, or more closely linked to faith than other human activity and work.

As church (the community of God’s people) how can we recognise our faith in all our living, be it Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, or Saturday?

How do we hear the Word of God addressing these issues of what it means to live in the environments of office, school, hospital, university and home?

As the ordained Ministers of St John’s, Stuart and feel that many of us are wrestling with these issues, and so we want to address them over the next few weeks.

It may sound an old-fashioned expression, but we want to use the term 'vocation' to express how we connect our faith to our living.
To recognise our vocation speaks to us about:

· our identity, 
· finding meaning in what we do, and 
· discovering guidance amidst the pressures of living.
Vocation can sometimes mean different things (an occupation, a trade, a profession, an expression of deep meaning or motivation for a career) 
but, as Christians, it primarily identifies the relationship between what we do and what God does.
The cleavage between our faith and our living widens when we lose sight of how we are involved in God’s activity.  
So we hope an exploration of vocation will help us address anxieties of disconnect between Sunday and Monday.

God’s activity is told throughout the biblical story. 
There are discernable patterns in this story; patterns that tell us who God is and who we are because of God. 
These patterns show us that God acts with purpose. 
God does not act arbitrarily, but is committed to distinctive things.

One of the most obvious patterns in the biblical record attests to a God who calls a community of people into unique activity, asking these people to participate in this activity. 

· God leads the people on an Exodus journey out of slavery toward the intended activity of worship and witness. 

· Prophets bring God’s reminder to the people to continue to live into this activity. 

· And, in continuity with the history of the people of Israel, 

      Jesus appears and calls people to follow him, to learn from him, and to begin a new 

community.

The biblical story tells us our vocation begins with God’s initiative: 
Jesus says: “You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last... (John 15:16)

Today, we hear the risen Jesus address those whom he calls to follow him. In those final moments on earth Jesus gives his followers this ‘Great Commission’.
Standing in the region of Galilee (familiar to Jesus’ followers who had fished here for a living; indeed, the place where Jesus had first called them to be part of his activity) they are told that they are to continue to be involved in the activity of God. 
Their vocation is grounded in the call from Jesus to be part of what he’s doing.

This event is a helpful reference point. 
This call of the risen Jesus is ours too. He invites us to follow him and to be involved in the activity of God.

The story of God is a continuing one. The activity of God continues past the last page of the Bible, throughout human history, to us today. 
We are part of the continuing activity of God; part of God’s pattern and involved in God’s purposes.

That’s the first point: vocation locates us in the continuing story of God’s pattern and God’s purposes.
We will have challenging times in the situations which we live, but our vocation isn’t completely defined by them.  Our vocation includes the situations we are in now, but is much greater than the situation we are in now.

This principle is evident in the life of the Apostle Paul.

His life had enormous challenges: at times he was persecuted, falsely accused and imprisoned – but his living was understood as his vocation as a man called by the risen Jesus. 
Paul was a tentmaker, but this was not his vocation.  It was part of his vocation, but Paul understood himself primarily to be a participant in the pattern and purposes of the activity of God.
Because of this understanding, Paul lived as someone without any division of so-called sacred and secular. All he did was part of his participation in the activity of God.
If Paul was to have given the sermon this morning, he might well stand here and shake his head at how we sometimes picture God. 
We emphasise the transcendence of God (the ‘otherness’ of God) so much that our awareness and appreciation of God’s immanence (God’s closeness) is stunted.

A New Zealand band ‘The Lads’ (who sang at Parachute for many years) have a song called ‘Creator’, which goes like this:


“My best friend’s the creator of the universe

Although he’s bigger than the milky way

He wants to know about my life today


Do you ever wonder

if God was somewhere up there in the sky?

What if he was much closer

Close as your toaster;


closer than your tie?”
Understanding God’s closeness to us helps us to be aware of God in all situations. In our Sunday worship we intentionally come together to hear God’s Word, to be shaped by God’s sacramental grace. 
But it was Paul again who urged the Christians living in Rome to see every aspect of their lives as worship: “to present our bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God” (Romans 12:1)
The closeness of God is real not only for us here together on Sundays, but for us as a community living in the activity of God everywhere we are during the week. 

As already mentioned, our vocation includes the situations we are in during the week, but is not limited to those situations. 
We are a community involved in the activity of God.  It is with an authentic understanding of God’s closeness that we recognise our shared participation in the activity of God in schools and factories,

offices and oil rigs, 
laboratories and mineshafts, 
homes and surgeries.
God nourishes our faith not for private benefit, but communes with us in equipping and empowering us to participate in his activity of transforming the world according to God’s pattern and purposes.
Human living that:

· denies enduring categories of sacred and secular, 
· sees God as both transcendent and imminent, 
· sees all activity as having potential to be worshipful activity 
is something I believe Jesus spoke about – a lot!

Jesus urged his followers to “seek first... the Kingdom of God” (Matt 6:33)

Jesus promised the Kingdom of God as something both here and yet to come.
The Kingdom of God is key for us understanding our vocation – how our faith and living connect.

God’s Kingdom is God’s reign or rule, where God’s purposes for our world are realised. 

Jesus calls us to live so as to proclaim and prefigure the Kingdom of God; we live both to: 
1. contribute to the realisation of God’s purposes and 
2. to celebrate the patterns which are yet to come to fulfilment.

And we have a model to live by. While on earth Jesus’ pattern of living both proclaimed and prefigured the Kingdom of God.

And as Jesus’ earthly pattern of living drew to a close he commissioned his disciples to live proclaiming and prefiguring the Kingdom. 
Jesus says to them: “Go...”  

· This is the same voice that said to Abraham, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you (Gen 12:1).

· This is the voice that said to Moses, “Go, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people out of Egypt” (Ex 3:10).

· This is the voice that said to Isaiah in the temple, “Go and say to this people...” (Isaiah 6:9)

· Now this same voice, the voice of God, speaks through the risen Christ to his all his followers, saying “Go...”

In the next few weeks we will continue to explore an understanding of vocation that encourages us to see our faith and daily living as connected.

This morning we have considered how:

a) there is a pattern to God’s activity.
b) This pattern is consistent with God’s purposes.
c) God takes the initiative and calls us to participate.
d) Everything we do can be part of this participation with God’s activity when we are aware that God is imminent in any situation.

e) As a community dispersed in many situations during the week, we live in defiance of enduring divisions of sacred and secular.

f) In response to the call of the risen Jesus, we live so as to proclaim and prefigure the Kingdom of God.

For now, let me conclude with the encouragement for us all, that we can hope for two things:

1. That our faith allows us to see our activity as important to God in bringing the Kingdom of God to the world, giving us a positive outlook on our daily patterns of living.

2. That our faith also allows us to recognise how we can make an authentically constructive contribution to the patterns of living in the communities we are part of.
May God open our minds to our true vocation this week.  
Amen.

