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This final night of class we are going to take a look at the area of calling outside of the church, what is commonly called a vocation.  Our work lives do matter, and in ways that go far beyond merely providing for our own housing, food and transportation or providing a venue for us to share the Gospel with our co-workers.  Work matters as part of who God is forming us to be, and it matters precisely because work is a God-given gift.
Where Does Work Come From? – Genesis 1 and 2
If you are coming from a rough day of work, you might think you already know the answer – from the pit of hell! I think I know that feeling, and certainly some bosses believe that they should prove that the origin of work is the hot place.  But no, in fact, work is a gift of God, which in a way makes it an item of grace.  Let us take a look at the texts:
26 Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth,﻿ and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”  27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. 

28 God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” 

29 Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. 30 And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant for food.” And it was so. 
2:15 The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it…

Work is a gift from God, a calling from God, that precedes the Fall.  For a long time I assumed that life was easy and relaxing before the Fall came in and messed everything up.  But no, we see instead that part of our identity, part of our very reason for existing is work.  Therefore work matters, to God and to the world.  And no, that does not limit work as mere cultivation of the ground.  The image here is actually more of managing, of stewardship, so that things may reach their appropriate and God-intended finished product.  

It is true that a major part of the curse of Genesis 3, after Adam and Eve sort of kind, well, messed up everything, is the move of work from gift to trouble:

“Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. 18 It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. 19 By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.” 

So your feeling of defeat, of weariness, of frustration at the end of  a hard or discouraging workday are completely understandable.  Humanity brought this on itself, and so while we have no one else to blame.  But that doesn’t change the fact that we may spend an inordinately large amount of time dreaming of retiring, of vacation, or of telling our boss to take this job and….
Breakout Session One:

1) In what ways has work been a blessing to you?  In what way have you learned more about yourself through work? In what ways is it sheer toil?
2) What is the difference between a job and vocation?  What does it mean to be called to a particular job in your mind?
Our Design Matters to God and to Our Vocation – Jeremiah 1 and Ephesians 2:10
We talked a few weeks back about those talents that exist in us because of the Spirit and those that exist in us because we were born with them.  At that time we were focused on the idea of being called to some type of ministry, be it full-time vocational work inside the church or just teaching Sunday School.  You all asked a lot of very good questions about that, and it has caused me to think.

Are natural talents more important than spiritual gifts or vice-versa?  I think that is to ask the wrong question.  Spiritual gifts are gifts that are energized by the Spirit and bring about Spirit-directed results.  That is valuable of course.  But, we also believe that our natural design is also a gift of the Spirit of God:

Jeremiah 1:4 The word of the Lord came to me, saying, 5 “Before I formed you in the womb I knew﻿﻿ you, 

before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.” 

Psalm 139:13 For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. 

14 I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, 

I know that full well. 15 My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. 

When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, 16 your eyes saw my unformed body. 
The scriptures affirm that our design is not accidently nor is it unimportant.  We are created by God for a purpose!  Yes, of course other Psalms tell us that purpose begins with knowing God, and I don’t want to ever forget that (back to Week 1 on that).  But our forming into our body also is part of how God wants to use on the earth, how he will gift us, how we are to worship him in secular vocations, and how we are to participate in the big picture of society working. 

During the weeks of this class many of you have asked a variance of the same question: how do we know when we are called?  So far no one in the class can point to a burning bush or like experience.  Nor can anyone point to hearing the voice of God.   And yet, we know that we are crated and called for work.  We know that we are formed with gifts and talents, some obvious, some latent, that are placed there by God.  These are the things that are part of this fifth type of calling, the calling to a secular vocation, that we may miss because it is so obvious.

Like with the spiritual gifts, we have to get out there and try and figure out what our talents are.  Maybe, if you are working at Wal-Mart, you are not called to be a checker, but that “job” may be part of the process whereby your gifting and talents are being demonstrated and fine tuned so that one day you recognize that were created to be a trainer or nurse or…whatever.   Working as a barista at Starbucks?  Well, you may find as you work that job that you are ability to measure and make weird and obscure coffee drinks is part of the developing of your calling to be a chemist.  We have to try and see, and allow our “fearfully and wonderfully made”-ness come out

And those designs come together with the very life opportunities that God has laid out before us.  I mentioned in Week Two I mentioned the very important verse, “10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”

This passage is important because of what it tells us about the connection between our design (we are the workmanship of God) and the work put here for us to do (that which was prepared in advance for us to do).  The translation here is horrible, because “good works” makes it sound like we were put on earth to help little old ladies across the street (which is not a bad thing, but really cheapens this passage). Instead, read it as follows, “We are handcrafted by God with care, created in Christ Jesus to do true and lasting and great activities, jobs and assigned tasks, which he set up so that you would do them and in your doing them, they would be done in just the right way.  Our doing our jobs matters, and doing them to our best, using all of our gifting and talent and personality makes a difference in the world….even if we may not see how. 

Breakout Session Two:

1) What are you greatest strengths.  What are your best talents?  Have you seen these things come together? 

2) What  does it mean that there might be jobs to do that will matter if we do them, and do them using our gifting and talents?  What does that mean for everyday life?  What does it mean for our world?  
A Closing Meditation – Psalm 104 and Os Guinness
I want to leave this class with a few things to mediate on our calling to basic and everyday work…work that matters because God made us for it, God intends for us to honour and worship him in the way we do it, and that in some weird way that even us theologians cannot hope to explain, when work is done and done right, when a vocation we are called to is embraced and practiced, the world tastes a little b it of peace – of the shalom of God.  Lets close with these words from Psalm 104:

Praise the Lord, O my soul. O Lord my God, you are very great; you are clothed with splendor and majesty. 14 He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate— 

bringing forth food from the earth: 15 wine that gladdens the heart of man, 

oil to make his face shine, and bread that sustains his heart. …23 Then man goes out to his work, 

to his labor until evening. 

And from the work of Os Guinness, a definition of calling to leave this class with and continue to process the five types of callings that we have wrestled with through these five weeks:

From Os Guiness, The Call, in 1998:

Calling is the truth that God calls us to himself so decisively that everything we are, everything we do, and everything we have is invesetd with a special devotion and dynamism lived out as a response to his summons and service.  

Meditation Questions:
1)  Why does not God just give us food, oil trees and wine trees?  Why does work matter?  How is it a gift day in an day out?
2) What will it mean in my chosen vocation or even in simply the “job I am in at this moment” that God wants to invest it and me with the dynamism of his Spirit and that through this we are participating with God in a special manner?  
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