Calling, Vocation, and the Workaday World
By Kevin C. Neece


Some time in the mid- to late 600’s A.D. (though certainly prior to 680), the call of God came to a man named Caedmon. We know very little about his personal life, except that he was some sort of laborer, likely a herdsman, at Whitby monastery in England.
 The story of his calling, however, has become nearly legendary as it resulted in the first Anglo-Saxon religious poetry. The event spawned a hymn writing career that eventually led to Caedmon’s canonization and earned him the title, “The Father of English Poetry.” 
 As recently as the early 1990’s, his story even inspired the name of a popular Christian band, Caedmon’s Call. The Catholic Encyclopedia recounts the story this way:

One night, when the servants of the monastery were gathered about the table for good-fellowship, and the harp was passed from hand to hand, Caedmon, knowing nothing of poetry, left the company for shame, as he had often done, and retired to the stable, as he was assigned that night to the care of the draught cattle. As he slept, there stood by him in vision one who called him by name, and bade him sing. "I cannot sing, and therefore I left the feast." "Sing to me, however, sing of Creation." Thereupon Caedmon began to sing in praise of God verses which he had never heard before. …In the morning Caedmon recited his story and his verses to Hilda and the learned men of the monastery, and all agreed that he had received a Divine gift.


Caedmon’s call is a story of unique Divine inspiration and one which anyone searching for direction in life can surely envy. How wonderful it would be if some angelic visitor would whisper in our ear as we slept and we would awaken with a new calling and new talents with which to carry it out. Caedmon, as far as we know, was not looking for direction, wishing he could sing and write songs. He was not seeking understanding or a calling for his life. He just left a party because he couldn’t sing and fell asleep. Every Christian seeks God’s direction and calling, but rarely does it come so clearly.


Every day, most of us work. We do a job to get money to buy food. This allows us have strength to do our job so we can get money to buy a house and a bed. That way, we can have a place to sleep and regain energy for our job so we can get money to buy a vehicle so we can get back and forth between home and our job. We generally refer this process as a career and sometimes more formally refer to it as a vocation, though this is often a word reserved for those in some sort of formal, especially pastoral, ministry. But what is a vocation, really? Is it what we do every day to earn a living or is it something higher, something more akin to that herdsman’s dream so many centuries ago? And whatever it means to have a vocation and whatever it is to be called by God, what does that mean about our daily lives and the work we do?


Vocation is not merely the work we do from day to day. It is not, however, something that is necessarily separate from that work. The word vocation originates from the Latin word vocatio, whose root, vocare means to call.
 The implication is that of the calling, or invitation, of God. By that token, the word has at various times largely referred to a person being called to some sort of ministry or religious life, such as priesthood or monasticism. In more modern applications, the word has taken on the meaning of, “a regular occupation, especially one for which a person is particularly suited or qualified.”
 The ideas of calling and work, however, are not separate.


While the various uses of the words call and calling in the Bible have included everything from the mundane, such as the calling of meetings and the naming of animals, to the profound, like the calling of the Disciples and callings to special ministries, the New Testament portrays every believer as a called person. In passages such as Ephesians 1:18, Ephesians 4:1, II Timothy 1:9, Hebrews 3:1 and II Peter 1:10, the Christian life itself is spoken of as a calling.
 Therefore, the essential vocation of a believer is to be a follower of Christ.


In this way, all work, every aspect of life in fact, is a part of one’s greater over-arching vocation of serving God. From this perspective, all of the work that a Christian does throughout life becomes service directly to God. While our work may seem redundant, meaningless or tiresome, it is important to remember, as T. R. McNeal points out, that working is not a curse, but a part of our identity as God’s creation, made in His image. McNeal writes:

The Bible opens with a picture of a working God. God worked in creating the universe. He has been at the job of sustaining creation since He fashioned it. To be created in God’s image means, in part, that people have the capacity to work, to fashion, to create. The notion that labor came into being as a result of humanity’s fall does not reflect biblical truth.

All work, then, is to be done as unto the Lord, with His greater glory in mind. The

Christian laborer in any field must apply diligence, honesty, care and proper ethics to his or her work as an acknowledgement of the fact that he or she is a representative of Christ and that He calls for the entirety of life to be brought under His rule. It is the ordering of the vocations that brings a balanced Christian understanding of work. Rather than seeing oneself as a teacher, businessman or meter maid who is also a Christian, the follower of Christ is his or her Lord’s servant first and foremost and expresses that in every aspect of being a taxi driver, dental assistant or farmer. 


In that case, where is the call of Caedmon? Where is the specific urging of God toward a particular business or ministry? This is indeed a different kind of calling, again under the auspices of the call to Salvation, but illuminating a more specific path. It could come suddenly and profoundly, as in a vision or a dream. Or it could be the end result of years of nudging and gentle influence on the part of the Holy Spirit to bring a person into an understanding of a specific vocation.


We often tend to see those who receive such callings, especially those of the more dramatic variety, as somehow more blessed or special than the rest of us. The truth is, however, that there is a specific plan for each and every one of our lives. It is simply that some lives require more visible or expedient realignment than others in order to embrace their calling. While we may see someone called to a very visible position of ministry as in some way elevated above the rest of us, we must remember that all are called to serve. As Jesus said, "Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant and whoever wants to be first must be your slave - just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many."
 As the embodiment of Christ on Earth, we are called, or rather it is our vocation, to imitate Christ in every way. Therefore all of us, especially those called to what are generally considered public or professional ministry positions, must realize that we are called to be servants of Christ and by that to be servants of all. Again, Jesus taught, “I tell you the truth, just as you did it for one of the least of these brothers or sisters of mine, you did it for me.”


So, a vocation is not just a job; it is a calling from God. But our understanding of that call as something purely religious is limited and misses the fact that the call to be a disciple is our real, primary vocation. Yes, we can have dreams and visions and radical, life-changing naps like Caedmon had, but we can also heed that still, small voice one step, one piece one day at a time. Whether enraptured by visions of angels with white robes and golden wings or the kind in high chairs with messy, beautiful faces, the call of God is clear. Be a pastor or a parent, a minister or a miner, a worship leader or a window washer, but don’t ever think for one minute that it isn’t important. You are where you are because God put you there and your vocation, my vocation, our vocation is to seek to please Him and bring glory and honour to His name in everything we do.
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