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Vocation  Rev. Rebecca Clancy 

 

Related Texts:  Isaiah 6:1-8, Psalm 130, and Matthew 4:1-11 

 

Like the words “duty” and “religion,” the word “vocation” has a stern ring to it, as though to 
connote one of the many joyless obligations of humankind.  But according to its original meaning, 
this is not at all apt. According to its original meaning, the word should have a more stirring ring, 
a more summoning ring, a ring more noble and mysterious.  For the word vocation is taken from 
the Latin word vocare, which means “to call.”  Our vocation then is our calling, the work we are 
called to do with our lives.  We tend to assume that we choose our vocation, but according to 
the original meaning of the word our vocation, rather, chooses us.  A call is issued, and we hear 
it, or we do not. 
 
Even though it seems like summer has just begun, colleges are already gearing up for the start of 
another year and college students are already gearing up for college. I recently had a 
conversation with a young woman who babysits for me who is about to head east to a music 
conservatory. She would like to become a church musician.  She and I are kindred spirits in a way 
because we are fellow hymn enthusiasts.  The only thing that is as interesting to an enthusiast as 
the object of her enthusiasm is a fellow enthusiast, and so we have many lively conversations as 
to why we love hymns so much – they are reminders of a living tradition; they set theology to 
poetry; they are a means to praise; they fortify faith. “I hope that I might someday inspire people 
in the same way I have been inspired,” she told me. Clearly, she has heard her call. 
 
And I know of others like her. A young man in my neighborhood is about to head back to his final 
year of college.  He wants to be a cartoonist.  He has a knack for drawing, but more significantly, 
he has a brilliantly discerning eye. He sees life.  He helps us to see life.  Where appropriate, his 
cartons engender sympathy; where appropriate, outrage; at his best, his cartoons manage to 
capture the contradictions and incongruities of life that on the one hand make us laugh, but on 
the other leave us a bit wistful – as though to teach us that laughter is the benign release of the 
tension caused by those contradictions and incongruities, as though to teach us that that which 
makes us laugh could just as well make us cry.  He has set his sights high.  He told me that he’d 
like some day to work for the The New Yorker. To my mind they’d be lucky to have him. 
 
There’s another young man in my neighborhood who graduated from high school in May. He 
didn’t’ even try out for the football team until his junior year and in two seasons became the star 
of the team and something of a phenome.  In a speech at an awards dinner after the season, he 
said that he wanted to become a high school football coach because he wanted to teach kids like 
himself all that his coach taught him that year – about football, he said, but more about character.  
Both these young men have heard their calls too. 
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I sometimes think that in our youth we can hear our calls quite clearly.  But as time goes by, 
something happens.  We begin, I think, to hear other voices, voices that drown them out.  We 
hear the voice of security, the voice that tells us to compromise, to play it safe.  Or worse, we 
hear the voice of mass culture that tells us that work is but the means to money and status. 
 
I opened my high school yearbook not too long ago. The pictures of my old classmates reminded 
me of the college bound students I know.  One of my old classmates was the funniest guy I’ve 
ever met, even to this day.  He was so alive that we all felt more alive just to be near him.  Another 
of my classmates was possessed of a potent combination of empathy and justice. She kept to 
herself a bit.  She was not really focused on the high school scene.  She was focused on the world 
scene. Then there was my classmate who ran everything.  She was a brilliant organizer, not only 
of events, but of community. 
 
The pictures of my old classmates made me wonder whether they had heard and heeded their 
calls. For some reason I sensed that they hadn’t.  I could have been wrong, of course. It’s just that 
I know so many people who haven’t – people who have not pursued any vocation at all and are 
largely idle and aimless; or people who have pursued work that gives them no pleasure or 
purpose. And it seems such a waste – a loss to themselves and to the world. 
 
This is not to suggest that all those whose work appears from the outside to be dull have not 
heard and heeded their calls. What is dull to some is not dull to others.  Our calls are as various 
as we are.  Just as the original meaning of the world suggests, they seem tailor made for us by 
some mysterious power that knows us better than we know ourselves. 
 
Scripture, of course, names that mysterious power as God, as in the case of the call of Isaiah to 
prophecy.  Isaiah was in the temple when suddenly the Lord took his throne. The voices of the 
seraphim in his attendance echoed with praise, “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of Hosts!  The earth 
is full of his glory.”  The Lord declared, “Whom shall I send? Who will go for us?”  Isaiah answered, 
“Here I am, send me.” 
 
And Isaiah went to the people and proclaimed the word of the Lord, and what a word it was. He 
proclaimed the coming of a king, a king who would be named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace, a king who would establish an eternal reign of justice and 
righteousness. 
 
Would that we could hear our calls so clearly.  As I said, we come to hear so many other voices, 
especially as time goes by.  And speaking of time going by, perhaps some of you may be thinking 
it is too late in the game to be talking about calls at all.  But I don’t think that’s the case.  It’s never 
too late in the game to be talking about calls. 
 
I recently spoke with a man who had just been fired from a job he hated but was looking for 
another job just like it.  I asked him if he thought that that was wise, if there might not be some 
grace in being fired from a job you hate.  He answered that he was past the point of no return; 
that there was not enough life in him to start something new.  “That’s just a lie you’ve told 
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yourself,” I said. I was perhaps a bit blunt, but it was what he needed to hear, and as it turned 
out, what he wanted to hear. 
 
But still, how do we hear our calls?  How do we distinguish our calls from the other voices we 
hear?  I think we must take a tip from our youth.  We hear our calls when we are eager to answer 
them, when the prospect of answering them fills us with a since of excitement and purpose.  This 
is a fair enough indication we have heard our calls, and an indication too that in heeding them 
we will spread excitement and purpose in a world where there is so much drudgery, emptiness, 
futility, and pain.  
 
But of course, the highest and holiest word about our vocations was spoken by Jesus.  Jesus said, 
“One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”  In 
the end, every word that proceeds from the mouth of God is but one word, and that word is 
Christ.  This then is the highest and holiest word about our vocations – whatever we do, whoever 
we become, we are called to be like Christ. This is the vocation to which, each in our own 
individual way, we have been called since before the foundation of the world.  Amen. 

 


