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When I was a University Chaplain, I discovered that the world of Higher Education 

borrowed not a few words and phrases from religious life and experience, usually 

unwittingly and unknowingly. One such word was ‘Vocation’. It was used frequently in the 

University, and was a common expression employed in the advice given to students 

considering a wide mix of professions. It wasn’t used in the way perhaps that Christians 

might understand the term, but it was employed nevertheless to lend gravitias and 

importance to a particular career a student might be considering. 

 

But actually of course, the church got there first! Back in the seventeenth century at the 

time of the Reformation, the word was lifted from its traditionally religious understanding 

and connotations, and began to be applied to other areas of work. Correspondingly 

medicine, law, politics and a whole range of other professions were seen as part of the 

economy of God in the service of humanity and for the improvement of society. 

 

There is a danger here though I feel, that the commercialisation of the word ‘Vocation’ and 

the dumming down of a very powerful and evocative term that does much to describe our 

relationship with God can have its traditional values of tenderness, love, service and sacrifice 

squeezed out in favour of a professionalization of many areas of life driven by economics, 

technology, and a litigation sensitive society. In effect, to enthrone the whole concept of 

‘professionalism’ to the point where it shifts from something that is worth treasuring, to 

something which is merely worth rationalising. 

 

My first vicar would always bang on about the need for professionalism, and of course he 

had a point. For example, in a funeral when all about you are losing their heads, it’s 

important that you don’t lose yours, and you learn how to remain the still, calm centre- the 

person who knows what must happen next. But in truth I’ve learned more about the 

conduct of priesthood, and indeed what it is to have a vocation, by experiencing and sharing 

the helplessness and hopelessness of sitting next to grieving parents at the loss of their child. 

It’s those kinds of experiences which have gone deep and borne fruit over time.  

 

There is a story in St. Luke’s Gospel about a ruler of the Synagogue castigating Jesus for 

performing an act of work on the Sabbath- albeit the healing of a woman who had been 

crippled for eighteen years. The ruler reminds Jesus of the strict interpretation of the Jewish 

law; that after six days of work God rested on the seventh day, and so should we, with no 

work being performed. Jesus reminds the ruler that God rested on the seventh day to 

admire his beautiful, functioning, ordered creation, so the Sabbath day of all days was the 

most appropriate one for the Creator to restore to beautiful and functioning normality a 

piece of his creation which had become hurt and damaged. Do you see the difference? One 
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is professionalism- knowing the law and its correctness to the ‘n’th degree. The other might 

be defined as vocation, which doesn’t deny any of that, but infuses it and enriches it with 

compassion, tenderness and love. A standing by the helplessness and hopelessness of a 

woman who Jesus had described as having been in the captivity of Satan for eighteen years, 

and who had perhaps long ago given up any hope of being restored and healed. 

 

In a postmodern world which uses the word ‘Vocation’ but which seems to have confused 

and fragmented its true and full meaning, perhaps one of the biggest tasks of the church is to 

reclaim the word and re-instate a sense of being ‘called’- a gift which is grounded in 

generosity and which pays proper attention to the people and contexts in which it operates. 

In the ‘today’ of all days perhaps, it is a call to find different ways to re-habilitate tenderness, 

compassion and love into the ordering and delivery of a humane society. Far from a ‘secular’ 

mindset of knowing what to do or how to do it, it can be rather a divine helplessness, a 

hopelessness where the most precious thing you can bring is your Christian desire- your 

calling- to be the last and the servant of all. Or as it is described in the story from St. Luke’s 

Gospel for today, as a guest at a wedding banquet not to hesitate to take the lowest place at 

the table, and for a host to invite those who cannot repay them. 

 

It is a shifting of perspective, an act of humility and service which means the difference 

between a man for whom the Sabbath meant no more work, and a man for whom the 

Sabbath meant no more pain. And that surely is a vocation- a calling- which all Christians 

share. 

  


