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A momentous decision was made in our household last summer. We moved to a new house, 

because I had started my job as Director of Ordinands, and so we decided that we would no 

longer have a landline telephone. We all have mobiles, and some weeks it seemed as if most 

of the calls to the vicarage landline were junk sales calls – so annoying! So now we are just 

using mobiles – and I even use one for work, because the lockdown has meant I’m rarely in 

the Diocesan Office. You’re probably wondering why this is relevant for Vocations Sunday, 

so let me tell you, but be patient, this could take a while! 

 When someone rings you on your mobile, of course, you can see their name and sometimes 

even their photo, so you know who it is when you answer – you don’t need to say, “Who’s 

calling please?” Switching to mobiles has changed how we answer the phone. We know 

who’s calling, so we just say, “Hello Nicholas,” “Hello Bishop John”, or whatever, and start 

the conversation. 

Or at least we could, because the technology permits us to do so, but our telephone 

etiquette is so ingrained that we still go through the motions – pretending we haven’t seen 

the caller’s name displayed on our smartphone screen – of saying ‘hello’ and hearing the 

person identify themselves. We’re being polite, but we’re also stuck in a rut.  

We don’t need to say, “Who’s calling”, we just do it out of habit. But this isn’t a sermon 

campaigning for better telephone etiquette, it is a sermon about who is calling – calling you! 

In the gospel reading about the good shepherd, we clearly find ourselves identifying with 

the sheep, as we seek to follow Jesus. First century Middle Eastern shepherds really did 

know their sheep, and their sheep knew them. They didn’t have quad bikes or dogs to help 

them, they formed a close bond with their flock, and so wherever they went, they called the 

sheep, led off along the path and the sheep followed. You can still see shepherding done like 

this in the Holy Lands today.  

In discussing the shepherd metaphor for leadership with some of my ordinands recently we 

have been working on a way to apply it to our rather different shepherding methods in this 

country today. We have explored the idea that some people are called to be sheepdogs – 

their job is to get the sheep to go where the shepherd wants them to, and they take their 

instructions from the Shepherd. They constantly have one eye on the sheep and one eye on 

the shepherd, and if they lose touch with the shepherd for too long, things can get messy. 

Sheepdogs have to be carefully selected and trained, just like Christian ministers. Sheepdogs 

are fed and cared for by the shepherd, just as Christ feeds his ministers in word and 

sacrament, and cares for us through the ministry of the Body of Christ, the priesthood of all 

believers. 

British shepherds call their sheep with a series of special whistles, which no one else will 

understand. The sheepdog however responds to the whistle he recognises is from his 



Page 3 of 4 
 

master the shepherd. Just like me with my mobile, they don’t need to ask who’s calling, it 

can only be one person. Their Master. So it is with the way God calls us to serve him. 

1 Peter 2 also addresses vocation with a shepherding theme; in that epistle, we are 

reminded that Christians are called to suffer with Christ, who gives us an example, that we 

might follow in his footsteps – like sheep following a shepherd. The pandemic has brought 

unimaginable suffering to the world. Bereavement, illness, isolation and poverty have 

wrought havoc across the world, and within this diocese are some of the worst affected 

areas. If we are looking for where God is in this pandemic, if we are trying to hear his voice, I 

venture to suggest that we might hear it most clearly in the voices of those who suffer. They 

are calling us to bring the love and compassion of God to broken communities. We can and 

should respond; and if you think perhaps you are hearing a call to ministry as you get 

involved, don’t stick to etiquette and ask, “Who’s calling?” It’ll be your Shepherd, looking for 

some new dogs. Run to him. 

Let me conclude by telling you, in terms of ordained or licensed ministry, what you need to 

do to address that. If you have even the smallest sense that God might be calling you to 

ministry, this is what you need to do: 

For any form of ministry from evangelist pastoral assistant to authorised preacher to 

Licensed Lay Minister to deacon to priest, talk to your church leader, tell them about it – 

even if it is just to say that someone else had mentioned it to you. They will pray with you, 

listen to you and tell you the next step. For licensed lay ministry, you need to talk to 

Caroline Harding, the Lay Ministry Advisor. If your calling is to ordained ministry, it’s me. If 

you’re not sure, there are deanery vocations advisors and episcopal area vocations days, to 

help you think it through. Your parish priest, your Church leader, is the person who will refer 

you to me if your vocation is discerned to be to ordained ministry, as a deacon or a priest. I 

am very blessed to have a wonderful team of Area ordination Advisors who will work with 

you to start with, to listen to your story and mentor you in the first stages of this shared 

discernment process, before you begin a series of meetings with me or my colleague Hilary, 

the Assistant DDO, which will prepare you for your selection interviews, after which (if all 

goes well) you are recommended for training for ordination, which is a life-changing 

adventure. 

The last thing I want to say is that God doesn’t look at the diocesan accounts when he calls 

people to serve him. Yes, we have financial challenges now and will continue to do so, but 

my experience over the past year tells me that not only are God’s people still responding to 

his call during the lockdown, but also that the Church of England nationally and locally 

remains committed to resourcing and enabling your vocational discernment, so there is no 

need to hold back for fear that we can’t afford it. We can. 

The DDO Team is an investor in people, because we know that God is too – his incarnation 

in the person of Christ, and his redemption of the world through the cross and the empty 
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tomb demonstrate clearly to us his love for us and how much he values and treasures his 

creation. Shepherds invest in their flocks, partly in this country by training and deploying 

sheepdogs. My question to you then is, ‘Are you ready to say to Jesus, “I want to be your 

dog”?’ 


