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EVERYONE, EVERYWHERE,
EVERYTHING

One evening in 1787 a young English M. pored over papers by
candlelight in his home beside the Houses of Parliament.
Wilberforce had been asked to propose the Abolition of the Slave
Trade although almost all Englishmen thought the Trade necessary,
if nasty, and that economic ruin would follow if it stopped. Only a
very few thought the Slave Trade wrong, evil.”

So opened a fascinating lecture on William Wilberforce given by
his biographer John Pollock at the National Portrait Gallery in London
in 1996.

Wilberforce’s research pressed him to excruciatingly clear con-
clusions. “So enormous, so dreadful,” he told the House of Commons
later, “so irremediable did the Trade’s wickedness appear that my own
mind was completely made up for Abolition. Let the consequences
be what they would, I from this time determined that I would never
rest until I had effected its abolition.”

“That was a key moment in British and world history,” Pollock
told his audience. “For a few months later, on Sunday, October 28,

1787, he wrote in his Journal the words that have become famous:
‘God Almighty has set before me two great objects, the suppression
of the Slave Trade and the Reformation of Manners—in modern
terms, ‘habits, attitudes, morals.””

Amazingly, no great reformer in Western history is so little
known as William Wilberforce. His success in the first of the “two
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Fortunately, a minister—John Newton, the converted slave trader
who wrote “Amazing Grace”—persuaded Wilberforce that God
wanted him to stay in politics rather than enter the ministry. “It’
hoped and believed,” Newton wrote, “that the Lord has raised you
up for the good of the nation.” After much prayer and thought,
Wilberforce concluded that Newton was right. God was calling him
to champion the liberty of the oppressed—as a Parliamentarian, “My
walk,” he wrote in his journal in 1788, “is a public one. My business
is in the world; and I must mix in the assemblies of men, or quit the
post which Providence seems to have assigned me.”

CALLING—THE CORE

Sadly, for every follower of Christ who, like William Wilberforce,
chooses not to elevate the spiritual at the expense of the secular, count-
less others fall for the temptation. Wilberforce’s celebrated “near miss”
therefore leads us to the heart of understanding the character of call-
ing and the first of two grand distortions that cripple it. Earlier, I
defined the notion of calling this way: Calling is the truth that God
calls us to himself'so decisively that everything we are, everything we do,
and everything we have is invested with a special devotion, dynamism,
and direction lived out as a response to his summons and service,

Now it is time to unpack that truth further, beginning with four
essential strands in the biblical notion of calling that we must always
hold.

First, calling has a simple and straightforward meaning. In the
Old Testament the Hebrew word that has been translated as “call”
usually has the same everyday meaning as our English word. Human
beings call to each other, to God, and to animals. Animals too can
call. (The psalmist, for example, wrote that God “provides food for
the cattle and for the young ravens when they call.”) Under the pres-
sure of theology and history, the term call has traveled a long way
from this simple beginning, but this straightforward sense and its
obvious relational setting should never be lost. When you “call” on
the phone, for example, you catch someone’s ear for a season.
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Second, calling has another important meaning in the Qg
Testament. To call means to name, and to name me?ns“to call into
being or to make. Thus in the first chapt‘er' of (ief‘ICSlS., God called
the light ‘day’ and the darkness he called ‘night.”” “This type of call-
ing is far more than labeling, hanging a nametag on something to
identify it. Such decisive, creative naming is a form of making. Thus
when God called Israel, he named and thereby constituted and cre-
ated Israel his people. Calling is not only a matter of being and doing
what we are but also of becoming what we are not yet but are called
by God to be. Thus “naming-calling,” a very different thing from
name-calling, is the fusion of being and becoming.

Third, calling gains a further characteristic meaning in the New
Testament. It is almost a synonym for salvation. In this context, call-
ing is overwhelmingly God’s calling people to himself as followers of
Christ. Just as God called Israel to him as his people, so Jesus called
his disciples. The body of Jesus’ followers as a whole is the community
of the “called-out ones” (the origin of ecclesia, the Greek word for

lC)hucr;ch(i. Thi; decisive calling by QOd is salvation. Those who are called
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ollowers of the Way.

Fourth, calling has a vital, extended meaning in the New Testament
that flowers more fully in the later
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In short, calling in the Bible is a cenral and dynamic theme that
omes a metaphor for the life of faith itself. To limit the word, as
some insist, to a few texts and to g particular stage in salvation is to
miss the forest for the trees, To be adisciple of Jesus is to be a “called
one” and so to become follower of the Way.”

The third and fourth strands of the meaning of calling are the
basis for the vital distinction ela

borated later in history—between
primary and secondary calling, Oy primary calling as followers of
Christ is by him, to him, and Jor him. First and foremost we are called
to Someone (God), not to something (such as motherhood, politics,
or teaching) or to somewhere (such as the inner city or Outer Mongolia).
Our secondary calling, considering who God is 4 sovereign, is th

at
cveryone, everywhere, and in everything should think, speak, live, 4
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bec
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no underscoring. Sadly this “two-tier” or “double-life” view of call-
ing flagrantly perverted biblical teaching by narrowing the sphere of
calling and excluding most Christians from its scope. It also domi-
nated later Christian thinking. For example, both Augustine and
Thomas Aquinas praised the work of farmers, craftsmen, and mer-
chants but always elevated the contemplative life (vita contemplativa)
over the active life (vita activa). The active life was depicted as sec-
ond class, a matter of necessity; the contemplative life as first class,
a matter of freedom. In short, Aquinas wrote, the life of contempla-
tion was “simply better than the life of action.” Even today, when
one can find examples of Catholics recovering a more holistic view
of calling, “answering the call” is commonly the jargon for becom-
ing a priest or nun.

The Catholic distortion created a double standard in faith that
in turn produced an important irony. Monasticism began with a
reforming mission—it sought to remind an increasingly secularized
church that it was still possible to follow the radical way of life
required by the gospel. But it finished with a relaxing effect—the
double standard reserved the radical way for the specialists (the aris-
tocrats of the soul) and let everyone else off the hook. Thus the
irony: Monasticism reinforced the secularization it originally set
out to resist. In the end the monasteries themselves succumbed to
the secularization and became a central carrier of elitism, power,
arrogance, and corruption.

It goes without saying that there were exceptions to this dis-
tortion even in the Middle Ages. The strongest, strikingly, were
the mystics Meister Eckehart and Johann Tauler who condemned
“all those who would stop at contemplation, but scorn action.”
But for most people in Christendom in medieval times, the term
calling was reserved for priests, monks, and nuns. Everyone else
just had “work.”

Into that long-established, rigidly hierarchical, and spiritually
aristocratic world, Martin Luther's The Babylonian Captivizy of the
Church exploded like a thunderclap in 1520. Witing as an Augustinian
monk himself, Luther recommended the abolition of all orders
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Bishop Thomas Becop wrote, “Our Saviour Christ was a car-
penter. His apostles were fishermen. . Paul was a tent-maker.”

Perkins's A Treatise of the Vocations o Callings of Men provides a
typical Reformation Summary: “The action of a shepherd in keep-
ing sheep, performed as I have said in his kind, is as good a work
before God as is the action of a judge in giving sentence, or of a mag-
istrate in ruling, or a minister in preaching.”

Little wonder that the cultyral implications of recovering true
calling were explosive. Calling gave to everyday work a dignity and
spiritual significance under God that dethroned the primacy of
leisure and contemplation. Calling gave to humble people and

ordinary tasks an investment of equality that shattered hierarchies
and was a vital impulse toward democracy. Calling gave to such
practical things as work, thrift, and |

ong-term planning a rein-
forcement that made them powerfully influential in the rise of
modern capitalism, Calling gave to the endeavor to make Christ
Lord of every part of life a fresh for

ce that transformed not only
the churches but also the worldviews and cultures of the Reformation

countries. Calling gave to the idea of “talents” a new meaning, so
that they were no longer seen purely as spiritual gifts and gra

but as natural and a matter of giftedness in the modern sens
the term.

ces
e of

In short, the recovery of a holistic view of calling was powerful
in culture as well as in the church, and calling was a vital element
in the transition from the traditional to the modern world. It
demanded and inspired the transforming vision of the lordship of
Christ expressed in the famous saying of the great Dutch prime
minister, Abraham Kuyper: “There is not one square inch of the

entire creation about which Jesus Christ does not cry out, ‘This is
mine! This belongs to me!””

@

Do you want to accept a challenge that will be the integrating
dynamic of your whole life? One thas will engage your loftiest
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