MCE41/61-D
Module 6
Learning Guide
Discerning and Orienting Your Call
Before you start...





Do pre-reading for this week (see Unit Guide) and explore one optional reading on Moodle
Explore Unit Guide journal topics, getting ready to post to forums (modules 4-12)
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
If it’s your turn, come ready to share your “kingdom taster” or “resources show & tell”

1. INTRODUCTION
Welcome to week six of “Integrating Faith and Work”. Having framed our vocation, forming a theology for
missional work in Part A of the course, we now turn to discerning and orienting your call. Drawing out what
you have learned from the pre-reading and your personal stories, we will utilise various inventories to
discern the nexus between God’s priorities, one’s passions and gifts, and the world’s needs. We will also
explore the dimensions of vocational power, including knowledge/expertise, platform, networks, influence,
position, skills, and reputation/fame. Finally, we will consider principles for orienting vocation as guided by
love, shaped by shalom, and tested by discernment.
This module sits within Section B of the course: “Discerning Vocation: Discovering and Sustaining Your Call.”
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
 Form a clearer picture of how we may discern and orient our call, recognising the vocational power
we possess and committing it to God for his use and glory.
OUTCOMES
This module contributes to the following outcomes. On successful completion of this and similarly focused
modules, students should be able to:
Skills:
f. Evaluate their callings and align them with God’s work in the world
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 6:15-9:00pm, breaks from 7:05-7:10pm, and 7:55-8:05pm)
6:15 Discovering Your Call (50 minutes)
7:10 Business Time: Show & Tell, Kingdom Taster, and Small Groups (45 minutes)
8:05 Vocational Power and Orienting Your Call (55 minutes)
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2. DISCOVERING YOUR CALL

Resources Module 6.1
The references (see §6 below) contain fantastic material. Let me highlight a few, plus Moodle articles:
Perhaps the two most accessible and profound books on discerning your
calling are Guinness’s (1998) The Call—which we’ve already explored in
Modules 1 and 4—and Gordon Smith’s (2011) Courage & Calling: Embracing
Your God-Given Potential. Concerning Smith, I have scanned a chapter
entitled “Seeking Congruence: The Character of Vocational Integrity”,
which guides you through the process of aligning your life with God’s call.
Slightly less profound, but perhaps more to the point is Nelson’s (2011)
chapter on being “Gifted for Work”, especialy pages 150-160. For the
theology undergirding particular calls, revisit Preece (2014) and
Messenger (2010).
A helpful summary of many of the key themes of this lecture can
be found in the “Engaging Australia Stimulus 11pp” material. We will
return to this in this module’s final session, seeking to orient our call
using love, shalom, and discernment. In turn, this draws upon
Schuurman’s (2004) book Vocation: Discerning Our Callings in Life.

2.1

What’s My Calling? Getting First Things First

Almost without fail, when it comes to discerning one’s calling, Frederick Buechner (2013 [1993], online
here; emphasis mine) is cited:
There are all different kinds of voices calling you to all different kinds of work, and the problem is to
find out which is the voice of God rather than of Society, say, or the Superego, or Self-Interest.
By and large a good rule for finding out is this. The kind of work God usually calls you to is the kind
of work (a) that you need most to do and (b) that the world most needs to have done. If you really
get a kick out of your work, you've presumably met requirement (a), but if your work is writing TV
deodorant commercials, the chances are you've missed requirement (b). On the other hand, if your
work is being a doctor in a leper colony, you have probably met requirement (b), but if most of the
time you're bored and depressed by it, the chances are you have not only bypassed (a) but
probably aren't helping your patients much either.
Neither the hair shirt nor the soft berth will do. The place God calls you to is the place where your
deep gladness and the world's deep hunger meet.
֍ Based upon your own experience, and your pre-reading/course-engagement thus far, what do you
think of Buechner’s assertion? Is anything overstated, or missing? What else does it take to discern one’s
calling? What deep truth does he tap into, with which you agree?
While Buechner’s approach is prone to anthropocentrism, building our work primarily around immanent
concerns centred on our own desires, he makes an important point. From a different direction, John Calvin
introduced his Institutes of the Christian Religion by noting that “The knowledge of God and of ourselves is
mutually connected.”
We have spent the first part of this course considering God’s purposes at the broadest level. We are called
to work for shalom and salvation. I didn’t bring myself into being, so how could I answer “What is my
calling?” by only looking at myself? Instead, as I truly know God’s purposes, I can truly know myself.
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Messenger (2010, 5; emphasis mine) summarises this primary calling well:
1. Everyone is called to belong to Christ and to participate in his creative and redemptive work.
2. Everyone is commanded to work to the degree they are able.
3. God calls us to a whole life, not just to a job.
Putting these together leads us to conclude that your profession is probably not God’s highest
concern for you. God is much more concerned that you come under the saving grace of Christ and
participate in his work of creation and redemption, whatever your job may be.
Exactly what kind of work you do is a lower-level concern.
Perhaps this whole “discerning our vocation” push is confused, driven by a western individualistic need to
feel validated by the uniqueness of our way in life? To be sure, there are needs all around us, to which God
has already called us to respond with his love. As twentieth-century priest and spirtual writer Henri
Nouwen said, “That is our vocation: to convert the enemy into a guest and to create the free and fearless
space where brotherhood and sisterhood can be formed and fully experienced” (cited by Claiborne, WilsonHartgrove, and Okoro 2010, 389). There is no shortage of kingdom “work” to do, so why are we waiting?
֍ Agree, or disagree? What priority should a particular calling be given in our discernment,
relative to the overarching call to follow Christ, expressed through our various frontlines?
Lest I take Messenger out of context, he continues:
Although getting us into the right job or career is not God’s highest concern, that doesn’t mean it is
of no concern. In fact, the distinctive work of the Holy Spirit is to guide and empower people for
the life and work to which God leads them. In the Old Testament, God gave people the skills
needed for their work on occasion, as we have seen with Bezalel and Oholiab in the building of the
tabernacle. But now the Spirit routinely guides believers to particular work and gives them the
skills they need (1 Corinthians 12:7-10). He provides guidance for both what kind of work people do
and how to do that work.
As Guinness said (1998; Module 4), provided we keep our primary calling to serve God first, it is legitimate
to consider our secondary and particular vocation in the sense of being called to a place or a task.
Accordingly, Messenger (2010, 6-12) spends the next six pages unpacking how you may
“discern God’s guidance to a particular kind of work”.
The sub-headings are helpful, as important aspects of
discernment:
 Direct, unmistakable call to particular work
(e.g. 1 Samuel 3:10; Acts 13:2)
 The needs of the world (interpreted through the
framework of shalom and salvation)
 Your skills and gifts (cf. Rom 12:6-8; 1 Cor 12:7-10)
 Your truest desires
(Pss 37:4; 145:19; Mat 5:6; Jn 16:24)
In Sherman’s (2011, 108) frame, we are to seek our
“vocational sweet spot”. (Cf. Nelson, 2011, 159-160).

Figure 2 Sherman (2011, 108),
“Figure 6.1. The vocational sweet spot”.

Nelson (2011, 150-160) adds the following questions:
(1) How has God designed me; (2) What life experiences have shaped me?; (3) What circumstances
surround me? (relational, economic, opened/closed doors); and (4) What do my wise counselors say?
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֍ In what sense is your occupational frontline presently in, or not in, your vocational sweet spot?
How does it rate in terms of God’s priorities, the world’s needs, and your passions and gifts? (cf. here)
֍ How did you first get into this line of work/profession? Did you feel “called” at the time? In hindsight,
using these broader discernment questions, do you think you are called to this particular vocation?
֍ Often-times prospective Pastors are asked to confirm their “call” to ministry. If all work can be a
“vocation”, how would you confirm your “call” if a mentor probed your discernment process?
In a fallen world, it can be dangerous mapping directly from our broken and deceitful passions onto God’s
calling for our lives (Jer 17:9). This, too, takes discernment, lest we assume that what makes us happy is
equivalent to God’s particular call for our life (Rom 7:8, 15, 21-23). (Thankfully the “world” can give us
feedback that what we’re doing—such as singing on Australian Idol—isn’t actually meeting their needs, so
we best not give up our day job irrespective of how fulfilled we feel performing on stage!)
With all these qualifications, however, there is a biblical sense in which we must look closely at ourselves
and our desires to discern our secondary callings. Returning to John Calvin, if we are God’s creation, then
we learn something of God’s personal call to us by looking at who he has made us to be.
There are no shortage of assessment tools. Messenger (2010, 10) highlights a few:
Gifts assessment tools can be very helpful for discerning your gifts and exploring how they relate to
various types of work. The most rigorous, statistically-verified tools are typically available through
professional counselors and institutions because they require qualified interpretation.
Among these are the Strong Interest Inventory, Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, California
Psychological Inventory, Work-Life Values Checklist, and the PDINH: Global Personality Inventory
(developed on a truly global basis). While these are not explicitly Christian in their language, they
can, with a skilled, Christian interpreter become starting points for exploring God's gifts and his
guidance to work. There are also explicitly Christian tools with a conscious spiritual and theological
foundation. SIMA (the System for Identifying Motivated Abilities) and MAP (Motivated Abilities
Pattern) are two such that require professional interpretation.
Some tools with a Christian undergirding can be used without professional interpretation, such as
What Color Is Your Parachute? by Richard Bolles (published annually) and Live Your Calling: A
Practical Guide to Finding and Fulfilling Your Mission In Life, by Kevin and Kay Marie Brennfleck.
While these can be self-administered, it is best to use them with a trained vocational and career
counselor and, ideally, within the context of a Christian church of other community.
Christian career counselors can be found in most urban areas, in almost every
Christian college and university setting, and in some individual churches.
Personally, I’ve also found Marcus Buckingham and Donald Clifton’s book, Now, Discover Your Strengths
(2001) quite helpful. This is based upon Gallup Poll’s Strengthsfinder.com (“Learn your top five strengths”).
You may have also come across Rick Warren’s Saddleback Church SHAPE resources, summarised here.
Basically, it’s concerned with assessing your:
 S – Spiritual Gifts
 H – Heart, which refers to our God-given passions and interests
 A – Abilities, which can often include non-spiritual, natural gifts
 P – Personality – the unique ways we think and relate to the world around us
 E – Experiences, both positive and negative, that provide us a context
from which to empathize with and minister to others
I have uploaded one church’s repackaging of this whole assessment tool to moodle (online here).
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֍ What inventories and “tools” have you used to discern your passions and gifts?
Share with another what “gifts” you believe God has given you.
֍ Beyond exercising these gifts on Sunday or through church-based ministries,
how do you put them into practice through the week to bless the world?
As I’ve hinted at in the question above, and Sherman (2011, 116-120) picks up, a common problem in
church circles is that these assessments are almost exclusively used to help congregants discover where to
serve in the church’s institutional structure and programmatic emphasis. We need tools to guide the
deployment of all of our gifts in our “secular” callings, bringing shalom to the world.
We will return to this theme in the third session of this module.
Time in class doesn’t permit us to fill out and analyse an extensive and holistic profile
to help discern our callings. And, I suspect that you’ve studied your spiritual gifts to death.
SO, in the remaining time in this first session, we will try out a helpful personality profile based upon the
Briggs-Meyer system, fused with extra insights from Carl Jung’s types.

2.2

16Personalities Test

Check out www.16personalities.com.
This free profile test has been taken by roughly 12 million
people. It’s a handy little resource, as it divides the results into
16 personality types, each labelled by a vocational mode.
In turn this may help you discern both the task to which you are
called, and the way in which you may exercise your SHAPE in
service of your neighbour toward shalom.
For the underlying psychological theory, see here.

Class Activity 6.1 – 25 minutes
Take the 16Personalities 12 minute test at
www.16personalities.com/free-personality-test.
After finishing the test, share your profile with another person, preferably someone who knows you well.
֍ Was it accurate?
֍ What insights does this give into the type of work you may be suited to?
֍ How might this shape the way in which you work?
֍ What context would best facilitate the expression of your SHAPE to serve the world?

Reflection Activities 6.1-6.2 – Distance Students
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response to the questions below,
ticking off the related boxes of the unit guide.
#6.1 In what sense is your occupational frontline presently in, or not in, your vocational sweet spot?
How does it rate in terms of God’s priorities, the world’s needs, and your passions and gifts?
#6.2 After completing class activity 6.1 (above), reflect on any insights the personality profile generates
concerning your calling to a particular vocation, and the way in which you can best express your SHAPE
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Here are the 16 personality types at a glance:
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2.3

Entrepreneurs of Life

Ryan Messmore is the Founder and Director of the liberal arts education initiative, The Millis Institute,
based out of Christian Heritage College in Brisbane. The following short piece comes from his email update,
entitled “Entrepreneurs of Life,” The Pillar 8, July 29, 2015. It is a helpful capstone to the preceding
discussion on discerning our vocation. It holds together particularity, and freedom to follow the Master.

Entrepreneurs of Life
Most people long for a clear sense of calling—a vision of their purpose in life—but the difficulty in discerning
what exactly that is leaves many paralysed and spiritually frustrated.
Part of the problem is that we often tend to reduce “calling” or “vocation” to “career.” We thus tend to think
that, if we have a calling at all, it is to a particular job, university pathway, or place of work … and we expect
God to tell us what that is. After all, He spoke to Moses quite clearly through a burning bush, and He guided
figures like Abraham, Samuel and Paul very directly. Why, then, does God not always give each of us as
well straightforward career and educational marching orders?
For an answer, my friend Os Guinness points to the parable
of the talents in Matthew’s gospel. A master called to
himself three servants and gave each of them a certain
number of talents (a form of money). Then he went
away. Upon returning to settle accounts with them, the
master praised those servants who put the talents to use in
ways that generated more talents, saying to each, “Well
done, good and faithful servant.” The master, however,
scolded the lazy servant who merely buried his talent in the
ground rather than putting it to productive use.
As in the parable, God has given each of us resources (in
the form of skills, abilities, interests, etc.) that He desires
we steward wisely and for good purposes. But Guinness
draws particular attention to those four often overlooked
words: “Then he went away.” Guinness does not claim that
God physically leaves us or ignores us, but he does
suggest that God often refrains from imposing specific
instructions about what to do with His provisions. Instead,
God gives us the freedom to act as entrepreneurs of our
gifts—to be creative in how we employ our resources.
No Christian is without a calling, says Guinness. “We all have an original calling [to follow Christ and
steward the gifts we’ve been given], even if we do not all have a later, special calling [like Moses did with the
burning bush]. And, of course, some people have both.”
God does summon some people very directly to specific places and tasks. But we should not confuse this
extra-ordinary approach with His normal modus operandi. There may not be just one pre-ordained career for
us. God may be able to use us in a variety of settings and pursuits, allowing us to decide the particulars
according to our interests and opportunities (as long as they align with our primary calling to Him). According
to Guinness, those who wait passively until they receive a “special” call risk "burying their real talent … in the
ground."
In the absence of special, direct instructions, we should be thankful for the freedom—and responsibility—to
determine how we can best steward our gifts and abilities. That is, we need to get on with our calling to be
entrepreneurs—not entrepreneurs of corporate ventures, necessarily, but “entrepreneurs of life.”
This is where good universities can help students grapple well with the issue of calling or vocation. At
the Millis Institute, we take seriously the responsibility to help cultivate students’ capabilities (to think,
communicate, and understand the world in which they live) and utilise them faithfully toward the common
good. Our goal is to equip students to steward well what the Master has entrusted to them and to hear Him
say in the end, “Well done, good and faithful servants.”
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3. BUSINESS TIME
Each module, we will use the middle session for business time. This centres on student contributions and
interaction. Let’s start by drawing names for which students will share in “Show and Tell” and “Kingdom
Taster” next module, before forming into groups to pray for our workmates and debrief the readings.
DRAWING FROM THE POOL OF NAMES, NEXT MODULE’S CONTRIBUTOR WILL BE …
SHOW & TELL: ______________________
or
KINGDOM TASTER: ___________________

3.1

Show & Tell and Kingdom Taster

Class Activity 6.2 … Show & Tell (5 mins)
Across this unit you will discover countless links and inspiring illustrations.
So, in this spot, it’s a chance for one student each week to share either:
1) An excellent resource that supports our efforts toward vocational stewardship;
2) An example or story that demonstrates vocational stewardship in action.

Class Activity 6.3 … Kingdom Taster (10 mins)
Sherman (2011, 23) shares the illustration of Baskin-Robbins pink spoons. Before the
average ice-cream eater is willing to fork out good cash to eat what you’re selling, they
want a taste. It’s not enough to describe the flavour. They need to see it, smell it, and
ultimately consume it.
In a similar way, being a workplace witness must extend beyond talking about shalom.
Our lives become a sample, with real substance, that invites our peers to taste and see that
God is good. To know that the Kingdom/reign of God has come near.
So, if it’s your turn to contribute, here’s what you need to do:
1) Take a photo of you and your pink spoon at your place or work or key vocation.
Email this to david.benson@malyon.edu.au, so he can display this while you’re sharing.
2) Tell us a bit about your vocation in its various dimensions: the nature of the work (daily tasks),
the context of the work (work environment and relationships), the product of the work (goods
and services), and the reward from the work (whether financial, relational, or environmental)?
(See the “kingdom gap” activity after this box for more.)
3) How do you offer a foretaste of the kingdom through your vocation? Share a story.
4) How can we pray for you, to better restrain sin and seek shalom? >> We’ll pray for you!
(Struggling to see these dimensions in action? Check out the story of Perry Bigelow,
as retold by Sherman (2011, 59-62.)
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One way of conceptualising your vocation is through “the Kingdom Gap.”
Try this:
1) Imagine your vocation was carried into the New Creation. Imagine that it reflected the fullness of
the Kingdom of God, where all the corrupting influences of sin are removed. (Some professions will
take more imagination than others.) Think about the following dimensions:
a. The nature of the work itself (i.e., the day-to-day tasks workers do in producing something—
entering data, fitting parts on an assembly line, consulting with clients, and so forth);
b. The context of the work (i.e.., the work environment and community among workers);
c. The product of the work (i.e., the central goods and/or services your business yields—
computer chips, financial advice, transportation, education, and so forth); and
d. The income/reward from the work (i.e., profits and pay from goods and services rendered)
2) Now, what is the current state of affairs? Again, consider each of the same dimensions:
the nature, context, product, and income of the work.
3) In God’s strength and prayerfully following His lead, how can I leverage my power and position to
close this Kingdom Gap? That is, how can I participate in healing action by restraining sin and
promoting shalom/flourishing? Again, seek God for particular actions you can do in each facet of
your vocation: nature, context, product, income.

Three new actions that I can start right now to bridge the Kingdom Gap as a sign of God’s shalom are:
 ________________________________________________________________________________
 ________________________________________________________________________________
 ________________________________________________________________________________

You might find it helpful to map this onto a diagram like the following:
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3.2

Small Group Interaction

Class Activity 6.4 … Group Interaction (30 mins)
Each module we’ll break into the same small groups of ~3-4 people. You can join with who you like,
though it may help to find people with a similar type of work to you, aligned with Banks (1999, 22-26)
and Sherman (2011, 102-104), i.e., grouping by one of the seven types of God’s own work in the world:
A) REDEMPTIVE WORK: God’s saving and reconciling actions
B) CREATIVE WORK: God’s fashioning of the physical and human world
C) PROVIDENTIAL WORK: God’s provision for and sustaining of humans and the creation
D) JUSTICE WORK: God’s maintenance of justice
E) COMPASSIONATE WORK: God’s involvement in comforting, healing, guiding & shepherding
F) REVELATORY WORK: God’s work to enlighten with truth
Here’s the things you’re to work through:
1) A key stream for living your faith at work is through your kingdom ethics. To keep this in mind,
each module you are to read out-loud a portion from the Sermon on the Mount. What comes to
mind in your own context? Silently reflect for a minute on how to live this out. [5 minutes]
M1 = Mt 5:1-12
M5 = Mt 5:33-37
M9 = Mt 7:1-11

M2 = Mt 5:13-20 M3 = Mt 5:21-25 M4 = Mt 5:27-32
M6 = Mt 5:38-48 M7 = Mt 6:1-18
M8 = Mt 6:19-34
M10 = Mt 7:12-14 M11 = Mt 7:15-23 M12 = Mt 7:24-29

2) Choose 1-3 non-Christian peers on your occupational frontline.
Pray for them by name as you feel led. [5 minutes]
3) Which of the pre-readings did you engage? Share a brief summary of the key points, giving most
attention to the set-text and readings in the Unit Guide. (You may even find it helpful during this
time to divvy up the next module’s readings, so between you they’re all covered.) [5 minutes]
4) From what you read, debrief using these four aspects [10-15 minutes]
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your vocational stewardship
-an application—something useful right now toward fruitfulness on your frontline
(It’s helpful to jot notes using these 4 themes (Q/C/I/A) as you read outside class. This helps you engage
what’s said, without getting too hung up on the details as you’re not examined on this. That said, each
journal entry you need to engage with the set text, and [MCE61] *one* of the optional readings.)
5) Discuss the related journal question for this module (for modules 4-12) [15 minutes], i.e.,
Journal #3 (re: module 6): Judged by God’s priorities, your passions and gifts, and the world’s needs,
in what sense is your “work” truly a calling? In this context, how do you leverage your
“vocational power” for kingdom influence (i.e., knowledge/expertise, platform, networks,
influence, position, skills, and reputation/fame)?
6) On the odd chance you finish all this with time left, then have one group member share a current
story where you need “workplace wisdom”. Using the most basic model of theological
reflection—see, judge, act—work through these questions:
What is going on and why? What ought to be going on? How might we respond?
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4. DIMENSIONS OF VOCATIONAL POWER, AND ORIENTING YOUR CALL

Additional Resources Module 6
Much of this session draws from the set-text, Kingdom Calling,
by Sherman (2011, 120-126). Whirring around in the
background, however, is the question of power (Sherman 2011,
136-138). What is power? How much power do we possess?
How are we to understand the disparity of power? And, in a
kingdom frame, how may we leverage this power on behalf of
those who are less powerful than us? Andy Crouch introduced
these themes in his book, Culture Making (2008, 230).
However, his more recent explorations in his book, Playing
God: Redeeming the Gift of Power (2013), his Christianity
Today article “It’s Time to Talk About Power [Hidden Power]”
(2013, online here), and his talk/mp3 from the January Series
of Calvin College “Playing God: Creativity and Cultural Power”
(2011, online here) are brilliant. The closing illustration in this
talk, bouncing off Henry Ossawa Tanner’s 1893 painting “The
Banjo Lesson”, is well worth a listen: we multiply power when
we give it away as disciple-makers. It’s not a zero-sum game.
This is an important understanding in a competitive work
environment, and undergirds Sherman’s emphasis upon deploying the various
dimensions of vocational power. This is the call of the Tsaddiqim.

Figure 2 Henry Ossawa Tanner’s
painting “The Banjo Lesson” (1893)

Discerning & Orienting Your Call

Module 6-12

MCE41/61-D

4.1

Vocational Power

The forum question at the heart of this module is this:
Judged by God’s priorities, your passions and gifts, and the world’s needs, in what sense is your “work”
truly a calling? In this context, how do you leverage your “vocational power” for kingdom influence
(i.e., knowledge/expertise, platform, networks, influence, position, skills, and reputation/fame)?
As touched on in the “additional resources for module 6” box above, power is a touchy word for Christians.
On one level, we have the British historian Lord Acton’s dictum ringing in our ears: “Power tends to corrupt,
and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men.”1
We look at Jesus’ life, and notice the trajectory toward emptying himself of power (Phipippians 2:5-11;
kenosis). It was precisely those with the most means, like Herod and Pilate—themselves pawns under
Caesar—who crucified the Christ on the symbol of Imperial power. So, we shy away from identifying, let
alone seeking, position to influence. Humility and poverty of spirit seem to be at loggerheads with power.
On another level, however, we exist in a society that is caught between contradictory critiques of power
espoused with conviction by Capitalists and Marxists. Capitalists rightly recognise the need for “power” to
do or achieve anything. They are perhaps, however, blind to self-interested power that perverts this force
to serve only the few, often building one’s own empire on the backs of the oppressed. Marxists call this out,
calling for a redistribution of power to liberate the under-classes. However, they wrongly fixate on
economic power, and posit a zero-sum game where the gain of one group’s power must come at the
expense of another group’s loss.
Neither perspective wholly captures the biblical story of shalom—holistic flourishing where power is God’s
gift to worship Him, bless others, steward the planet, and grow oneself in kingdom purposes.
This kind of power can be multiplied in the giving away.
The point is this: avoiding power, or pretending we have none, is an evasion of our calling as the
Tsaddiqim: we are blessed to be a blessing. Granted, we must be duly suspicious of self-interest.
And yet, the very fact that we are alive and kicking to make this critique suggests that entropy hasn’t won
yet. We have potential energy waiting to be converted into action that seeks first the kingdom of God,
working for shalom and salvation.
The first step, however, is to
identify the dimensions of our vocational power.
Only once we have a clear picture of what we possess,
can we deploy this power for the glory of God.
Sherman (2011, 120-126; see Figure 7.1
“Dimensions of Vocational Power”, 121) offers us a frame.

1

Letter to Bishop Mandell Creighton, April 5, 1887, published in Historical Essays and Studies, edited by J. N. Figgis and
R. V. Laurence (London: Macmillan, 1907), online here.
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Class Activity 6.5 – 25 minutes
Skimming over Sherman (2011, 121-126), identify your vocational power across seven dimensions.
1. Knowledge/Expertise:
Forms this power takes: _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
Idea to better steward this power for kingdom purposes: ______________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
2. Platform:
Forms this power takes: _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
Idea to better steward this power for kingdom purposes: ______________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
3. Networks:
Forms this power takes: _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
Idea to better steward this power for kingdom purposes: ______________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
4. Influence:
Forms this power takes: _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
Idea to better steward this power for kingdom purposes: ______________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
5. Position:
Forms this power takes: _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
Idea to better steward this power for kingdom purposes: ______________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
6. Skills:
Forms this power takes: _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
Idea to better steward this power for kingdom purposes: ______________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
7. Reputation/Fame:
Forms this power takes: _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
Idea to better steward this power for kingdom purposes: ______________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
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Reflection Activity 6.3 – Distance Students
In response to class activity 6.5 above, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following
question, and tick off the related boxes of the unit guide.
#6.3 For one dimension of your vocational power, describe what form it takes on your occupational
frontline, and how you may better steward this for kingdom purposes.

4.2

Orienting Your Call

Let’s say you have worked through this process. You have aligned your life with God’s primary call. You
have discerned your secondary vocation therein, busy with kingdom purposes at the intersection of God’s
priorities, the world’s needs, and your passions and gifts. Furthermore, you’ve unpacked your vocational
power across the seven dimensions, and have prayerfully noted some ways you may leverage what you
have for kingdom influence.
That’s fantastic!
And yet, if what I’ve said is true, we may easily get off course.
That tendency of power to corrupt works its magic. Before long, we’re adrift on an ocean of self.
Counter to the Tsaddiqim, I’m prospering and not passing it on.
How, then, might we orient our call, so we walk close enough to Christ to be covered in the rabbi’s dust?
Schuurman (2004) offers much wisdom at this point. In short, he says that our calling must be:
Guided by love, shaped by shalom, and tested by discernment.
On the odd chance you skimmed over the “Engage Australia” pre-reading, Schuurman’s thoughts are ably
summarised by Ric Benson on pages 6-7, reproduced below.
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4.2.1 Guided by Love
The North Star for right use of the doctrine of vocation, and for conforming one’s
callings to the call to follow Christ, is Christian love. The primary Christian calling is
to “love God with all one’s heart, soul, strength, and mind, and to love one’s
neighbour as oneself” (Matthew 22:37-39). The norm of love should govern
Christian action and character in each and every calling, though love may take
different forms as its requirements and the needs of the neighbour are refracted
through diverse vocational fields. The respect of youth should have for a parent
differs from the respect a friend should have for a friend, though both are
forms of love for God and neighbour. The privileges and obligations a father has
for his own children differ from those he has to children of other fathers,
though fulfilling both may express love. The proper and fair use of coercion exercised in
a parent’s discipline, a professor’s grades, or a jury’s verdict differs from the forgiveness of sins
proclaimed from pulpits throughout the world, but
they all can be expressions of Christian love.
Any obligation of one’s paid work, political life, or
any other relational field that violates Christian love
must be rejected as contrary to Christian vocation.
Any felt urge to act contrary to love, whether in
keeping with the duties of one’s station or contrary
to them, whether experienced during prayer or
after days of prayer and fasting, has nothing to do
with God’s call. It is instead the voice of sin
masquerading in religious guise.

4.2.2 Shaped by Shalom
If love is vocation’s guiding moral norm, then shalom is its orienting ideal. Shalom, or peace, is much more
that the absence of hostility. As Nicholas Wolterstorff points out, shalom includes joy and delight:
“Shalom at its highest is enjoyment in one’s relationships. A nation may be at peace with all its neighbours
and yet be miserable in its poverty. To dwell in shalom is to enjoy living before God, to enjoy living in one’s
physical surroundings, to enjoy living with one’s fellows, to enjoy life with oneself.” He continues, “And of
course there can be delight in community only when justice reigns, only when human beings no longer
oppress one another. ” When “justice shall make its home in the wilderness, and righteousness dwell in the
grassland”—only then will it be true that “righteousness shall yield shalom, and its fruit be quietness and
confidence for ever” (Isaiah 32: 16-17). Shalom is a condition of wholeness, of health and flourishing to the
fullest extent. What Barth says about the “will for health” under “respect for life” applies to the Christian
calling to long and work for God’s shalom: The will of health of the individual must therefore take also the
form of the will to improve, raise and perhaps radically transform the general living conditions of all men.
If there is no other way, it must assume the form of the will for a new and quite different order of society,
guaranteeing better living conditions for all. Where some are necessarily ill the others cannot with good
conscience will to be well. Shalom includes, but goes beyond, justice. Shalom expresses God’s original will
for life in creation, and God’s ultimate goal for life in the eschaton. Shalom is both a divine gift and a human
task. God is already working toward this comprehensive renewal through Christ and the Church.
Even as every Christian is called to love God and neighbour, so each Christian is called to offer her or his life
to serve God’s shalom. In all their callings—home and extended family, friendships, paid work, cultural
activity, and political life—Christians must strive to establish justice, contribute to the common good, and
promote enjoyment of life in creation under God’s reign. Particular “callings” that cannot be used to serve
this calling are not from God and must be forsaken. Christians should see all relational spheres of life as
contributing somehow to God’s shalom.
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4.2.3 Tested by Discernment (in a created but fallen world)
Another orienting concept for right uses of vocation is the need for discernment amid the ambiguity of all
callings. In general, all significant relational fields express both God’s good creation and human corruption,
glimmerings of the “already” of God’s glorious re-creation and signs of the “not yet” of the sinful age that is
still with us. Institutional forms of life, and the large dynamics on which they rest, are ambiguous mixtures
of creation and fall, and so from a moral point of view they include potential for good and evil. The energies
and activities of the Creator and redeemer are operative in them. Humans beings discover themselves
within them and preserve, reshape, or destroy them. History and nature provide some givens, but human
beings shape the particular institutional forms in which we experience marriage, family, state, business,
church and culture. They are “ordering processes and patterns of interdependence” through which God
sustains and bears down upon us. Though God’s providence places particular individuals in diverse familial,
economic, social, cultural and political matrices, human beings exercise agency within and through them.
In their callings Christians must discern what is good and what is evil, and promote what is good and resist
what is evil. Vocation thus calls for “faithful participation” in the life of this world. It is realistic about the
corruption of the world and its stations, but also about traces of God’s good creation and the possibilities
for transformation. It calls for continual reformation of personal and institutional life.
When life amid one’s callings is governed by the common Christian calling to serve God and follow Christ,
when it is guided by love, shaped by shalom, and tested by discernment, then vocation will be used properly;
it will be abused when it contradicts these principles.

Difficulties emerge when one tries to apply this understanding of vocation to concrete action and character
amid one’s callings. What does love of neighbour mean, for example, for a Christian who is a SWAT team
sharpshooter, a lawyer assigned to defend a corporation with racist employee practices, an artist or
musician balancing demands of the creative process over against other pressing obligations, or a parent
who has enough to feed his or her own children, but not those of a neighbour in need? Is shalom directly
relevant to our fallen condition? In the shalom of the new creation, the lion will lie with the lamb, but this
does not mean we can put lions and lambs together right now. Christians hope for a day when a child will
play in the snake pit without fear, but this does not mean that in this age we place vipers in our children’s
cribs. If hope for shalom does not lead us to place snakes in our children’s cribs, should it rule out Christian
participation in the coercive institutions of political life?
When does ambiguity move so far into a dark area that the appropriate stance is not attentive discernment
and compromise, but prophetic critique, insubordination, or withdrawal?

Discerning & Orienting Your Call

Module 6-17

MCE41/61-D

As thoughtful Christians respond to these questions, they understandably differ in their particular
judgments and directives. We need to recover the sense that our lives are in many ways “given” to us by
forces beyond our control but ultimately in the loving hands of a provident God. We need also to be aware
that the numerous and regular obligations that attend our varied routines and roles are expressions of
what God wants us to do in our particular locations, always with a view to serving our neighbour and
serving God through our neighbour. This is the heart of the Protestant idea of vocation. The secularized
character of modern life may impede, but need not prevent Christians from perceiving their social locations
through the eyes of faith as callings.

Reflection Activity 6.4 – Distance Students
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following question, and tick off the related boxes
of the unit guide.
#6.4 As you run your occupational calling through these three tests above (guided by love, shaped by
shalom, tested by discernment), in what ways is and isn’t your vocation rightly oriented?
What is one change you could make toward greater accountability, and re-orientation?

Discerning & Orienting Your Call

Module 6-18

MCE41/61-D

5. CLOSING PRAYER AND PREPARATION FOR NEXT CLASS
The Lord’s (or Disciples’) Prayer, based on Matthew 6:9-13, is an important practice that has drifted off the
radar for many Christians. And yet, it is a core and sustaining discipline. It is a gift guiding our vocations.
So, each module, we’ll finish by praying this together. After this, I will pray a blessing over you, drawn from
Garber (2014, 239) or various prayers in Nelson (2011, 31, 48, 61, 98, 118-119, 160, 182-183, 200). Across
this course, it is my hope that you will form some unique practices (spiritual habits) that direct your heart
and working routine toward your kingdom calling.
Our Father in Heaven,
Holy is your name.
Your Kingdom come,
Your will be done,
On Earth as in Heaven.
Give us today our daily bread,
And forgive us our sins,
As we forgive those who sin against us.
Lead us not into temptation,
But deliver us from evil.
For yours is the Kingdom,
The power and the glory,
Now and forever,
Amen.
“A Prayer for Vocational Guidance” (Nelson 2011, 160):
Heavenly Father, I thank you for uniquely creating me and gifting me.
Holy Spirit, guide and empower me in my vocational pursuits.
Grant that I might have contentment to be fully present in the workplace
you have called me to be in at this time. Lead me with your wisdom, and
give me the courage to make the necessary changes that I might more
fully embrace my vocational calling. In Jesus’s name I pray. Amen.

Avodah. May your work and worship
be one in glorifying God this week.2

2

See Nelson 2011, 26-27. Avodah derives from ‘abad, first used in Genesis 2:5, 15 where tilling the garden is spiritual
service akin to dressing the altar, living all of life before the face of God (coram Deo). Cf. avodah in Ex 35:21.
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Forum Activity
For each of modules 4 through 12 of the course, please submit a 200 word forum post, comprising:
(a) A personal response to the assigned vocational question emerging from the module notes.
This response must engage with the set text—and one optional reading for MCE61/D—and centre
on a story from your frontline.
(b) Forum interaction with at least one other student that advances the conversation, perhaps
through a comment or question.
The 9 posts and forum interactions are together to be submitted as one word.doc online for
Assessment Requirement 2 on Tuesday 27 October. (Check the criteria!) However, to ensure you
are tracking with the material, and that distance and class students journey together, you are
required to post these responses to Moodle within the week after the Module is completed.
For each Moodle Module (4-12), I’ve set up a forum bubble.

The next question to which you will respond is:
Journal #3 (re: module 6): Judged by God’s priorities, your passions and gifts, and the world’s
needs, in what sense is your “work” truly a calling? In this context, how do you leverage your
“vocational power” for kingdom influence (i.e., knowledge/expertise, platform, networks,
influence, position, skills, and reputation/fame)?
You should have discussed this forum question in your small group during this module’s middle
session (“Business Time”).

All students respond on the Moodle Forum (200 words)
֎

Preparation for Next Week …
 Forum post work (as per the unit guide assessment requirement) both addressing the set
question, and interacting with others. Post this to Moodle before next class.
 Pre-reading, as per Unit Guide lecture schedule. The set-text is the minimum. Divvy up the
other readings with your small group, and come ready to share on each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your vocational stewardship
-an application—something useful right now toward fruitfulness on your frontline
 If it’s your turn, come prepared for show & tell to share a helpful resource or inspirational
story that demonstrates vocational stewardship in action.
 If it’s your turn, come prepared to share your kingdom taster, sending your “Pink icecream-spoon at Work” photo to david.benson@malyon.edu.au.
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Additional notes/slides for §2.1:
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