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	In Luther's day, those who wanted to serve God to the utmost would become monks, nuns, or priests. Doing so meant taking a vow not to marry, own property, or exercise worldly authority. Such things the laity had to be concerned with, of course, but spiritual people were thought to have a higher calling. 

 

This notion is still prevalent today, even among non-Catholics who assume that church activities-if not full-time church work, then evangelism, prayer, and Bible study-are the best way to please God. Luther certainly prized full-time church work, as well as evangelism, prayer, and Bible study. But he showed that what the monastics condemned as worldly-marriage, parenthood, making a living, and civil government-are also arenas for Christian service. And laypeople too, no less than pastors and other church-workers, are engaged in spiritually significant labor. 

 

Today we use the word "vocation" as just another word for "job." But "vocation" is derived from the Latin meaning "calling." And it is God who does the calling. We understand that God calls pastors into the ministry. Luther taught that God also calls all of us into various offices and tasks. Luther's doctrine of vocation has to do with the way God works through human beings. God proclaims His Word, distributes His Sacraments, and bestows the forgiveness of sins through pastors, the "called and ordained servants of the Word." By the same token, God gives us our daily bread by means of farmers, bakers, tractor manufacturers, the lady at the checkout counter, and all the other cogs in the wheel of our economy. God protects us through the vocation of police officers, firemen, lawmakers, and our military. God gives His gifts of healing through the callings of doctors, nurses, pharmacists, and others in the medical vocations. [Addendum #1 by jhm – God gifts His gifts of caring for the aged and infirm through the calling of nursing home and home care staff, i.e. the administration, office staff, supervisors, custodial staff, CNA’s, LPN’s, Nurses, food service, chaplains, etc.]
 

Luther said that vocations are "masks of God." He is hidden in the people who build our houses, fix our cars, teach us how to do things, and create beauty for us to enjoy. [Addendum #2 – God is hidden in the entire administration and staff of Good Shepherd that care for all the residents]  Vocation is part of how God governs the universe. Though He can and sometimes does work without means- providing manna in the wilderness without farmers and healing the sick with miracles-He has chosen, as the general rule, to give His gifts through the means of ordinary people. When people serve us, we should appreciate that God Himself is serving us through them. And that means God is also working through us in whatever tasks He has put before us. 

 

The purpose of vocation, according to Luther, is to love and serve our neighbors, not loving and serving God, directly; loving and serving the people whom God has set right before our eyes. God does not need our good works, said Luther, but our neighbor does. Our relationship to God is based solely on His work for us in Jesus Christ. But having redeemed us and grafted us into Christ through His Word and Sacraments in the Church, God then sends us back into the world for our faith to bear fruit in acts of love for our neighbor. Although our works should be directed to our neighbors, and not to God as such, Scripture tells of a surprise. 

 

In the last days, Christ in judgment, separating the sheep from the goats-citing how they did or did not feed the hungry, clothe the naked, welcome the stranger, and do other works of mercy- reveals that "as you did it to the least of these My brothers, you did it to Me" (Matt. 25:40). That is to say, Christ is hidden in the neighbor in need. So when we love and serve our neighbor, we love and serve Christ after all. And though we may encounter neighbors in need as the Good Samaritan did on the road to Jericho, the primary place where we love and serve our neighbors is in our vocations. 

 

Our vocations are multiple. God established the family. Being a husband or a wife is a calling. In the vocation of marriage, we have only one neighbor whom we are to love and serve. Wives love and serve their husbands by submitting themselves as to Christ. Husbands are to love and serve their wives by giving themselves up, as Christ did for the Church (Eph. 5:22-33). (Notice how Christ is hidden in the vocation of marriage.) 

 

Being a mother or a father is also a vocation, which entails loving and serving one's children. Taking them to church, seeing they get an education, driving them to soccer practice, giving them the physical and emotional nourishment they need-God is caring for children through what their parents do. 

 

And what we do to make a living for ourselves and our family is also a vocation. Our God-given talents and opportunities open up specific avenues of service. No business could stay in operation unless it provides a good or a service that fulfills someone's need. Yes, it is economics, but our labor-when done in faith-can also be an expression of love and service to our neighbors: our customers, our fellow workers, the people who benefit from what we do. 

 

God also established the state, restraining human sin so as to make societies possible (Romans 13). Our citizenship is a calling. Rulers are to love and serve their subjects and vice versa. We are to love and serve our fellow citizens in our political involvement, the policies we support for the good of all, and our involvement in our culture. 

 

And God established the Church. Pastors love and serve their neighbors who constitute their congregations through faithful ministry of Word and Sacrament. We laypeople love and serve each other when someone with musical gifts blesses the rest of us by playing the organ or singing in the choir. All of the other tasks in the church-serving on committees, making the coffee, passing out bulletins-whether large or small, are ways the members love and serve each other. Of course, we fail to love and serve our neighbors as we ought. When the Catechism addresses "confession," we are told to consider our stations-that is, our callings-according to the Ten Commandments. We bring the sins we have done in our vocations to church, where we receive from the hands and the voice of the "called" pastor Christ's forgiveness. Refreshed and built up in our faith, we are sent back to our different callings. 

 

All of this can seem rather mundane. But ordinary life-which non-believers often assume is meaningless-is actually filled with purpose (to love and serve your neighbor) and charged with spiritual significance (God Himself, hidden in vocation and in the neighbor).
        Dr. Gene Edward Veith is the Director of the Cranach Institute, which is a research and educational arm of Concordia Theological Seminary, devoted to working out the implications of the Lutheran doctrine of vocation and engaging contemporary culture with the truths of the Lutheran Confessions. For more information on the Cranach Institute and Dr. Veith's writings, please visit www.Cranach.org. 

        Dr. Veith is also the Culture Editor of WORLD MAGAZINE. He was formerly Professor of English at Concordia University Wisconsin, where he has also served as Dean of the School of Arts & Sciences. 



        [Reprinted with permission by For The Life of The World, Concordia Theological Seminary, Ft. Wayne, Indiana]
PAGE  
2

