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Introduction

The concept of vocation has undergone some major changes since its use in
Scripture and the early church. In this article we will examine and evaluate
some of these changes, especially from the time the concept was used by Luther
in his promotion of the Reformation till the present. But to place Luther’s use
of the vocation concept in context we will begin with the advent of Christianity.
In the New Testament the word “calling” (klésis) regularly refers to the divine
initiative in the call to salvation, a call that parallels divine election (e.g. Rom.
11:29; 1 Cor. 1:26; 2 Pet. 1:10). However, in many contexts something
additional is indicated, namely the goal or purpose of the call, variously
expressed as a “holy life” (2 Tim. 1:9; 1 Pet. 1:15), “eternal life” (1 Tim. 6:12) a
“hope” (Eph. 1:18) or “glory” (1 Pet. 5:10; 2 Pet. 1:3). All Christians receive this
calling, and must strive to be worthy of it (Eph. 4:1; 2 Thess. 1:11).

Besides this general connotation the word “calling” can also refer to special
tasks given to specific Christians, as in the call to an office or special function
in the church. Thus Paul sees his own appointment as an apostle as a calling
from God (Rom. 1:1; 1 Cor. 1:1; 1 Tim. 2:7), and no doubt the “appointment”
of prophets, evangelists, pastors, teachers, miracle workers and other positions
manifesting spiritual gifts may similarly be regarded as divine callings (Eph.
4:11; 1 Cor. 12:7, 28). Since puritan times this second kind of calling has been
identified as “special calling”, in order to distinguish it from the “general
calling” of all Christians.
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In the early church the word “called” was commonly used for God’s general
calling of all Christians, who were called out of the world to be God’s holy
people. But as much of the known world itself began to identify with
Christianity, the word tended to be used in a more constricted sense to indicate
those Christians called to special holiness and/or duties, involving a life-style
of self-denial, asceticism and celibacy. Special communities to enable such
lifestyles were set up, monasteries and nunneries that came with gender
restrictions to avoid sexual temptation.

Church leaders were also seen as called to their task. Priests were regarded as
set apart from the “laity” (from laos, the covenant people of God). Like the
Aaronic priesthood of old, they were held to have received their charge and
“portion” (kleros, Deut. 10:9, LXX) directly from God. Clement of Alexandria
may have been the first to use the word kléros for the clergy, though it was
probably Jerome who suggested that clergy should live an ascetic lifestyle
because the Lord was their portion (Ps. 16:5, LXX).' Unlike the Aaronic
priesthood, the new priesthood was expected to live in celibacy.

The division between the laity and clergy became even more pronounced when
Thomas Aquinas divided all of reality into the two spheres of Grace and
Nature. The clergy were placed in the sphere of Grace, from where they worked
the seven sacraments of the Church. These seven included the sacraments of
Holy Orders and Marriage. Holy Orders were only given to those who chose a
church vocation, and thereby were lifted to the realm of Grace. Because they
were regarded as married to the church they were expected to remain celibate.
Marriage between a man and a woman was only for the laity, who belonged to
the realm of Nature. The laity could receive grace only by means of sacraments
administered by the priests.

The priestly monopoly in the administration of baptism, marriage, and other
sacraments served to give the Church a large measure of control over society.

! See Everett Ferguson, Encyclopaedia of Early Christianity, 2" edition (New York: Routledge,
1999), p. 265.
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Much of the clerical abuse condemned by the Reformation can be traced to this
sacerdotal structure. Luther’s condemnation of these abuses came with a
complete rejection of the division between clergy and laity, and also the
Thomistic dualism that upheld this division. Not only did Luther maintain that
all Christians were identified as God’s “royal priesthood and holy nation” (1
Pet. 2:9), but he also insisted that all were called to their place in life by God

himself. Here Luther cited 1 Cor. 1:17-24:

Nevertheless, each one should retain the place in life that the Lord
assigned to him and to which God has called him. This is the rule
I lay down in all the churches. '* Was a man already circumcised
when he was called? He should not become uncircumcised. Was
a man uncircumcised when he was called? He should not be
circumcised. " Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is
nothing. Keeping God's commands is what counts. ** Each one
should remain in the situation which he was in when God called
him. *! Were you a slave when you were called? Don't let it trouble
you--although if you can gain your freedom, do so. * For he who
was a slave when he was called by the Lord is the Lord's freedman;
similarly, he who was a free man when he was called is Christ's
slave. * You were bought at a price; do not become slaves of men.
* Brothers, each man, as responsible to God, should remain in the
situation [klésis] God called him to.

The NKJV translation better captures the sense of v. 20 when it translates: “Let
each one remain in the same calling in which he was called.” Luther identified
this first calling, or klésis, with God’s providential vocation of every human
being. Here we note that Luther’s concept of vocation was much wider than
the typical use of the word today. In harmony with the text it included not only
work, but every aspect of life: one’s family, social and economic status,
geographical location, and so on. All of these were regarded as allocated by God
and therefore to be accepted without complaint.
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The point that Luther was making here is that there is no difference between
“clergy” and “laity”, all Christians are in their situation as a calling from God.
In fact, even unbelievers in as much as their situation is lawful have their calling
from God, as the text identifies the situation as an ongoing reality from before
the time of the Gospel call. This understanding fits in with Luther’s own
dualistic worldview, where he distinguishes between the Kingdom of the Right,
the Christian community centered on the Church, and the Kingdom of the
Left, the human community centered on the State and society in general. For
Luther one’s calling applies to the Kingdom of the Left, one’s place in society.
This counts even for the priest or pastor, whose place in society is in the church.
Like all Christians, priests or pastors belong to both Kingdoms.

Luther urged people to accept their status not just as God-given, but also as
God-glorifying, in that God works through us whenever we contribute to the
life of society. In his commentary on Ps. 147 Luther maintains that a lot of
God’s providential work is done through the agency of human beings. Here
God wears a mask, so to say, so that: “God Himself milks cows through the

vocation of the milkmaid.”?

Other Reformers, like William Tyndale in England
and Martin Bucer in southern Germany, similarly emphasised the worth of all
occupations, and the need for people to find occupations that would serve

society. Tyndale wrote:

Now if thou compare deed to deed, there is difference betwixt
washing of dishes and preaching the word of God; but as touching
to please God, none at all. ...Let every man therefore wait on the
office wherein Christ hath put him, and therein serve his
brethren. ...Let every man, of whatsoever craft or occupation he
be of, whether brewer, baker, tailor, victualler, merchant, or
husbandman, refer his craft and occupation unto the common
wealth, and serve his brethren as he would do Christ himself.*

2 Martin Luther, “Exposition of Psalm 147,” in Luther’s Works, Volume 14.

* William Tyndale, “The Parable of the Wicked Mammon” (1527), in Doctrinal Treatises and
Introductions to Different Portions of the Holy Scriptures, ed. by Henry Walter (Eugene: Wipf &
Stock, 2005), p. 102.
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However, for Bucer people’s occupations were not just where they found
themselves placed by God, but also something to be carefully chosen because
of their general utility:

Every man should encourage his child to enter these professions
because children should be encouraged to enter the best
profession, and the best profession is the one that brings most
profit to neighbors. ... the more a profession is useful to the needs
of the general neighbourhood, and furthering the profit of the
whole community, the more that profession is honourable and
Christian and should be cheerfully entered and accepted by each.*

Bucer wrote these words in 1523, and did not, as yet, use the German word
beruf, or vocation to indicate a profession. That usage only developed later, out
of Luther’s wider concept of vocation as one’s station in life. Initially many
followed Luther’s understanding and with that the idea that one’s vocation was
something to be accepted without seeking change. We find this expressed in a
hymn by Robert Crowley, for example, when he wrote:

Fyrste walke in thy vocation
And do not seke thy lotte to chaunge;
For through wicked ambition
Mani mens fortune hath bene straunge.’

But when it came to occupations many church leaders soon followed Bucer,
with greater openness to people choosing their profession.

* Martin Bucer, Instruction in Christian Love (1523. Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2008), trans. by Paul
Traugott Fuhrmann. pp. 39, 40.

> Robert Crowley, The voyce of the laste trumpet (London: [Richard Grafton for] Robert Crowley,
1549).
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In Calvin we find two emphases. On the one hand he stressed that every
legitimate vocation was to be valued, as there was “no employment so mean
and sordid (provided we follow our vocation) as not to appear truly respectful,
and be deemed highly important in the sight of God.” But that did not mean
that one could not change one’s profession. In commenting on 1 Cor. 7:20,
Calvin places a different emphasis on the text from Luther, arguing that the
passage is meant to give Christians security in their life’s calling. However, a
change in profession was appropriate where there was a good reason for such
a change.”

This leads to the second emphasis we find in Calvin, a readiness to consider
one’s gifts in following God’s directions:

Finally, this point is to be noted: the Lord bids each one of us in
all life’s actions to look to his calling. For he knows with what
great restlessness human nature names, with what fickleness it is
borne hither and thither, how its ambition longs to embrace
various things at once. Therefore, lest through our stupidity and
rashness everything be turned topsy-turvy, he has appointed
duties for every man in his particular way of life. And that no one
may thoughtlessly transgress his limits, he has named these
various kinds of living “callings.” Therefore each individual has
his own kind of living assigned to him by the Lord as a sort of
sentry post so that he may not heedlessly wander about
throughout life.

Let ... God’s servants learn to measure carefully their powers, lest
they should wear out, by ambitiously embracing too many
occupations. For this propensity to engage in too many things ...
is a very common malady... God has so arranged our condition,
that individuals are only endued with a certain measure of gifts.®

¢John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. by Ford Lewis Battles, (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1960), Book III, 10.6.

7 Calvin’s Commentaries on the Bible, First Corinthians, in loco.

8 See Calvin’s comments on Ex. 4:16, Four Last Books of Moses, 1:96, 303
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It is likely that Calvin’s experience with religious refugees made him aware of
their need to find whatever work was available, regardless of their former
professions. In fact, Calvin helped many of the exiles who had flocked to
Geneva for refuge to find employment by setting up factories and encouraging
new industries.

Whereas Luther and early Reformers used the word “vocation” to denote many
aspects of life besides work, in the years that followed the Reformation the
word became more restricted to the latter meaning. As this was a part of life
where change could increasingly be expected, the idea of remaining in one’s
vocation was abandoned. A contributing factor to this new situation may have
been the advent of universal education, which meant that one’s work was not
so much dictated by one’s station in life. This advance in education went hand
in hand with an explosion in skilled occupations. Before the Reformation
London had some 40 guilds, but by the 1840’s a census on occupations listed
over 1000 professions. Of these only a few, like farming and fishing, were
connected to specific lifestyles.

The Puritan writers reflect this new situation, drawing on some of the insights
of earlier Reformers to give guidance in the choice of careers that were opening
up to the newer generations. Richard Baxter wrote: “God nowhere forbids men
to change their employment for the better, upon a sufficient cause.” He
counselled that occupations must be chosen on the basis of gifts: “You must ...
consider what you and your children are fittest for both in mind and body.”
Besides that, one must: “Choose that employment or calling in which you may

be most serviceable to God.™

° Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of Rev. Richard Baxter (London: Pater Noster, 1847), Part
1,p. 114,
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Earlier we noted that Tyndale had argued that occupations should contribute
“unto the common wealth” of society,'’ and some connection between this
insight and the political concept of a “commonwealth” may be presumed. The
exact development of the latter term is not easy to trace. A contemporary of
Tyndale, Thomas More, used the word “commonwealth” for a political
republic, but not devoid of the social and moral overtones found in Tyndale."
J. Scott, who has made a study of 16™ and 17" commonwealth principles,
argues that the principles that guided Thomas More and others who followed
him “contained the recipe for not only a classical, but a Christian

commonwealth.”!?

In seventeenth century Puritanism the idea of a Commonwealth became
closely linked to political aspirations of many Puritans, especially those who
expected a postmillennial Kingdom. This link is missing in Tyndale, who
places the Kingdom “within” believers, and contrasts this to what happens in
the world."”” But with the advent of postmillennialism, that the idea of working
for the “common wealth” is identified with the development of Christ’s
Kingdom. John Elliott, missionary to the Indians in New England, is
representative of this development. He encouraged the establishment of a
Christian Commonwealth on the grounds that “Christ is the only right Heir of
the Crown of England, and of all other Nations also.”* And after introducing
the promise of a millennial kingdom he writes:

"William Tyndale, “The Parable of the Wicked Mammon” (1527), in Doctrinal Treatises and
Introductions to Different Portions of the Holy Scriptures, ed. by Henry Walter (Eugene: Wipf &
Stock, 2005), p. 102

"' In Thomas More’s Latin work, Utopia, the word “republic” (Latin for “public affairs”) is
translated into English as “commonwealth”, see On the Best State of a Commonwealth and on
the New Island of Utopia (London, 1551).

12 Jonathan Scott, Commonwealth Principles: Republican Writing of the English Revolution
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004) p. 44

13 Tyndale, Ibid.

" John Elliott, The Christian Commonwealth: or, The Civil Policy of the Rising Kingdom of
Jesus Christ (London: Livewell Chapman, 1659), p. vi
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I mean, the Lord Jesus will bring down all people, to be ruled by
the Institutions, Laws, and Directions of the Word of God; not
only in Church-Government and Administrations, but also in the
Government and Administration of all affairs in the
Commonwealth. And then Christ reigneth, when all things
among men, are done by the direction of the word of his mouth:
his Kingdom is then come amongst us, when his will is done on
earth, as it is done in heaven; where no Humane or Angelical
Policy or Wisdom doth guide anything, but all is done by Divine
direction [Ps.103:20]; and so it shall be on earth, when, and where
Christ reigneth."”

Not all Puritans followed the postmillennial dream, but what was now widely
accepted within the Reformed worldview was that one’s vocation was where
one worked for the Kingdom. All proper occupations followed by Christians
were God-oriented, not because they were Church work, but Kingdom work.
In Kingdom work God was glorified because Christians helped one another,
striving for a common wealth rather than individual riches. In this Kingdom
all citizens found their identity as a God-given identity and their security as a
God-given security.

While I believe that the vision that developed in the seventeenth century of a
vocation as the way in which Christians participate in and contribute to the
Kingdom of God is one that should continue to guide the Reformed worldview,
in its historical setting it was not immune to abuses. Here the following can be
mentioned:

e (Classism

Most Puritans continued to support the existing class system on the basis
that one’s station in life was “God-given”. Even in the American colonies,
where Puritans tended to oppose feudal land tenure found in Britain,

15 Tbid, p. ii.
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aspects of the English class system continued to endure following
independence.'® Often this new form of classism followed religious and
racial divisions.

e Racism

Puritans seem to have taken it for granted that some races were allocated
to menial labour. Thus even Jonathan Edwards kept slaves.'” There was an
inherent inconsistency in the Puritan belief that all humans were made in
the image of the Creator, and their belief that the white race was superior."®

e Elitism

We have noted that while Puritans deemed some occupations better in that
they helped more people, they maintained that all professions are
important and honourable in God’s sight. It is therefore somewhat
incongruous that some occupations gave people higher status in society,
especially those which had higher incomes or were the result of higher
education.

e Drudgery

Some drudgery is associated with many traditional occupations, but this
was exacerbated with the advent of the industrial revolution, where
workers were treated like machines. While the Sabbath observance gave
some rest from the weekly drudgery, strict Sabbath regulations gave little

scope for recreation.

16 See Richard Williams, Hierarchical Structures and Social Value, The Creation of Black and Irish
Identities in the United States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

7 Kenneth P. Minkema, “Jonathan Edwards's Defense of Slavery” in Massachusetts Historical
Review, Vol. 4, Race & Slavery (2002), pp. 23-59.

18 See Richard A. Bailey, Race and Redemption in Puritan New England (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011).
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e Colonialism

When Protestant nations first made contact with distant lands it was
usually with an interest in trade, and with rising competition between the
nations this often led to colonialism. Many colonial settlers sought to
promote the Christian religion, though for different reasons. As noted,
people like John Elliot reached out to the new colony’s native inhabitants
on the grounds that Christ was to rule all nations. For others the motive
was security. Many Protestant missions were also developed outside of
such colonial ventures, especially by mission societies. But even here
missionaries and their supporters began to encourage their home
governments to annex the new mission territories, both to protect their
programs, and for the protection of the natives from abuse by
entrepreneurs. In time, especially in more liberal Christian settings, it was
simply taken for granted that God had called the developed nations to help
those which were not so developed (along western ways) by taking
control.”

It should be noted that such abuses were not a necessary aspect of the Reformed
Kingdom vision, and, in fact, hindered the development of more godly
societies. A diligent study of God’s Word might have brought correctives, but
many churches lost their Gospel zeal. They preached that the western way of
life epitomized God’s Kingdom, and therefore made little efforts towards
reform. The existing social and economic structures were seen as a strength
and it was widely believed that it was “the white man’s burden” to extend this
pattern throughout the “uncivilised” world.”

1 See Jan H. Boer, Missions: Heralds of Capitalism or Christ? (Ibadan, Nigeria: Day Star Press,
1984); Brian Stanley, The Bible and the Flag (Leicester: Apollos, 1990).

2 Rudyard Kipling, “The White Man’s Burden” (McClure’s Magazine 1899). The poem was
written to encouraged the USA to colonise the Philippines. See Rudyard Kipling’s Verse:
Definitive Edition (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1929).
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Some Christians did begin to deal with the abuses listed above. Here we can
mention Evangelicals like Wilberforce, who fought the institution of slavery,
and Liberals like Rauschenbusch, whose Social Gospel attacked societal and
economic inequalities. These reforms also began to change the way people
looked on vocations, because against a background of slavery, the industrial
revolution and economic oppression, work was regarded more as a necessary
evil than a blessing. Theologians like Karl Barth and Jacques Ellul*' began to
question the equation of work with vocation because it did not sufficiently
recognise the effects of sin on work. They argued Christians must make it their
task to redeem work by promoting better working conditions, fair pay, equal
opportunity and work safety.

Meanwhile the word vocation itself underwent a change as the result of two
new developments. The first was the founding of specialised “vocational
training” schools. These schools began in Scotland (1821) and came to our part
of the world at Hobart (1826) and Te Awamutu (c. 1850, founded specifically
to help Maori youth to find their place in society). The second was the advent
of vocational guidance in America. 1881 saw the publication of Vocophy, a
book that claimed to present a “system enabling a person to name the calling
or vocation one is best suited to follow”*. This was followed by the
development of a vocational counselling service, pioneered by Frank Parsons.
The outcome of these events was that a vocation was now regarded not so
much as a divine calling as a choice of a way to make a living. With that the
word became restricted to paid labour As a result housewives, volunteers and
other unpaid workers were no longer regarded as having a vocation.

>

2! See Karl Barth, “The Ministry of the Community,” in Church Dogmatics (Hendrickson
Publishers, 2010, IV.3.2, and Jacques Elul, Ethics of Freedom (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976).
2 Lysander Richards, Vocophy, A System Enabling a Person to Name the Calling or Vocation One
is Best Suited to Follow (Marlboro, M.A.: Pratt Brothers, 1881.
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The loss of the traditional vocation concept has been lamented by some
sociologists, who have pointed out that this has contributed to a number of
problems in society today.” Here they list:

e Individualism - people work for themselves rather than society.
e Loss of purpose — many people work for pay, not for achievement.

e Lack of job satisfaction — as there is little pride on the production

line.

e Poor public service — with workers thinking they are there to serve
their own needs, and not the needs of others.

e Hostility — as expressed to those who place their children above their

work, or ignore the union standards.

e Identity crises, as without a “station in life” many people feel

displaced.**

e Aloss of knowledge, as training in non-productive vocations is
phased out to make room for the teaching of science, technology,

economics and management.”

It is not difficult to see how work, understood as service to God and society,
could guard against such problems. But is it correct to refer to such work as a
divine vocation? And if so, what understanding of a divine vocation? Is Luther
not correct in viewing a vocation as encompassing all of life, and not just work?

2 See for example Arlie Russell Hochschild, The Second Shift, Working Parents and the
Revolution at Home (New York: Viking Penguin, 1989), Vincent Dubois, Culture as Vocation,
Sociology of Career Choices in Cultural Management (trans. Jean-Yves Bart. Abingdon:
Routledge, 2015)
** See David D. Armishaw, “Vocational Identity: It’s about Working at Becoming” in The College
Quarterly, vol. 10, num. 2 (2002), at http://www.senecacollege.ca/quarterly/2007-vol10-num02-
spring/armishaw.html.
% See Patrick J. Deneen, “Loss of Vocation and the Demise of the University”, in Ethika Politika,
May 21, 2014, at https://ethikapolitika.org/2014/05/21/loss-vocation-demise-university/
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And should we follow Luther and other early Reformers in viewing a vocation
as a divine appointment we should not seek to change? Or do we follow the
second generation of Reformers, who saw a vocation as a career chosen with
respect to needs, gifts and opportunity?

There is no doubt that Luther’s conception more closely follows the biblical use
of the word vocation as found in 1 Cor. 1:24. There is no passage where the
word indicates a career, other than that, by inference, it could be argued that
some callings to office came with a fulltime employment requiring
remuneration (1 Tim. 5:17). But that does not mean that the concept of work
as a vocation is not a biblical concept. A number of Scripture passages give
support to such a concept.

In the OT we read of the divine institution of a priestly class (Num. 1:50; Lev.
4, 13), a magisterial authority (Jud. 2:16; 1 Ki. 1:35; Neh. 8:4) and a professional
order of Prophets (1 Sam. 10:5; Amos 7:14). The blacksmith is said to be
“created” (Heb. bara’) by God for his task (Is. 64:16) and divine appointments
included artisans (Ex. 31:2ff), potters (Jer. 18:2ff.), musicians (1 Chr. 15:16),
the military (Num. 1:50), and woodcutters and water carriers (Jos. 9:21).
Mordecai even suggests that Esther’s appointment to royalty was a divine
vocation (Est. 4:14).

The NT, likewise, identifies civil magistrates and rulers, like Pontius Pilate and
Caesar, as having their position by divine appointment (Mt. 22:21; Jn. 19:11;
Rom. 13:1ff.; 1 Pet. 2:13). Christ’s parables on stewardship presume our tasks
are divinely appointed (Mt. 24:25f.), while his parables on the talents show how
we are to glorify God in the use of all our gifts (Mt. 25:14-30). In view of this
Edmund Clowney has argued that our gifts constitute our call.”®

% Edmund P. Clowney, Lectures in Ecclesiology, Westminster Seminary, 1974. A weaker
argument to that effect can be found in Contours of Christian Theology, The Church (Leicester:
Inter-Varsity Press, 1995), pp. 207-14
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In view of the above we may conclude that there is a good case for identifying
our employment or career as a divine vocation, whether this brings in
remuneration or not. New Christians may identify their current employment
in this manner, provided it is a God-honouring profession. Young Christians
should be encouraged to choose a career where they can use their gift for the
good of society. And older Christians are free to change their employment
where new and better options become available. Housewives, mothers and
volunteer workers should again be recognised and respected as fulfilling a
vocation, irrespective of any remuneration. In the same way people who are
prevented from doing any regular work because of ill health or other
unavoidable circumstances may look upon their position as a calling from God.

In conclusion we note that in God’s Kingdom every obedient citizen has his or
her proper place and calling; no one is useless, no one is inherently superior,
and no one should be wanting. The overriding principle in a vocation is that of
service, serving God, serving our neighbour and serving creation, that God’s
name may be glorified.
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