The Loyal Soldier
Jonah 3:1-5, 10; Psalm 62:5-12; 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20
Last week we reflected on John’s Gospel account of the calling of the disciples. Today’s Gospel,
from Mark, is a rather amazing way to begin the story of the ministry of Jesus. Jesus has been baptized,
overcome temptation by Satan, and now beings his ministry. And what does he do? First thing he does
is to walk down a road, see some people fishing, and calls out to them, “Come, follow me.”
And they do just that. Impulsively, without care or consideration, they drop what they are doing
and follow Jesus.
Right there you see the heart of the oddness of the Christian faith and one of the most amazing
characteristics of Jesus Christ—Jesus Christ enlists ordinary people to work with him. You and I are here
this morning as those who have been enlisted.
How different the way of Christ is than the way of the world.
For someone to brag, “I did it my way,” is for that person to admit the folly of attempting the
uncalled life—a life lived without any commanding, demanding external claim.
Our Gospel for this third Sunday in Epiphany, the enlisting of the disciples, is a story of vocation.
Vocation is used today in print less than at any time since the mid-nineteenth century. The vocational
assertion—“It is [God] that hath made us, and not we ourselves” (Ps 100:3 KJV)—thus sounds odd to
most moderns, schooled as we are in the fiction that our lives are our own exclusive possessions to use
as we choose.
When we ask, “Who am I?” or, “What am I here for?” the officially sanctioned, widely held,
governmentally subsidized creed is thoughtlessly affirmed in unison:
I am self-fabricated. Autonomous. My life is mine to live as I darn well please. I am my personal possession,
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the sum total of my astute choices and my heroic acts of detachment from anyone more important than me. I bow to
no claim other than that which I have freely chosen. I did it my way. I’m the captain of my fate, the master of my
soul. I’m the lone author of the story that is me. Well, the Christian faith offers a counter-cultural answer to,
“Who am I?” My life is less interesting than the God who enlisted me. I did not conjure me up on my
own, nor am I self-constructed. I am enlisted. The same God who had the brilliant idea to breathe life
into mud (Gen 2:7), making humanity out of nothing, breathed you forth and continues to make
something out of nothing by enlisting us to be part of God’s work in the world.
Our culture puts out all sorts of diversions and outright lies to keep us from knowing the truth of
our contingency and dependency upon an enlisting God. A fully functioning capitalist economy loves to
encourage the lie that our powers of choice and self-possession are boundless. The myth of selfinvention is a fiction produced by the market that gave us fifty different kinds of pizza and four hundred
TV channels and calls the resulting wasteland “freedom.” Never before have so many had so much
freedom to get what they want and at the same time, so little equipment for figuring out what “life” is
worth wanting.
Saint Augustine charged that our boasts of Promethean, unbounded human freedom of choice
are little more than the rattling of our chains, a failure truthfully to acknowledge our masters. In this
supermarket of desire, what I choose is less significant than that I choose. Endless, never really satisfied
consumption is my fate. I tell myself that I am free of externally imposed masters while failing to admit
my serfdom to the most imperious master of all: me.
This is the sad result of a culture committed to the project of self--definition. To ask God for help
in figuring out life would be to admit that our vaunted self-sufficiency is a lie.
Jesus famously said that his yoke is easy, his burden light. Modern people enjoy thinking that we
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have lifted off our backs the burdens of the past. No longer is a person forced to expend life making
barrels just because he or she was born into a family named Cooper. Unfortunately, many are
discovering that we have exchanged the burden of God’s externally imposed vocation for the far more
burdensome assignment of never-ending self-fabrication.
Our flight from God’s enlistment of us through vocation began earlier. Adam and Eve hid
themselves from the call of God, cowering in the bushes. (We naked, finite, vulnerable creatures tend to
think of our creator as our enemy.) Since Eden, we have more sophisticated means of cowering, chief of
which is to tell ourselves, “It is we who have made ourselves; God had little to do with it.”
The church has tried to move beyond militaristic images in the last few decades. Hymns like
“Onward Christian Soldiers” once sung with gusto are now relegated to dusty shelves of past history. It
was originally written by Sabine Baring-Gould for a Whitsunday (Pentecost) procession, at a time when
school children were to march from one village to another carrying a cross and banners. There is a story
about a bishop who one year directed that the cross was not to be carried just as the procession was
about to begin in one of his churches. The processional hymn that day was ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’;
and the choristers, not to be outdone, altered the last line of each refrain from “with the cross of Jesus
going on before” to “with the cross of Jesus left behind the door.” In a similar matter we leave God’s call
“behind the door” in the delusion that we are “self made” people.
In a community based around university life we know all to well how many students thrash about
in vocational confusion. “What should I do with my life?” is the question that places like our University
were built to answer. We lure students into abandoning family, tribe, and neighborhood, put them
through a cafeteria line of courses called a curriculum, make it possible for them to waste huge amounts
of time with their peers (who often know as little about life as they), and advise them to choose which
courses they want to take, even though they lack both the experience and the wisdom to know what they
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want. It’s a pedagogy unknown in the previous history of human education. Thereby the university
serves a mobile, demanding market driven by the conceit of the sovereignty of personal choice.
Watch Jesus move toward these ordinary fishermen. What a gift we are witnessing there, the gift
of divine enlistment. What a relief not to be forced to make yourself from scratch. How cruel of our
culture to saddle the young with the burden of self-concoction.
“The best part of being a Lutheran,” explained a young Canadian, “is baptism, when the church
just tells you who you are. I’ve spent my whole life trying to figure me out, took years deciding which path
to take.” (Look kid, your whole life consists of only twenty-four years; you haven’t wasted that much time.) “So I
show up at this Lutheran church, and at my baptism the church doused me and said, ‘Here’s who God
meant you to be; this is the life you were created to live.’ What a relief!”
That we are not self-made implies that we are God’s property to be used as God pleases. The
fancy church word is vocation. Another way of speaking of vocation is as “enlistment.” God loves us
enough to make us people who are summoned, called, claimed, assigned to a project more important
than ourselves.
Vocation is what God does. Hard to get out of your head is the notion that you are called because
of some innate virtue or talent, some great work you have done. No. Voltaire said that we are born
knowing only how to suck and defecate; all the rest is education. Christians disagree. We say it’s all
vocation—God’s sovereign, undeserved, unmerited, inscrutable enlistment of us to work with God.
“I like working with people therefore . . .” or, “I’ve always been fascinated by the natural world . . .”
or, “I’m good with words, so naturally . . .” is not the way of Christian vocation. There’s nothing natural
about it. What you want (your bundle of desires and fantasies) is not yet vocation (what God wants from
you).
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Mythologist Joseph Campbell famously defines vocation as “following your bliss.” Discover what
brings you joy, then give yourself to that. But do you notice anything missing? God. If there is no God
who creates, commands, and redeems, then Campbell’s exhortation to “follow your bliss” is about the
best the world offers.
Will Willimon writes: “When I was in high school, a preacher told me, “Where your gifts and the
world’s needs cross, that’s your vocation”—calling reduced to high school career day.” How about
working with sick people? No. Well then, how about coaching an CFL team? That doesn’t appeal? Have
you thought of going into advertising? Would you like to run for president? I’m sure you are as smart as
Trump.
A world without God stresses alleged human attributes and yearnings more than God’s intention
and assignment. Look no further than Jesus’s disciples as they are depicted in Mark’s Gospel, and you’ll
see how scripture goes out of its way to show that those who are called by God are a remarkably
mediocre, untalented bunch. Talent has less to do with vocation than God’s thing for lackluster people.
Parker Palmer, in his aptly titled Let Your Life Speak, charges that the church’s traditional view that
vocation “is an act of violence toward ourselves,” by which a vision for our lives “is forced on the self
from without rather than grown from within.” In conventional North American fashion, Palmer’s “voice”
comes exclusively from within: “I must listen to my life and try to understand what it is truly about.” But
without a Christ who speaks, summons, and reveals, all we’ve got is our own sweet little voice within.
And where’s the origin of the self-derived voice within? How does one know how much of what one is
thinking is from “without” or from “within”? Bereft of a God who speaks, vocation is nothing more than
monologue.
I have yet to meet the person who, intently listening to their own subjectivity, goes out and risks
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anything as costly and crazy as God routinely makes people do in the Bible. Who among us would dare
tell ourselves to forgive our enemies or to pray for those who persecute us?
“Mary, how did you decide, by listening to your life, to become pregnant out of wedlock and bear
the crucified Son of God into the world?”
See what I mean?
No, vocation is not something we are born with, not innate or natural, awaiting discovery by
rooting around in the recesses of the ego. Vocation is not my means of getting what I want out of life but
rather God’s means of getting what God wants out of me. To be called is to be given a job, enlisted for
service, loyal soldiers. As Jesus put it succinctly, in an aside to the dozen lackluster losers otherwise
known as disciples, “You didn’t choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you could go and
produce fruit” (John 15:16 CEB).
As we see in this morning’s Gospel, Jesus begins his work not by a solo dive into ministry but by
putting the finger on a dozen knuckleheads and commissioning them to do what he wants done in the
world. He calls in order that “you could go and produce fruit.” Track the disciples through the Gospels,
particularly this Gospel of Mark, and you will find that talent has little to do with their discipleship. The
disciples are presented in the Gospels as fearful, misunderstanding, undependable heirs of Jacob,
David, Sarah and God’s other strange choices.
What a wonder that whatever Jesus Christ hopes to do in the world, however he plans to bless
suffering, sinful humanity, he has chosen not to do it without you.
Thanks be to God! Let the enlisted say, “Amen.”
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