
Vocation of Baptism

Isaiah 43:1-7; Psalm 29; Acts 8:14-17; Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

Jesus shows up for baptism in the River Jordan. As Jesus emerges from the water, a voice

from heaven proclaims, “You are my Son, whom I dearly love; in you I find happiness.” At Jesus’s

baptism we find out who he really is and the work he was meant to do.

Now let me give to you the major claim of the sermon: When we are baptized, this is a public

pronouncement of who you really are and the work God means for you to do. In our denomination we

have people confirm the baptismal vows made by our parents if we were baptized as infants but still

baptism is a sign of our vocation.

“Vocation,” called by God, is a term now used 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) sounds odd, schooled as we are in the fiction that our lives are our

exclusive possessions to use as we choose. “Who am I?” or “Why am I here?” evokes in unison the

officially sanctioned, widely held, governmentally subsidized creed: I am self-fabricated, autonomous,

my personal property, the sum of my astute choices and my heroic acts of detachment from anyone

more important than me. I bow to no claim other than that to which I have freely consented. I’m the

captain of my fate, master of my soul, author of the story that is me.

In baptism, Christians assert the un-Canadian conviction that our lives are less interesting than

the God who assigns us. To paraphrase Aquinas, we’re contingent creatures. We’re the moon, not

the sun; our light is derivative, reflective of the Light of the World.

The God who had the brilliant idea to breathe life into mud (Genesis 2:7) loans breath, but only

for as long as God wills.

All sorts of lies keep us from knowing the truth of our contingency and dependency upon the
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cult of God. The myth of self-invention underwrites the market that gives us fifty kinds of pizza and

four hundred TV channels and calls the resulting wasteland “freedom.” Never have so many been so

free to get so much of what they want, yet they have so little notion of the life worth wanting, making

it impossible to choose themselves into the good life.

In this supermarket of desire, endless, never really satisfied consumption is our fate. I tell

myself that I am free of externally imposed masters while failing to admit my serfdom to the most

imperious of lords: me.

“It is God that hath made us, and not we ourselves” (Psalm 100:3). What a relief to know that

God likes to make things; you can’t devise yourself from scratch. Thus, in our baptisms God says to

each of us, in effect, You don’t have to make up your life as you go. You are mine, dearly loved, and I

am well pleased with that. Your life is now under my vocation.

“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 out which path to take. So

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.’ ”

That we are not self-made implies that we are God’s property, to be called for as God pleases.

In the New Testament, “calling” or “vocation” refers to discipleship rather than employment. We can

be called to “eternal life” (1 Timothy 6:12) or into fellowship with Christ (1 Corinthians 1:9), out of

darkness into light (1 Peter 2:9), and into right relationship with God (Romans 8:30), but not to a

career. Humans have careers; vocation is what God does.

“Mythologist” Joseph Campbell famously defines vocation as “following your bliss.” Frederick

Buechner similarly says vocation is “where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”

Bliss is made suspect by Jesus Christ—who casts fire on the earth (Luke 12:49), turning father
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against son (Luke 12:53), bringing not peace but a sword (Matthew 10:34). Better than flaccid

gladness, Jesus brings enlistment, incendiary vocation in mission that sometimes destroys bliss. Ask

Paul.

“I like working with people, therefore . . .” or “I’m good with words, so naturally . . .” is not the

way of vocation. How about nursing sick people? No? That doesn’t sound appealing? Hey, what

about advertising?

Vocation is not evoked by your bundle of need and desire. Vocation is what God wants from

you and whereby your life is transformed into a consequence of God’s redemption of the world. Look

no further than Jesus’s disciples—remarkably mediocre, untalented, lackluster yokels— to see that

innate talent or inner yearning has less to do with vocation than God’s thing for redeeming lives by

assigning us something to do for God.

Vocation is not an inner inclination awaiting discovery by rooting around in the recesses of the

ego. As Jesus succinctly says, “You didn’t choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you

could go and produce fruit and so that your fruit could last” (John 15:16).

The God who chose Israel and the church is a sucker for the likes of us.

In this Sunday’s first lesson Isaiah the prophet speaks to Israel in Israel’s exile. The nation has

been ravaged and now languishes in the grip of the most powerful nation on earth. And in the depths

of their despair Isaiah reminds Israel that they are a people, not because of any of their

achievements. They have been given a land, not because of any of their merits, or because of

anything they have chosen or done but solely because God has chosen and loved them. Their

significance, and their only hope for a future with God, is not in themselves or their ability to fix

themselves but rather in the gracious, loving calling of God.

“I will be your God and you will be my people,” is the divine determination that gave birth to
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Israel.

And after Jesus’s baptism, today’s Gospel lesson, how did he began his ministry? 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, calling for them in order that they

“should go and bring forth fruit.”

Baptism signifies that God’s got some form of discipleship in mind for everybody. Everyone

can expect vocation—that peculiar way God uses you, creation of God, in God’s salvation of the

world.

I can tell you that one of the happiest aspects of my fulfilling pastoral life is watching the ways

in which God calls people to live out their individual baptisms—to write letters to the incarcerated, to

do time on the church finance committee, to empty the bedpans of those in need, to raise a couple of

godly children, to set a good table for the hungry, or to be a public school teacher.

While my peculiar vocation is to be a minister, when I think about baptismal calling, I think first

of many of you. Some of you right now our busy fulfilling discipleship roles that are too big for you.

Maybe you are impressed with your inadequacies in your ability faithfully to perform the work God is

giving you do. Perhaps you have misgivings.

Well that sometimes the way it is with God. Remember, you’re being a Christian, you are

fulfilling this role was God’s idea before it was yours.

I want you to remember your baptism and be thankful. It’s a good thing to remember that your

faith neither initially nor ultimately rests upon your earnest efforts. You have been chosen. You have

been put here. You’ve been called. In some way or another, in your baptism, God Almighty said, just

as the heavenly voice said to Jesus and his baptism, “This one is mine and whom I am well pleased.”

Just after Paul reasserts his calling as an apostle, he speaks of the baptismal calling of the
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whole church: “From Paul, called by God’s will to be an apostle of Jesus Christ…Look at your

situation when you were called…not many were wise, not many were powerful, not many were from

the upper class. But God chose what the world considers foolish to shame the wise. God chose what

the world considers weak to shame the strong. And God chose what the world considers low-class

and low-life—what is considered to be nothing—to reduce what is considered something to be

nothing” (1Corinthians 1:1, 26-28).

That’s us. God chooses us just as God chose a path for Isla to follow guided by her parents

this morning. Maybe the rest of us are not the brightest candles in the box, not the most courageous,

faithful, believing disciples. But that’s not the point. The point is that we have been called. We have

been put here by God through each of our baptisms, and we have faith that God knew what God was

doing when God said, in our baptism, “This one is mine, and with whom I am well pleased.” Thanks

be to God. Amen.
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