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  Introduction


  What is the good work to which you are called? That is a good question, but it is not a simple question.


  It is a good question because our work matters to us, to others and, of course, it matters to God. Indeed, the creator of the universe is the one who longs to give us good work—to call us into work that reflects the purposes of God in the world. Thus, it is a good question because work itself is a good thing.


  For many, of course, work is sheer toil, with cruel and demeaning work conditions. But in that situation the problem is not work but the working conditions. Work itself is good. It is vital to our human identity, and we are most ourselves—most who God calls us to be, living in what it means to know the salvation of God—when we know the grace of work well done.


  Indeed, we will only be happy—we will only flourish in the way that was intended when God created us—when we are doing good work. The goal of life is not less work but to know and embrace the good work to which we are called.


  But while “What is the good work to which you are called?” is a good question, it is not a simple question. We are complicated souls and we live complicated lives. There is so much about daily life, our circumstances and the problems we face, that makes it difficult to make sense of the issues that intersect our lives. So many questions swirl through our minds as we encounter the inevitable transitions we have to navigate.


  And we will navigate transitions. We hear different statistics all the time around the question of career changes. It would not be an overstatement to say that most of us will have a significant career and life transition every four to five years. We live in a fluid economy; the institutions of which we are a part are in constant flux. Our family situation changes, pressing us to consider what implications this has for our work.


  And so, while it is a good question—it is complicated. And we do not wrestle with the question just once in life but rather as a regular part of living in a complex world. Therefore, surely, one of the basic capacities for living well is knowing how to navigate these transitions. Yes, there is the prior and ultimate question (What is the good work to which you are called?) but with that in mind, there are questions we can ask ourselves—questions that can help us make sense of these transitions and do so in light of the purposes of God in our lives. And that is the key: we want to approach the complexity of life and work through the lens of “vocation.” We consider the calling of God on our lives and find clarity and purpose in life and work by coming at it all with a desire to know God and discern calling.


  Intentionality


  We easily view ourselves as “victims” of our circumstances, of what others have done for us and the ways they have, perhaps, limited our lives. But we are not only victims, which means we have the capacity to be proactive, to not only react but also consider and move in God’s grace into work that God gives us. To consider—and that is the word—our world and our circumstances. To think, to think carefully, and to be in conversation with others making the best sense we can of what it means for us to respond to God, for this time and place. We want to be intentional.


  We need resources that empower us to take personal responsibility for our own lives and our vocations. We may feel like victims living with the consequences of the decisions of others—or even our own decisions or actions, wishing we had spent more time in school or wishing we had not quit a job—but the actions of others and our own regrets need not define us. We can foster a capacity to be proactive, to name our reality but also engage that reality with confidence, hope and courage. We need not allow ourselves to be victimized by our circumstances, but can consider how God is calling us to respond with hope.


  This means we choose and we act. Our vocation can be thought of as an invitation from God in Christ. It is a calling, something to which we are beckoned, and now it is for us to respond—to choose to accept the invitation. And no one will do this for us. Each of us needs to reflect on the particulars of God’s call in the midst of the particulars of our circumstances.


  We can take personal responsibility for our lives. We can be stewards of the way that lies before us. We are not alone in this process of discernment and we will fulfill our vocations with others who will both help us along the way and, no doubt, stand in our way and impede us. But in the end, we are called to be stewards of our lives—our potential, our giftedness, our opportunities—and to invest our lives for the kingdom of God. We can, each one of us, look at the stage on which we have arrived and respond to the opportunity to act in response to God’s call with gratitude, hope and courage.


  Good Conversation


  We need to take personal responsibility for our lives and our vocation; we need to be intentional and proactive. We each will ask, What is the good work to which I am called? And only you or I can answer this question. We each have to make the call; no one else can do it for us. Yet it is equally important to stress that although we each make the call, we cannot do this alone. We need the company of others—co-discerners who walk with us on this road. We need fellow pilgrims who will be good conversation partners with us as we journey together on the road. At the very least, good conversation has the following qualities: it is hopeful, it is theologically informed and it is productive.


  Good conversation is hopeful. Conversation about our work is easily filled with frustration. We complain about our circumstances and complain about the people we work with or the people we work for. Perhaps we complain about the situation that we face—economic or social problems that limit us. Or we feel the weight of what seem to us to be the limits that we have to live with, including the feeling that we do not get adequate support from others.


  What is needed is good conversation—meaning conversation that is consistently edifying and grace-filled, that empowers us to navigate the challenges that inevitably come when we face a transition. As those who are older, do we know how to encourage and foster the capacity of those of a generation younger? As spouses, can we talk together about how we are being called, individually and together? As parents or friends, can we speak to our children and others about work that matters to us and them as fellow pilgrims trying to make sense of our lives and our work? Pastors are in conversation with their parishioners, teachers with their students, but they can only do this well if there is a resilient hopefulness that undergirds and infuses the conversation.


  Good conversation is also theologically informed. By this, I mean that we have an understanding of the meaning of work. We grow in our understanding of what our work means to us, to God and to the world, and we view our work through the lens of the Christian theological tradition.


  Finally, good conversation is productive, meaning that it helps us see our next steps and empowers us to act. In good conversation, we enter into the wisdom that comes from the encounter with others—wisdom that provides us with headlights on a dark night.


  And in all of this, we have friends, companions on the way with whom we can speak with clarity and honesty. These companions allow us to ask the hard questions, the right questions, while we know that they care about our lives, our circumstances and our challenges.


  So what I am proposing here is that good conversation requires that we learn how to ask the right questions—or better put, that we learn how to respond to the right questions. What follows are the crucial and pivotal questions each of us needs to consider and engage:


  
    	What on earth is God doing?


    	Who are you?


    	What is your stage of life?


    	What are your circumstances?


    	What is the cross you will have to bear?


    	What are you afraid of?

  


  There are perhaps other questions that would be pertinent to a discussion on vocation, and I will reference a couple of additional questions in the conclusion, but these six are certainly a good starting point for fruitful conversation and they provide us with a vehicle for getting to the heart of the matter. In conversation with others, we can come closer to finding clarity and courage to face what lies before us.


  Focus!


  In the end, good conversation about our work fosters a capacity for vocational focus. The six questions just mentioned actually assume a prior question, namely, Where should I focus my time and my energy? When we speak of focus we make an assumption: vocation is not merely about doing a good thing, but rather about doing the right thing. I grew up in a religious tradition where preachers were inclined to call us to “pray more, give more and serve move.” Just writing this makes me shudder. “More, more, more,” we were told, on the assumption that more was and is better.


  Sometimes, of course, more is required. There are no doubt times when I need to be urged to pray more. And cetainly there are times when I need to be urged to serve more. But generally, most of us need a call to focus with greater intentionality. We do not need to be urged to do more. Many of us are trying to do too much! Rather, we need greater clarity about what we are truly called to and freedom to accept those things that do not need to concern us, at least in the use of our time and energy. We need to give our attention, in an age of distraction, to the zone of life and work that merits our vocational energy.


  There are surely those who are underengaged, and we may think that we need to say to them, “you need to do more.” There are those who are distracted or simply lazy, or those who don’t really value work or appreciate the joy that comes in work. Or those who are in a malaise, living in a vocational fog, unsure what to do and with little motivation to get off the proverbial couch. But for these folks, nothing is gained by urging them to do more. Simply doing more is of no help to them. For all of us, the call is for greater focus.


  
    Vocation is not merely about doing a good thing, but rather about doing the right thing.

  


  Thus, I use the word focus intentionally. This may well be the crucial vocational question of our day. The capacity to focus is fundamental to manage life effectively. This has always been the case; vocational integrity has always depended on the ability to focus time and energy wisely, purposefully and courageously. But the call to focus is particularly crucial in what has been labeled an age of digital distraction. If we are going to do the right thing and do it well, it may well be that the greatest threat to that very capacity will be the propensity of our generation to be “always on,” always trying to manage 101 things, including the full range of social media that we assume are essential to our lives. And the pressure to be on—always on—is vocationally insidious. It’s a killer intellectually, emotionally and thus vocationally. The urgent need of our day is not so much that we would learn “time management” but rather “attention management.” Where will we focus our mental, emotional and physical energy?


  Now it needs to be stressed that our vocation is first and foremost to respond with gratitude to God and to grow in faith, hope and love in response to God’s love and generosity toward us. But when we discern vocation, we are essentially asking a more specific question: In what particular way am I being called to respond to God? Or rather, what is the unique work that will be the expression of my faithfulness to God? That is the bottom line: responding to Christ with gratitude and trust. Discerning vocation is merely the exercise of discerning how that will find expression within the particular contours of my life.


  Vocation and Discerning Love


  Sometimes the call to pray more and give more and serve more assumes that this is the way of love. That is, the more we love God and love others, the more busy we will be. So then if you love others you will pray and give and serve, and if you love a lot you will pray and give and serve even more.


  But this relationship between vocation and love requires greater nuance. No doubt, our calling is always a calling to love God and to love our neighbor. This is a given; vocation is always about fulfilling the call to love. Love conditions ­everything; it demarcates each dimension of our lives. Even when we move into solitude—the solitary work of woodworking or gardening or sermon preparation or prayer—it is still work that is done out of love for God and others.


  And this is the fundamental call of the Christian: to love God and to love our neighbor. This is the baseline that informs every dimension of the work to which we are called. But do not confuse love with misguided generosity. To love well means to discern well—to discern how I am being called to love God and love others. We see this link between love and discernment in the opening chapter of the letter to the Philippians:


  And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight to help you to determine what is best, so that in the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God. (Phil 1:9-11)


  Love needs to be informed by knowledge and insight. We need discretion, attention and focus. Why? Because we cannot be all things to all people. And we need not. We need not even try because it is wasted energy. Rather, we need to be discerning and ask: How am I being called to fulfill the call to love in this time and place? What are the particular ways in which I am being asked to focus my time and energies as an expression of love to God and others?


  Vocation and Sabbath


  Only when we speak of focus and discernment can we begin to speak of boundaries and limits—specifically the limits of time and energy and also of sabbath. We are called to both work and rest, to work and sabbath. God rested on the seventh day and in so doing established a true rhythm for our work. Work matters, but it is only one aspect of what it means to respond to God’s grace. We are not ultimately workers. We are not defined by our work. Sabbath is a fundamental practice by which we declare—in our actions—that ultimately we trust and depend on God. Sabbath is our way of indicating that we are not vindicated by our work, but rather that our work is a response to the generosity of God toward us. The pressure to pray and give and serve, more and more and more, is often a subtle way of urging us to live a lie—the lie that God responds to our work, to how much we do, and blesses us accordingly. To the contrary, our work is a response of love to the love of God, freely offered to God and to others. We are not vindicated by our work—justified before God by how much work we do or how well we do it. Rather, our work is a means by which we steward our lives in response to the grace of God freely given to us. We are doing more than we are called to do, and God is not impressed when we are overworked.


  We also need to stop being impressed by those who overwork—those who neglect sabbath, the development of critical relationships or the grace of a good night’s sleep. When someone claims to have not had a day off in months, we shouldn’t be dazzled. Let’s just say it: something is out of kilter. God would not give us so much to do that we cannot disengage from our work and observe sabbath rest. Might there be times, weeks, in which something unforeseen intrudes on sabbath? Sure. But when this becomes the norm and pattern, it is imperative that we get back to the drawing board and find a way to get at the fundamental question: What is the good work to which you are called?


  Paying Attention


  To answer this question requires that we learn how to be attentive. The six questions are intended to foster our capacity for attentiveness—to recognize the activity of God, the character of our world and our circumstances, and the movements of our own hearts.


  In this book, I am writing on the whole for those who live active lives of intentional engagement with our world—called to business, the arts, education, religious leadership or to the good work of home making. But some readers may actually sense that they are called to what is aptly called the contemplative life. While my primary audience will no doubt be those who are called to be in the world, it is important that we affirm the place of those who play a vital role in the economy of God through a life of prayer, contemplation and retreat. While typically fewer in number, if this is your calling, you are an essential counterpoint to those who, like myself, are very much called to the active life. We depend on your prayers; we recognize that the routines and rhythms of your lives are vital to the tapestry of God’s work in the world, and are in some ways the threads that hold that tapestry together.
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