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No matter what brought you here, we hope this chance to reflect on your 
story of where you find purpose and meaning in your work, activities, and 
relationships will help you gain perspective on your life.

In the next few weeks, you and your group will consider:
▪How each of us finds love in everyday life
▪How each of us encounters the Divine 
▪How we can recognize a good or bad fit between ourselves and a 

person or activity
▪When are we in touch with God
▪How each of us seeks to balance multiple callings
▪How struggles and vulnerabilities change us
▪How to live an authentic, integrated life centered in God during 

different stages of life.

Each week you will use this guide for a simple prayer practice, a short 
reading, and several reflection questions before your group’s meeting. 

We hope that as you hear one another’s stories you will “listen with the ear 
of your heart” (Rule of St. Benedict, Prologue 1).

Your Story of Being Called to Love



4

Session One
Discovering Wonder and Love

Jacqueline du Pré
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Consider where you find wonder or love in three works:

Watch  Jacqueline du Pré play Elgar’s Cello Concerto in E Minor 

[video at sp-r.org/calledtolove]

Look  at the simply made table in SPR’s beautiful food garden. The food 

garden is just north of entrance to the church on Dorchester Ave.

Read  "Learning in War-Time" by C. S. Lewis [pp 6-11]

Before Our Meeting

Prepare for our discussion:

Read  Excerpts from "Call Forwarding: Putting Vocation in the Present 

Tense" by Joyce Ann Mercer. [pp 12-16]

Pray  Use Lectio Divina to contemplate Ephesians 4:1-6:

 [see p. 103 for instructions on doing Lectio Divina]

 I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg  you to lead a life 
worthy of the calling  to which you have been called, with all 
humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing  with one 
another in love, making  every effort to maintain the unity of the 
spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, 
just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one 
Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is 
above all and through all and in all. But each of us was given 
grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift. 

Write  Take a few minutes to consider the Questions for Reflection [p. 
17]. Write your thoughts in the space below each question.
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"Learning in War-Time" C. S. Lewis

A sermon preached in the Church of St. Mary 
the Virgin, Oxford,Autumn, 1939 

A University is a society for the pursuit of 
learning. As students, you will be expected to 
make yourselves, or to start making 
yourselves, in to what the Middle Ages called 
clerks: into philosophers, scientists, scholars, 
critics, or historians. And at first sight this 
seems to be an odd thing to do during  a great 
war. What is the use of beginning a task which 
we have so little chance of finishing? Or, even 
if we ourselves should happen not to be 
interrupted by death or military service, why 
should we -- indeed how can we -- continue 
to take an interest in these placid occupations 
when the lives of our friends and the liberties 
of Europe are in the balance? Is it not like 
fiddling while Rome burns? 

Now it seems to me that we shall not be able 
to answer these questions until we have put 
them by the side of certain other questions 
which every Christian ought to have asked 
himself in peace-time. I spoke just now of 
fiddling while Rome burns. But to a Christian 
the true tragedy of Nero must be not that he 
fiddles while the city was on fire but that he 
fiddles on the brink of hell. You must forgive 
me for the crude monosyllable. I know that 
many wiser and better Christians than I in 
these days do not like to mention heaven and 
hell even in a pulpit. I know, too, that nearly 
all the references to this subject in the New 
Testament come from a single source. But then 
that source is Our Lord Himself. People will 
tell you it is St. Paul, but that is untrue. These 
overwhelming  doctrines are dominical. They 
are not really removable from the teaching of 
Christ or of His Church. If we do not believe 
them, our presence in this church is great 
tomfoolery. If we do, we must sometime 
overcome our spiritual prudery and mention 
them. The moment we do so we can see that 
every Christian who comes to a university 

must at all times face a question compared 
with which the questions raised by the war are 
relatively unimportant. He must ask himself 
how it is right, or even psychologically 
possible,for creatures who are every moment 
advancing either to heaven or to hell, to spend 
any fraction of the little time allowed them in 
this world on such comparative trivialities as 
literature or art, mathematics or biology. If 
human culture can stand up to that, it can 
stand up to anything. To admit that we can 
retain our interest in learning under the 
shadow of these eternal issues, but not under 
the shadow of a European war, would be to 
admit that our ears are closed to the voice of 
reason and very wide open to the voice of our 
nerves and our mass emotions. 

This indeed is the case with most of us: 
certainly with me. For that reason I think it 
important to try to see the present calamity in 
a true perspective, The war creates no 
absolutely new situation: it simply aggravates 
the permanent human situation so that we can 
no longer ignore it. Human life has always 
been lived on the edge of a precipice. Human 
culture has always had to exist under the 
shadow of something infinitely more 
important than itself. If men had postponed 
the search for knowledge and beauty until 
they were secure the search would never have 
begun. We are mistaken when we compare 
war with "normal life". Life has never been 
normal. Even those periods which we think 
most tranquil, like the nineteenth century, turn 
out, on closer inspection, to be full of cries, 
alarms, difficulties, emergencies. Plausible 
reasons have never been lacking for putting off 
all merely cultural activities until some 
imminent danger has been averted or some 
crying injustice put right. But humanity long 
ago chose to neglect those plausible reasons. 
They wanted knowledge and beauty now, and 
would not wait for the suitable moment that 
never come. Periclean Athens leaves us not 
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only the Parthenon but, significantly, the 
Funeral Oration. The insects have chosen a 
different line: they have sought first the 
material welfare and security of the hive, and 
presumable they have their reward. Men are 
different.They propound mathematical 
theorems in beleaguered cities, conduct 
metaphysical arguments in condemned cells, 
make jokes on scaffold, discuss, the last new 
poem while advancing  to the walls of 
Quebec, and comb their hair at Thermopylae. 
This is not panache; it is our nature. 

But since we are fallen creatures the fact that 
this is now our nature would not, by itself, 
prove that it is rational or right. We have to 
inquire whether there is really any legitimate 
place for the activities of the scholar in a 
world such as this. That is, we have always to 
answer the question: "How can you be so 
frivolous and selfish as to think about anything 
but the salvation of human souls?" and we 
have, at the moment, to answer the additional 
question, "How can you be so frivolous and 
selfish as to think of anything but the war?" 
Now part of our answer will be the same for 
both questions. The one implies that our life 
can, and ought, to become exclusively and 
explicitly religious: the other, that it can and 
ought to become exclusively national. I 
believe that our whole life can, and indeed 
must, become religious in a sense to be 
explained later. But if it is meant that all our 
activities are to be of the kind that can be 
recognized as "sacred" and ties are to be of the 
kind that can be recognized as "sacred" and 
opposed to "secular" then I would give a single 
reply to both my imaginary assailants. I would 
say, "Whether it ought to happen or not, the 
thing you are recommending is not going to 
happen." Before I became a Christian I do not 
think I fully realized that one's life, after 
conversion, would inevitable consist in doing 
most of the same things one had been doing 
before: one hopes, in a new spirit, but still the 

same things. Before I went to the last war I 
certainly expected that my life in the trenches 
would, in some mysterious sense, be all war. 
In fact, I found that the nearer you got to the 
front line the less everyone spoke and thought 
of the allied cause and the progress of the 
campaign; and I am pleased to find that 
Tolstoy, in the greatest war book ever written, 
records the same thing -- and so, in its own 
way, does the Iliad. Neither conversion nor 
enlistment in the army is really going to 
obliterate our human life. Christians and 
solders are still men: the infidel's idea of a 
religious life, and the civilian's idea of active 
service, are fantastic. If you attempted, in 
either case, to suspend your whole intellectual 
and aesthetic activity, you would only succeed 
in substituting a worse cultural life for a better. 
You are not, in fact, going to read nothing, 
either in the Church or in the line: if you don't 
read good books you will read bad ones. If 
you don't go on thinking  rationally, you will 
think irrationally. If you reject aesthetic 
satisfactions you will fall into sensual 
satisfactions. There is therefore this analogy 
between the claims of our religion and the 
claims of the war: neither of them for most of 
us, will simply cancel or remove from the 
slate the merely human life which we were 
leading before we entered them. But they will 
operate in this way for different reasons. The 
war will fail to absorb our whole attention 
because it is a finite object, and therefore 
intrinsically unfitted to support the whole 
attention of a human soul. In order to avoid 
misunderstanding I must here make a few 
distinctions. I believe our cause to be, as 
human causes go, very righteous, and I 
therefore believe it to be a duty to participate 
in this war. And every duty is a religious duty, 
and our obligation to perform every duty is 
therefore absolute. Thus we may have a duty 
to rescue a drowning man, and perhaps, if we 
live on a dangerous coast, to learn life-saving 
so as to be ready for any drowning man when 
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he turns up. It may be our duty to lose our 
own lives in saving him. But if anyone devoted 
himself to life-saving  in the sense of giving it 
his total attention --so that he thought and 
spoke of nothing  else and demanded the 
cessation of all other human activities until 
everyone had learned to swim -- he would be 
a monomaniac. The rescue of drowning men 
is, then a duty worth dying for, but not worth 
living for. It seems to me that all political 
duties (among which I include military duties) 
are of this kind. A man may have to die for our 
country: but no man must, in any exclusive 
sense, live for his country. He who surrenders 
himself without reservation to the temporal 
claims of a nation, or a party, or a class is 
rendering to Caesar that which, of all things, 
most emphatically belongs to God: himself. It 
is for a very different reason that religion 
cannot occupy the whole of life in the sense 
of excluding all our natural activities. For, of 
course, in some sense, it must occupy the 
whole of life. There is no question of a 
compromise between the claims of God and 
the claims of culture, or politics, or anything 
else. God's claim is infinite and inexorable. 
You can refuse it: or you can begin to try to 
grant it. There is no middle way. Yet in spite of 
this it is clear that Christianity does not 
exclude any of the ordinary human activities. 
St. Paul tells people to get on with their jobs. 
He even assumes that Christians may go to 
dinner parties, and, what is more, dinner 
parties given by pagans. Our Lord attends a 
wedding and provides miraculous wine. 
Under the aegis of His Church, and in the 
most Christian ages, learning and the arts 
flourish. The solution of this paradox is, of 
course, well know to you. "Whether ye eat or 
drink or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory 
of God." All our merely natural activities will 
be accepted, if they are offered to God, even 
the humblest: and all of them, even the 
noblest, will be sinful if they are not. 
Christianity does not simply replace our 

natural life and substitute a new one: it is 
rather a new organization which exploits, to 
its own supernatural ends, these natural 
materials. No doubt, in a given situation, it 
demands the surrender of some, or al all, our 
merely human pursuits: it is better to be saved 
with one eye, than, having two, to be cast into 
Gehanna. But it does this, in a sense, per 
accidents -- because, in those special 
circumstances, it has ceased to be possible to 
practice this or that activity to the glory of 
God. There is no essential quarrel between the 
spiritual life and the human activities as such. 
Thus the omnipresence of obedience to God 
in a Christian's life is, in a way, analogous to 
the omnipresence of God in space. God does 
not fill space as a body fills it, in the sense that 
parts of Him are in different parts of space, 
excluding other object from them. Yet He is 
everywhere -- totally present at every point of 
space --according to good theologians. 

We are now in a position to answer the view 
that human culture is an inexcusable frivolity 
on the part of creatures loaded with such 
awful responsibilities as we. I reject at once an 
idea which lingers in the mind of some 
modern people that cultural activities are in 
their own right spiritual  and meritorious -- as 
though scholars and poets were intrinsically 
more pleasing to God than scavengers and 
bootblacks. I think it was Matthew Arnold 
who first used the English word spiritual in the 
sense of the German geistlich, and so 
inaugurated this most dangerous and most 
anti-Christian error. Let us clear it forever from 
our minds.The work of a Beethoven, and the 
work of a charwoman, become spiritual on 
precisely the same condition, that of being 
offered to God, of being done humbly "as to 
the Lord". This does not, of course, mean that 
it is for anyone a mere toss-up whether he 
should sweep rooms or compose symphonies. 
A mole must dig  to the glory of God and a 
cock must crow. We are members of one 
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body, but differentiated members, each with 
his own vocation. A man's upbringing, his 
talents, his circumstances, are usually a 
tolerable index of his vocation. If our parents 
have sent us to Oxford, if our country allows 
us to remain there, this is prima facie evidence 
that the life which we, at any rate, can best 
lead to the glory of God at present is the 
learned life. 

By leading that life to the glory of God I do 
not, of course, mean any at tempt to make our 
intellectual inquiries work out to edifying 
conclusions. That would be, as Bacon says, to 
offer to the author of truth the unclean 
sacrifice of a lie. I mean the pursuit of 
knowledge and beauty, in a sense, for their 
own sake, but in a sense which does not 
exclude their being for God's sake. An 
appetite for these things exists in the human 
mind, and God makes no appetite in vain. We 
can therefore pursue knowledge as such, and 
beauty, as such, in the sure confidence that by 
so doing we are either advancing to the vision 
of God ourselves or indirectly helping others 
to do so. Humility, no less than the appetite, 
encourages us to concentrate simply on the 
knowledge or the beauty, not too much 
concerning ourselves with their ultimate 
relevance to the vision of God. That relevance 
may not be intended for us but for our betters 
-- for men who come after and find the 
spiritual significance of what we dug out in 
blind and humble obedience to our vocation. 
This is the teleological argument that the 
existence of the impulse and the faculty prove 
that they must have a proper function in God's 
scheme -- the argument by which Thomas 
Aquinas probes that sexuality would have 
existed even without the Fall. The soundness 
of the argument, as regards culture, is proved 
by experience. The intellectual life is not the 
only road to God, nor the safest, but we find it 
to be a road, and it may be the appointed road 
for us. Of course it will be so only so long as 

we keep the impulse pure and disinterested. 
That is the great difficulty. As the author of the 
Theologia Germanicai says, we may come to 
love knowledge -- our knowing -- more than 
the thing known: to delight not in the exercise 
of our talents but in the fact that they are ours, 
or even in the reputation they bring  us. Every 
success in the scholar's life increases this 
danger. If it becomes irresistible, he must give 
up his scholarly work. The time for plucking 
our the right eye has arrived. 

That is the essential nature of the learned life 
as I see it. But it has indirect values which are 
especially important to-day. If all the world 
were Christian, it might not matter if all the 
world were uneducated. But, as it is, a cultural 
life will exist outside the Church whether it 
exists inside or not. To be ignorant and simple 
now -- not to be able to meet the enemies on 
their own ground -- would be to throw down 
our weapons, and the betray our uneducated 
brethren who have, under God, no defense 
but us against the intellectual attacks of the 
heathen. Good philosophy must exist, if for no 
other reason, because bad philosophy needs 
to be answered. The cool intellect must work 
not only against cool intellect on the other 
side, but against the muddy heathen 
mysticisms which deny intellect altogether. 

Most of all, perhaps we need intimate 
knowledge of the past. Not that the past has 
any magic about it, but because we cannot 
study the future, and yet need something to set 
against the present, to remind us that periods 
and that much which seems certain to the 
uneducated is merely temporary fashion. A 
man who has lived in many place is not likely 
to be deceived by the local errors of his native 
village: the scholar has lived in many times 
and is therefore in some degree immune form 
the great cataract of nonsense that pours from 
the press and the microphone of his own age. 
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The learned life then is, for some, a duty, At 
the moment it looks as if it were your duty. I 
am well aware that there may seem to be an 
almost comic discrepancy between the high 
issues we have been considering and the 
immediate task you may be set down to, such 
as Anglo-Saxon sound laws or chemical 
formulae. But there is a similar shock awaiting 
us in every vocation -- a young priest finds 
himself involved in choir treats and a young 
subaltern in accounting  for pots of jam. It is 
well that it should be so. It weeds out the vain, 
windy people and keeps in those who are 
both humble and tough. On that kind of 
difficulty we need waste no sympathy. 

But the peculiar difficulty imposed on you by 
the war is another matter: and of it I would 
again repeat, what I have been saying in one 
form or another ever since I started -- do not 
let your nerves and emotions lead you into 
thinking your present predicament more 
abnormal than it really is. Perhaps it may be 
useful to mention the three mental exercises 
which may serve as defenses against the three 
enemies which war raises up against the 
scholar. The first enemy is excitement -- the 
tendency to think and feel about the war when 
we had intended to think about our work. The 
best defense is a recognition that in this, as in 
everything else, the war has not really raised 
up a new enemy but only aggravated an old 
one. There are always plenty of rivals to our 
work. We are always falling  in love or 
quarreling, looking  for jobs or fearing  to lose 
them, getting ill and recovering, following 
public affairs. If we let ourselves, we shall 
always be waiting for some distraction or 
other to end before we can really get down to 
our work. The only people who achieve much 
are those who want knowledge so badly that 
they seek it while the conditions are still 
unfavorable. Favourable conditions never 
come. There are, of course, moments when 
the pressure of the excitement is so great that 

any superhuman self-control could not resist 
it. They come both in war and peace. We must 
do the best we can. 

The second enemy is frustration -- the feeling 
that we shall not have time to finish. If I say to 
you that no one has time to finish, that the 
longest human life leaves a man, in any 
branch of learning, a beginner, I shall seem to 
you to be saying something quite academic 
and theoretical. You would be surprised if you 
knew how soon one begins to feel the 
shortness of the tether: of how many things, 
even in middle life, we lave to say "No time 
for that", "Too late now", and "Not for me". But 
Nature herself forbids you to share that 
experience. A more Christian attitude, which 
can be attained at any age in that of leaving 
futurity in God's hands. We may as well, for 
God will certainly retain it whether we leave it 
to Him or not. Never, in peace or war, commit 
your virtue or your happiness to the future. 
Happy work is best done by the man who take 
his long-term plans somewhat lightly and 
woks from moment to moment "as to the 
Lord". It is only our daily bread that we are 
encourage to ask for. The present is the only 
time in which any duty can be done or any 
grace received. 

The third enemy is fear. War threatens us with 
death and pain. No man -- and specially no 
Christian who remember Gethsemane -- need 
try to attain a stoic indifference about these 
things: but we can guard against the illusions 
of the imagination. We think of the streets of 
Warsaw and contrast the deaths there suffered 
with an abstraction called Life. But there is no 
question of death or life for any of us; only a 
question of this death or of that -- of a 
machine gun bullet now or a cancer forty 
years later. What does war do to death? It 
certainly does not make it more frequent; 100 
per cent of us die, and the percentage cannot 
be increased. It puts several    deaths earlier; 
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but I hardly suppose that that is what we fear. 
Certainly when the moment comes, it will 
make little difference how many years we 
have behind us. Does it increase our chance 
of a painful death? I doubt it. As far as I can 
find out, what we call natural death is usually 
preceded by suffering; and a battlefield is one 
of the very few places where one has a 
reasonable prospect of dying with no pain at 
all. Does it decrease our chances of dying at 
peace with God? I cannot believe it. If active 
service does not persuade a man to prepare 
for death, what conceivable concatenation of 
circumstance would? Yet war does do 
something to death. It forces us to remember 
it. The only reason why the cancer at sixty or 
the paralysis at seventy-five do not bother us is 
that we forget them. War makes death real to 
us: and that would have been regarded as one 
of its blessings by most of the great Christians 
of the past. They thought it good for us to be 
always aware of our mortality. I am inclined to 
think they were right. 

All the animal life in us, all schemes of 
happiness that centered in this world, were 
always doomed to a final frustration. In 
ordinary times only a wise man can realize it. 
Now the stupidest of us know. We see 
unmistakable the sort of universe in which we 
have all along been living, and must come to 
terms with it. If we had foolish un-Christian 
hopes about human culture, they are now 
shattered. If we thought we were building up a 
heaven on earth, if we looked for something 
that would turn the present world from a place 
of pilgrimage into a permanent city satisfying 
the soul of man, we are disillusioned, and not 
a moment too soon. But if we thought that for 
some souls, and at some times, the life of 
learning, humbly offered to God, was, in its 
own small way, one of the appointed 
approaches to the Divine reality and the 
Divine beauty which we hope to enjoy 
hereafter, we can think so still.
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"Call Forwarding …" Joyce Ann Mercer
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Questions for Reflection

What did you think about when you first read the phrase, “Called to Love?”

What are your thoughts about God’s love and our love after hearing Jacqueline du Pre play 
the cello, looking at the honestly made table in the garden, reading C. S. Lewis, “Learning 
in War-Time,” or meditating on the passage from Ephesians. You may also write about 
some other activity or work.
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Going Deeper

What might it mean to be Called to Love?

“Called to Love” has a double meaning. We are called to love the God who first love us, 
and we are called to love our neighbor. Nevertheless, the word “love” means different 
things to different people. In Ephesians 4, Paul urges us to “bear with one another in love.” 
We love by praising God in music, by our work, by contemplating nature, and by loving 
others. Some love neighbor by strengthening family bonds, by being  hospitable and 
generous, by teaching or healing, or by providing economic security to family and world. 
All of these attitudes and activities are manifestations of divine love.

Because love manifests itself in many ways, we may sometime be puzzled about how or 
whether it relates to God. Augustine, for example, looked to drama, friendship, and 
philosophy as sources of ultimate meaning; but, in the long run, none was fully adequate. 
Finally, he came to believe that God is the ultimate source of everything true, good, and 
beautiful in the world (Confessions). God loves us with a gracious, unchanging love and 
we love God in return. Indeed, he wrote “our hearts are restless until they find their rest” 
in God (Book 1, Chapter 1).  All human beings love: we may love activities, work, and 
other people generously in God or we may “love” (and even become addicted to) 
activities and people. We may “love” what hurts us or injures others. We live well when 
we love God and neighbor drawn by the God who loves us.  This love brings us joy and 
happiness.  

Augustine’s ideas have consequences. If we believe that God loves us notwithstanding our 
shortcomings and that we have been created for love, then a disengaged life is not for us. 
Nor will we care for our own welfare alone. Instead we will live so that life goes well for 
others.  We will care about their welfare and have compassion for the vulnerable, the 
weak, and the oppressed, as God first had compassion for us. At the same time, we search 
for God or the ultimate, knowing that no human understanding of God can be final or fully 
adequate.

Given all that our life embraces, we may create meaningful lives by weaving together our 
loves in at least three ways:
▪ who love calls me to be--the Core of my identity as created by God and as oriented 

by what or whom I love
▪ how I am called to love--my commitments to a way of life and enduring 

relationships, whether marriage, partnership, friendships, or the single life.
▪ what love calls me to do--how love informs and guides the work, service, or 

activities that fill my daily life.
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Exploring Together: Questions for Group Discussion
What did you think about when you first read the phrase, “Called to Love?”

What are your thoughts about God’s love and our love after hearing Jacqueline du Pre play 
the cello, looking at the honestly made table in the garden, reading C. S. Lewis, “Learning 
in War-Time,” or meditating on the passage from Ephesians. You may also write about 
some other activity or work.

Where has love drawn you (towards God, beauty, truth, other people, music, wood-
working, or writing)? Tell a story about how you were drawn, what drew you, and how that 
“drawing” might relate to God.

Which of the three areas (who love calls me to be, how I am called to live in love, and 
what love calls me to do) seems most important for you? Or do you intertwine them in 
your life? Tell a story about what you do.

After Our Meeting
Think about what you learned from others in your group. What surprised you about your 
group’s conversation? What new insights emerged for you?
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Session Two
Discerning Love in Vocations

Frederick Buechner
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Before Our Meeting

Read  1. "The Calling of Voices" by Frederick Buechner [pp 22-25]

 2. "Vocation" by Frederick Buechner [p. 26]

Pray  Use Lectio Divina to contemplate Isaiah 6:1-9

 [see p. 103 for instructions on doing Lectio Divina]

 In the year that King  Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting  upon a 
throne, high and lifted up; and his train filled the temple…And 
the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who 
called, and the house was filled with smoke. And I said: “Woe is 
me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in 
the midst of  people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the 
King, the Lord of hosts!”

      Then flew [a],,,seraphim to me, having  in his hand a burning  
coal which he had taken with tongs from the altar. And he 
touched my mouth, and said: “Behold, this has touched your 
lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin forgiven.” And I 
heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send, and 
who will go for us?” Then I said, “Here I am! Send me.” And he 
said, “Go…” 

Write  Take a few minutes to consider the Questions for Reflection [p. 
27]. Write your thoughts in the space below each question.
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1. "The Calling of Voices" Frederick Buechner
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1. "The Calling of Voices" Frederick Buechner
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1. "The Calling of Voices" Frederick Buechner
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1. "The Calling of Voices" Frederick Buechner
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2. "Vocation" Frederick Buechner
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Questions for Reflection

Share about a time recently when you felt drawn to a decision, a relationship, or a job (or 
an activity such as watering plants or cooking).  What did you learn about calls from your 
experience of being drawn to something you loved or which gave you deep gladness?

Have you ever felt that you ought to commit yourself to an activity, to work, or to a 
relationship? 
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Going Deeper

How do we know when love of work, an activity, or a relationship leads to a calling?

We at SPR seek to discover what, in fact, moves, directs, or inspires to us love God and 
neighbor. When deep love grounded in God or the way were created leads us to sustained 
work, a long-term relationship, or commitment to a hobby or activity, we use the word 
“vocation” or “call” to describe our involvement.

The way God created each of us affects who and what we love. Members of SPR find 
energy and new life in following the very different activities and people they love, and 
they give to others from that energy. Although, as members of the SPR community we 
share a general call of loving God and neighbor, the ways we do these things vary. They 
depend on the sorts of people we are and on how we are situated in the world. The way I 
love a student whose paper I am correcting  differs from the way I love a child. The ways 
we love depend upon our judgments and so we learn from sharing. 

Frederick Buechner’s “The Calling of Voices” helps us understand how the love of beauty 
or a fellow human being may lead to a calling.  When love grounded in God or the way 
we were created leads to work, a long-term relation, or commitment to an activity, we use 
the words “vocation” or “call” to describe our involvement.  Buechner tells stories about 
such callings, for example, of someone who “calls on the phone and says ‘Listen, 
something had happened. Something has got to be done…You’ve got to come for God’s 
sake,’ and you go.” You go sometimes when the costs are high and your discomfort is great. 
Or a seagull flaps up and up with a seashell in its beak, then lets it drop. “There is 
something so wild and brave and beautiful about it that you have to write it into a poem.” 
A call has urgency; it summons you to action, even at considerable cost. Yet too often, 
people say “no.” Some listen to the “great blaring, boring, banal voice of our mass culture” 
that tells us salary or status is all that matters. Or we listen to the “shoulds” of the super-
ego, the urgency of compulsive desire, or self-indulgent egos and, as a result, spend “the 
only years we are ever going to get in this world doing something that could not matter 
less to ourselves or to anyone else.” We have a choice. We can say “yes” to work to which 
we can be whole-heartedly committed. Buechner exclaims that we can “go with our lives 
where we most need to go and where we are most needed.” 

Whole-hearted commitment, deep gladness, and deep hunger are rooted in God and affect 
every aspect of our being.

However, knowing what and whom to love over time can be difficult to discern. Kate, for 
example, whom Jennifer Grant Haworth mentions in “Discerning  God’s Call,” became 
anxious as she worked long, fruitless hours in a job she believed she would love. (fn 1) She 
didn’t dare quit for financial reasons, but she wondered whether there wasn’t more to life 
than what she was doing. She needed to explore and discern the kind of work that would 
give purpose to her life. Others feel ambivalent about work or relationships. Anne was a 
skilled comic actress who also loved to participate in retreats. How could she choose 
between the two in pursuing a career? A counselor asked her which one she could live 
without. She realized that she could give up acting but not the spiritual retreats.
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The process of discernment is a centuries-old Christian practice that examines our lives to 
“notice what is leading us toward greater life and love and what is blocking our way.” 
Prayer can be an aid to discernment. The examen, a particular form of meditation used by 
Christians across the centuries, invites us to stop each day, as Jennifer Haworth describes 
it, “to notice what enlivens and what drains us. After asking…for illumination, you ask, For 
what moment today am I most grateful? and When did I feel most alive today? You then 
offer a prayer of gratitude for these blessings, noting that God [or the infinite] is always 
present in any encounter that deepens love and enriches life. After this, you review the day 
again, asking, For what moment today am I least grateful? and When did I most feel life 
draining  out of me?” You attend to your responses to these moments, pray for forgiveness 
where appropriate, and think about “what you noticed while praying” about how you felt. 
Do you observe patterns over time? “Which experiences make you feel more alive, and 
which exhaust and deaden your spirit?” To which do you feel most ethically bound and 
what is less compelling?

fn 1 On Our Way: Christian Practices for Living a Whole Life, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Susan R. Briehl 
(Nashville, TN: The Upper Room Books, 2010). 
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Exploring Together: Questions for Group Discussion
Share about a time recently when you felt drawn to a decision, a relationship, or a job (or 
an activity such as watering plants or cooking).  What did you learn about calls from your 
experience of being drawn to something you loved or which gave you deep gladness?

Have you ever felt that you ought to commit yourself to an activity, to work, or to a 
relationship? 

Why, in your own particular life, does work, an activity, or relationship demand your 
ethical action or invite your glad response and eager service whereas others do not?

How does your sense of call relate to your sense of the divine in your life?

After Our Meeting
Think about what you learned from others in your group. What surprised you about your 
group’s conversation? What new insights emerged?



31



32

Session Three
Many Callings, 
One Abundant Life

Evelyn Underhill
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Before Our Meeting

Prepare for our discussion:

Watch  Charlie Chaplin in a clip from Modern Times

[video at sp-r.org/calledtolove]

Read  1. The Spiritual Life by Evelyn Underhill (excerpt) [pp 34-36]

 2. God Has a Dream: A Vision of Hope for Our Time by 
Desmund Tutu with Douglas Abrams (excerpt) [pp 37-42]

Pray  Use Lectio Divina to contemplate Ephesians 3:16-20
 [see p. 103 for instructions on doing Lectio Divina]

 I pray that, according  to the riches of his glory, [God] may grant 
that you may be strengthened in your inner being  with power 
through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith, as you are being  rooted and grounded in love. I 
pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the 
saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and 
to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you 
may be filled with all the fullness of God. Now to him who by 
the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly 
far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and 
forever. Amen. 

Write  Take a few minutes to consider the Questions for Reflection [p. 
43]. Write your thoughts in the space below each question.
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1. "The Spiritual Life" Evelyn Underhill
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1. "The Spiritual Life" Evelyn Underhill
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2. "God Has a Dream" Desmond Tutu
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2. "God Has a Dream" Desmond Tutu
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2. "God Has a Dream" Desmond Tutu
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2. "God Has a Dream" Desmond Tutu
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2. "God Has a Dream" Desmond Tutu
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Questions for Reflection
Make a list of your various roles and relationships (for example: spouse parent, friend, 
neighbor, employee, volunteer, church member, etc.).

What calls pull you in different directions so that you feel divided or fragmented? Give an 
example of how divided you can be. 

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________
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Going Deeper

How do we live out our vocation in multiple ways?

“Many people today feel pulled in numerous directions, stretched beyond their limits. The 
responsibilities and obligations of work and family press on us from all sides, each area of 
our life demanding more time and attention than we have to give….How can we find a 
sense of centeredness and peace amidst all these pressures?” (Laura Fanucci, “Called to 
Life: Participant Guide.”)

When people, activities, and work mirror the truth, goodness, or beauty of God, we are 
drawn to them. Yet, because we are humans who live in time and place, we have trouble 
knowing  how and when to address our multiple commitments. And when we love from 
need, guilt, or fear, we may find ourselves too “glued” to others or to work, and we 
become torn. We lose our sense of proportion and orientation and in this way lose 
ourselves.

Jack Fortin quotes people who feel torn by multiple obligations:

“I seem to be one person when I’m visiting my mother in the nursing  home, another when 
I’m with my friends at the health club, still another at work, and someone else at 
church….I feel like a chameleon.”

“As a single mom, I feel torn to pieces by all the demands on my time. I try to do a good 
job at work and be a good parent to my kids and take care of my dad when he needs my 
help…I feel overwhelmed. I feel as if I don’t do anything well.”

Fortin comments, “voices like these … express what many people are feeling in our 
society: a loss of identity, fragmentation, meaninglessness, a loss of control, feeling alone, 
adrift without a moral compass, confused, anxious     We long for a more centered life, a 
sense of wholeness, a more peaceful confident life. We want a place to belong, and we 
want our lives to count for something worthwhile” (fn 1).

What is a more centered life? The Oxford English Dictionary defines “centered” as “fixed 
on a centre as a point of support or equilibrium; furnished with a centre” (Def. 2). When 
we are ‘furnished with a centre,” we are “rooted and grounded” as Paul puts it in the Letter 
to the Ephesians, and from that center we act confidently into the world rather than being 
pulled in different directions. In 1851 Alfred Lord Tennyson wrote, ”My centred passion 
cannot move, Nor will it lessen from to-day” (In Memoriam, ed. 4, 54, line 84). A guiding 
passion brings things into focus and directs action. However, a guiding passion is not 
enough, first, because we need to satisfy basic needs or they will distract us and, second, 
because guiding passions don’t necessarily ground us sufficiently to promote peaceful, 
consistent action.

In order to be centered, we need to attend to modern psychologists, such as Abraham 
Maslow, who emphasize that we are biological beings whose existence and emotions 
depend on fulfilling basic needs vital to survival:
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1. Physiological needs for water, food, sleep, and exercise.
2. Needs for safety (shelter from the elements, a safe place to live) and steady 

work.
3. Social needs for love, affection, and belonging. Relationships with family, 

friends, and communities help fulfill this need.

We cannot be centered as long as basic needs are unmet because these needs will pull us 
in different directions. We become scattered like leaves in the wind, so that first we chase 
a goal at work, then run home to make dinner, or talk on the phone with someone.  Can 
we be centered even while we act on multiple fronts? Paul insists that we are “rooted and 
grounded in love.” 

What might “grounded in love” mean? Desmond Tutu finds his center by being quiet in the 
presence of God. He sits in the “silence of love,” and believes that we are “all meant to be 
contemplatives” (99). Just as we don’t always have to talk when sitting with someone we 
love, we do not have to talk with God. With one we love “sitting there in silence or 
listening to music is almost indescribably satisfying and sweet. That is what it’s like to be 
with God in these times of satisfaction and joy” (103). 

Not all people find connection with God in the same way. For some, walking along a lake 
or looking out from a small mountain over a ridge of hills brings a sense of being grounded 
in God. Others find connection through music or beautiful words or reading the Bible. A 
sense of peace and proportion emerges from such communions. When we are sorrowful or 
angry, using angry words to God will bring connection. Tutu writes,

“It is often said, pray as you can, not as you can’t. I’m helped immensely by the scriptures 
that teach us the words to say when we are despair and in doubt” (103).  He adds, “There 
is an authenticity in being who you are in the presence of God” (104).

One might say the same thing about speaking honestly to a family member or friend. Truth 
heals and so does the tender comfort of those whom we trust.

But the contemplative life cannot center us by itself. In an ingenious example, Tutu argues 
that “oppressive and unjust governments should stop people for praying to God, should 
stop them from reading and meditating on the Bible, for these activities will constrain them 
to work for the establishment of God’s kingdom of justice, of peace, of laughter, of joy, of 
caring, of sharing, of reconciliation, of compassion.”

Tutu gained energy from God for his fight against apartheid in South Africa. But being 
centered offers a way to find energy and wholeness in everyday life as well. Evelyn 
Underhill, the Anglican writer, captures this possibility in her idea of the spiritual life. “A 
spiritual life is simply a life in which all that we do comes from the centre, where we are 
anchored in God: a life soaked through and through by a sense of His reality and claim, 
and self-given to the great movement of His will” (The Spiritual Life, 32).  
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Although we may try to deal with the spiritual and practical aspects of our lives separately, 
we will never resolve conflicts between multiple callings using that approach. “Most of 
our conflicts and difficulties come from trying to deal with the spiritual and practical 
aspects of our life separately instead of realizing them as parts of one whole. Only when 
the conviction--not merely the idea—that the demand of the Spirit, however inconvenient, 
comes first and IS first, rules the whole of it, will those objectionable noises die 
down” (33-34). 

Underhill emphasizes two aspects of our relationship to God. We worship God, and we 
find our place in action, in “the field, workshop, study, laboratory,” (74) where we work to 
actualize God’s purposes. How, we might ask, do we discover the will of God? Our faith 
gives us some answers: love God with our whole hearts and our neighbors as ourselves. 
The more we act on these truths, the more we will learn to discern the direction of God’s 
will. Underhill adds, “That choice, cause, or action … which makes for the increase of 
happiness – health – beauty – peace – cleanses and harmonizes life, must always be in 
accordance with the Will of the Spirit” (113).  When people are perplexed by conflicting 
goals, they “will often become aware, if they will wait in quietness, of a subtle yet insistent 
pressure in favour of the path which they should take … Where there is no such pressure, 
then our conduct should be decided by charity and common sense; qualities which are 
given to us by God in order that they may be used” (114). Often we feel we do not have 
the time during  the day to listen to God’s will or to feel divine love. Many of us have 
endless household chores, long hours of work, and many demands from children, 
employers, and e-mails. Yet we can act from and for the love of God in even the small 
details of everyday life. George Herbert, the seventeenth-century Anglican poet, wrote:

 “Who sweeps a room as for Thy laws,
 Makes that and the action fine—“   (Quoted in Underhill, 119)

Even the practical activity of packing  a suitcase or washing the windows can “be given 
eternal worth” (120).

1. Jack Fortin, The Centered Life: Awakened, Called, Set Free, Nurtured (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 
2006), 7-19. 
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Exploring Together: Questions for Group Discussion
Consider your list of your various roles and relationships (for example: spouse parent, 
friend, neighbor, employee, volunteer, church member, etc.). To what extent do you feel 
called to these different relationships and roles and to what extent do you feel torn or 
fragmented? 

What calls pull you in different directions so that you feel divided or fragmented?

What have you found helpful in giving a sense of unity, focus, and being grounded in your 
calling, or, to put it differently what activity helps you become centered, (for example, 
taking a walk or praying)?

How would your life be different if, instead of trying to negotiate your different roles, you 
acted from your center? 

After Our Meeting
Think about what you learned from others in your group. What surprised you about your 
group’s conversation? What new insights emerged?
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Session Four
Struggles in Our Callings

Wendell Berry
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Before Our Meeting

Listen  "Everybody Hurts" by REM

[video at sp-r.org/calledtolove]

Read  1. Made for Goodness and Why This Makes All the Differences 

by Desmond Tutu and Mpho Tutu (excerpt) [pp 50-63]

 2. OPTIONAL: "Pray without Ceasing: by Wendell Berry (If you 
have time, read the whole wonderful narrative! You can find it in 
a copy of Fidelity in the Byllesby Room library.)  [pp 64-75]

 3. OPTIONAL: The Spiritual Life by Evelyn Underhill (excerpt) 
[pp 76 - 78]

Pray  Use Lectio Divina to contemplate Psalm 31: 9-12, 14, 16:
 [see p. 103 for instructions on doing Lectio Divina]

 Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am in distress; my eye wastes 
away from grief, my soul and body also.

 For my life is spent with sorrow, and my years with sighing; my 
strength fails because of my misery, and my bones waste away.

 I am the scorn of all my adversaries, a horror to my neighbors, 
an object of dread to my acquaintances; those who see me in 
the street flee from me.

 I have passed out of mind like one who is dead; I have become 
like a broken vessel.

 But I trust in you, O Lord; I say, “You are my God.”

 Let your face shine upon your servant; save me in your steadfast 
love.

Write  Take a few minutes to consider the Questions for Reflection [p. 
79]. Write your thoughts in the space below each question.
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1. "Made for Goodness ..." Desmond Tutu and Mpho Tutu
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1. "Made for Goodness ..." Desmond Tutu and Mpho Tutu
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1. "Made for Goodness ..." Desmond Tutu and Mpho Tutu
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1. "Made for Goodness ..." Desmond Tutu and Mpho Tutu
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2. "Pray without Ceasing" Wendell Berry
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67
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2. "Pray without Ceasing" Wendell Berry



73
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2. "Pray without Ceasing" Wendell Berry
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2. "Pray without Ceasing" Wendell Berry
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3. "The Spiritual Life" Evelyn Underhill
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3. "The Spiritual Life" Evelyn Underhill
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3. "The Spiritual Life" Evelyn Underhill
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Questions for Reflection
Think of someone you know – a friend, a family member, a co-worker – who has faced 
significant struggles or suffering in their life. How did the struggle change them?

During times when you have faced challenges or felt overwhelmed, what sustained you?

When you experienced a smaller obstacle or disappointment, how did you deal with it? 
How did you or might you deal with a larger struggle?
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Going Deeper

How do suffering and struggle relate to divine and human love?

“All of our lives are touched by painful experiences, times of challenge, or significant loss. 
Because difficulty and struggle are part of life, our callings are influenced by our sufferings. 
We may struggle with our health: disabilities, disease, mental illness or addictions. We 
may struggle with our families: estranged relationships, abuse, or divorce. We may struggle 
with work: job burnout, ethical dilemmas, or financial difficulties. We may struggle with 
our faith: where is God in this mess and chaos?” (Fanucci, “Called to Life,” p. 23)

Sometimes “our suffering seems too painful or unjust to be meaningful. Our struggle to 
understand why this is happening to us may lead us to wrestle with God or even lose faith. 
These dark moments of questioning may change our understanding or image of God. For 
example, after a divorce, someone may wonder why or if God called them to marriage in 
the first place. These are deep challenges to our view of our callings and of God” (p. 24). 

It may be hard to find a loving God in suffering. Desmond Tutu points to the parent of the 
prodigal son who must have felt agony as he waited for his son to come home. “So many 
of us know the role of the prodigal son’s father only too intimately…How many [parents] 
are able to sit on their hands and watch their child flail like one drowning?” “It is hard to 
accept God’s reverence for human autonomy” when we imagine ourselves sitting with the 
father who waits for his son (102-103). But we need to be present for the vulnerable and 
allow others to be present for us when we suffer. Tutu refers to a “tend and befriend” 
response. Ubuntu is the Xhosa word used to describe this survival behavior. The word 
means, “a person is a person only through other persons” (15, 208). We are persons in 
relation to others, and [in caring] for one another [we] thrive. “The instinct to care, the 
instinct for goodness, is a shining thread woven into the fabric of our being” (15).

Like Desmond Tutu, Evelyn Underhill acknowledges “the cruelty, injustice, and futility of 
life” (The Spiritual Life, 111). But she believes there is also truth and goodness in the 
world. We can “struggle for the redemption of the world from greed, cruelty, injustice, 
selfish desire and their results” (110-111). Those who struggle “find themselves supported 
and reinforced by a spiritual power which enhances life, strengthens will, and purifies 
character.” In this struggle people will “come to recognize more and more in that power 
the action of God … These facts are as real as the other facts, which distress and puzzle us; 
the apparent cruelty, injustice and futility of life. We have to account somehow for the 
existence of gentleness, purity, self-sacrifice, holiness, love” (111).

Forgiveness can turn the evil consequences of an action to good.  After the narrator in 
“Pray without Ceasing” tells the horrible story of how Thad shot his best friend, Ben 
Feltner, to death, he concludes:

I am blood kin to both sides of that moment when Ben Feltner turned to face Thad 
Coulter in the road and Thad pulled the trigger. The two families, sundered in the 
ruin of a friendship, were united again first in new friendship and then in marriage. 
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My grandfather made a peace here that has joined many who would otherwise 
have been divided. I am the child of his forgiveness (59).

“But the forgiveness did not make the suffering simply end,” Peter Lane explains (Sermon, 
7/8/2012). “Mat Feltner’s grandson also says, ‘I…never heard him (Mat)  speak so much as a 
word about his father’s death, and I could not have imagined breaking his silence. I only 
wanted to be in his presence, as if in his presence I could somehow enter into the 
presence of an agony that I knew had shaped us all’” (8). Like the grandson, we can be 
present in love to the pain of others and allow others to be present with us.

Vulnerability and struggle sometimes change not only our relationships to family, but to 
God and our callings. Suffering changes us. It can give us a new kind of energy to love 
others, and, as we change, our sense of what matters also changes. The childless couple 
may be called by love to adopt a child from another country, and, in doing  so, to become 
interested in that country. Fanucci writes that sometimes we are also “called away from a 
situation – whether an abusive relationship, a toxic workplace, or a negative environment. 
Though it can be painful to leave, [our relationship to God can] influence us to do the 
difficult work of closing a door and moving  on…Sometimes … we feel moved to respond 
by doing what we can to change the painful situation or bring new life and new love from 
an experience of loss. God can work through our anger, frustration or sadness to create 
something positive” (Fanucci, “Called to Life,” 23-24). Vulnerability may lead us to 
discover new resources, whether spiritual, relational, or practical.

Desmond Tutu writes “A failure can … be a gift when we have allowed ourselves the 
delusion that we are self-made …The failure on the road to achieving the dream of wealth 
may be the window through which self-aggrandizement can be ushered out to open a 
space for God …The gifts of failure [and suffering] may be a deep encounter with God…It 
may be only when we have reached the end of our rope that we finally realize that the 
only secure handhold is God. When we recognize that we can no longer rely on our own 
resources, we open a space for God to work” (114-115). That moment can be the 
beginning of a calling.

Session Four



82

Exploring Together: Questions for Group Discussion
During times when you have faced challenges in your call to love or have felt 
overwhelmed, what sustained you?

How has struggle or suffering affected who love calls you to be, how you are called to live 
in love, or what love calls you to do? (See the bullet points above on p. ##)

Share a story of a difficulty, loss, or challenge that influenced your call to love and tell us a 
story of that influence and how it affected your relationship with the Divine. 

After Our Meeting
Think about what you learned from others in your group. What surprised you about your 
group’s conversation? What new insights emerged?
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Session Five
Vocation Over Time,
Living our Changing Callings

The Reverend Mpho Tutu and her father, the Most Reverend Desmond Tutu
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Before Our Meeting

Read  1. "When I Consider" by John Milton [p. 86]

 Background Note: John Milton became blind in the 1650s, 
ending his political career as Latin Secretary to Oliver Cromwell. 
He wrote this piece in 1652 or 1655; sometime afterward he 
wrote the major poems for which he is known: Paradise Lost, 
Paradise Regained, and Samson Agonistes.

 2. Made for Goodness and Why This Makes All the Differences 
by Desmond Tutu and Mpho Tutu (excerpt) [pp 87-90]

 3. "I Hear Them … Calling" by Vincent Harding [pp 91-94]

Pray  Use Lectio Divina to reflect on Sirach 6:18-19, 32-33:
 [see p. 103 for instructions on doing Lectio Divina]

 My child, from your youth choose discipline,and when you have 
gray hair you will still find wisdom. Come to her like one who 
plows and sows, and wait for her good harvest… If you are 
willing, my child, you can be disciplined,and if you apply 
yourself you will become clever.If you love to listen you will 
gain knowledge,and if you pay attention you will become wise.

Write  Take a few minutes to consider the Questions for Reflection [p. 
95]. Write your thoughts in the space below each question.
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1. "When I Consider" John Milton

When I consider how my light is spent,
   Ere half my days in this dark world and wide,
   And that one talent which is death to hide
Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent
To serve therewith my Maker, and present
   My true account, lest He returning chide;
   "Doth God exact day-labor, light denied?"
I fondly ask. But Patience, to prevent
That murmur, soon replies, "God doth not need
   Either man's work or His own gifts. Who best
   Bear His mild yoke, they serve Him best. His state
Is kingly: thousands at His bidding speed,
   And post o'er land and ocean without rest;
   They also serve who only stand and wait."
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2. "Made for Goodness ..." Desmond Tutu and Mpho Tutu
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3. "I Hear Them … Calling" Vincent Harding
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Questions for Reflection
What are some of the callings you considered in childhood, youth, early adulthood and 
beyond and how did you come to choose the ones to follow?

Describe a time when you felt challenged by a transition in your vocation, reflecting on 
what questions you had about yourself and about God or the ultimate meaning of the 
universe?

To what do you feel called at this point and what people and communities are influencing 
your call? Are you drawn or called away from something or towards something new?
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Going Deeper

How do we live out our call to love over a lifetime?

As we mature, our understanding of our callings changes. Sometimes when our callings do 
not work out as we had hoped, we may doubt ourselves. Desmond Tutu writes, “I had 
known from an early age what I wanted to do. I wanted to be a doctor. I had felt a strong 
urge toward that profession. Though I succeeded in earning admission to medical school, I 
failed to raise enough money to be trained as a doctor. I turned instead to teaching. I 
enjoyed teaching. My temperament and training seemed to suit me to that vocation. When 
the government instituted the iniquitous Bantu Education system for black South Africans, I 
could not continue to teach. My conscience would not allow it. I started training for the 
ordained ministry. I would have dearly loved to be a doctor; I hope I would have been a 
good one. I counted my inability to attend medical school a failure. I considered the end 
of my teaching career a failure too. Only in retrospect have I come to know that neither 
event was a failure. The end of each opportunity was an opening for me to take a different 
path.”

The measure by which we judge success or failure is not God’s yardstick. In fact, success 
and failure are often more a testament to our own arrogance. We think we know what our 
lives are meant to be. We believe we know how God must use us. We have the plan. 
When our plan doesn’t work, we are devastated. As my wise friend Oprah Winfrey says, 
‘We spend so much time staring despairingly at the door that has just closed that we don’t 
notice that hope has opened a window.’

What might our lives feel like if we didn’t march through them with a scorecard, keeping  a 
tally of our failures and successes? How would it be to stop pretending  omniscience? Can 
you imagine being  able to trust that the outcome of your efforts will be right, whatever the 
outcome? Even when it looks as though every effort is marked with failure?” (119-20).

In “I Hear Them … Calling,” Vincent Harding exhibits no such omniscience as he tells the 
story of how his callings gradually unfolded. As a young person he heard the calls to 
become a clergyman, an athlete, and a high school teacher. Writing and journalism and 
the draft called him to action. The south side of Chicago had a powerful effect on him 
when he moved there: “I heard its singing and its screams, saw its determination and its 
terror, sensed its freedom and its captivity. And while there was much I did not then 
understand about such calls, I knew this was calling me” (400). Soon Harding was called 
away from an America of the Vietnam war and toward a “radically transformed 
society” (401). However, this call led not to certainty but to humility. He had become a 
college professor but, “teaching history I was called to understand how little this Black 
student, this FIRST NEGRO, had been taught, especially about the truth of his own long 
pilgrimage, about his people’s struggles against the powers of death, about their 
determined movement towards new life … I began to hear voice more loudly than ever 
before, and they will not be silent for they are me” (401). Harding found his ultimate calls 
to love in being a historian and a husband, as he heard the voices of his mother, his 
children, his wife: “I hear a voice, of my wife, Rosemarie. I know what it means. I am to be 
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husband and man, strength and solace, lover and companion in the way, resting  place and 
summons to joy in the morning. Callings are strange things. I think I have heard many 
voices in many times and places, but it may be that I have heard only One” (403). 
Harding’s sense of a call from God came only retrospectively and even then ambiguously. 

Harding dramatizes how our callings evolve and change throughout our lives. Developing 
this idea, Laura Fanucci writes, “a vocation is a dynamic reality that evolves throughout 
the length of our life, from youth through middle age, from retirement through the elder 
years.

‘Our [calling] then, is not a rigid appointment, determined once and for all. 
Rather, it entails choices at every life stage, new opportunities to enter more 
deeply into one’s created being and to respond more fully to God in the 
concrete circumstances that present themselves.’
Claire Wolfteich, Navigating New Terrain: Work and Women’s Spiritual Lives, quoted in 
Fanucci, “Called to Life: Participant Guide,” 29.

“The lifelong journey of living our … [calling] is not a puzzle to be figured out once-and-
for-all. Instead, vocation involves a willingness … to evolve. And since [we are often 
called] through other people or communities, we are constantly being  invited to respond 
to our changing … circumstances, the changing  needs of the world, and new opportunities 
… Our friendships mature, our marriage go through stages, our careers shift. …But we 
may come to see that there are many ways in which we can love [God and neighbor] 
through our many calls to love, our whole life long.”
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Exploring Together: Questions for Group Discussion
When you were a teenager or young adult, asking, “What shall I do with my life?” what 
influences shaped your decisions about work, school, relationships or other aspects of 
vocation? If you were to ask yourself the same question today, what influences would you 
discover?

What significant transitions have you gone through that shaped your calls to love and what 
changes or turning points lie ahead of you now?

Describe a time when you felt challenged by a transition you went through in your call. 
What was the equivalent of Milton’s blindness in your life? What questions did you have 
about yourself, the order of the world, or God at this time? 

To what love do you feel called now and through what people or communities are you 
called? Are you being called away from something or towards something new?

After Our Meeting
Think about what you learned from others in your group. What surprised you about your 
group’s conversation? What new insights emerged?
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▪We extend hospitality to welcome one another with words and actions.

▪We respect confidentiality. All that we hear and share stays within this 
room. 

▪We share, and we listen in quiet. Each one may decide to share or not at 
any moment. But we are present to one another.

▪We honor each voice and share from our unique individual story. None 
of us speaks for a whole group, profession, or way of life.

▪Each of us listens with the “ear of our heart.” We listen and learn; we do 
not offer advice.

▪We respect differences, reserve judgment, and turn to wonder as we hear 
the stories of others. 

▪After we leave, let us lift up one another’s lives and stories to God in 
prayer.

Guidelines for Discussion with One Another
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For each session of “Called to Love,” we invite you to spend time with the 
prayer practice of lectio divina before and after each group meeting. Return 
to the outline on this page when you pray with the Scripture passage for 
each session.

Lectio divina or “holy reading” is an ancient practice from the Christian 
tradition.  Saint Benedict described the process of lectio divina in his “Rule 
of Saint Benedict” written around the year 500. Lectio divina is a slow, 
quiet, and thoughtful encounter with Scripture.

Reading and reflecting on the biblical passage three times provides time 
and space for God’s Word to move from our lips, into our minds, and 
finally into our hearts.

▪ Find a quiet place for your reflection. Begin in prayer: 

Lord, open my heart to reflect on your call in my life and for my life. 
Amen. 

▪ Read the Scripture passage aloud. Spend a few moments in silence 
thinking about the passage. What word or phrase strikes you? Hold that 
word or phrase in your mind as you spend a few moments in quiet 
reflection. 

▪ Read the Scripture passage aloud a second time. What might God be 
saying to you through this word or phrase? Again take some time to 
reflect. 

▪ Read the Scripture passage aloud a third and final time. How does your 
word or phrase lead to action? 

▪ Sit with the Scripture passage for another minute in quiet reflection and 
thanksgiving. Then close with a final prayer: 

Lord, open my heart to reflect on your call in my life and for my life. 
Amen.

Lectio Divina: An Introduction
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1. How did your understanding of your deep commitments or loves change over the 
course of “Called to Love”? 

2. How did your understanding of the relation between your story and your calls change? 

3. What was the most memorable or meaningful session for you? Why? 

OVER 

Thank you for your participation in “Called to Love”! We hope your group’s reflections and 
conversations were meaningful for you.

As you think back on the questions raised by “Called to Love,” we ask you to consider 
your experience as part of this group. We welcome your feedback and suggestions as we 
continue to develop this program. You can also reply online at sp-r.org/calledtolove

Your Small Group Leader(s) ____________________________________________________

Your Name (optional) _________________________________________________________

Feedback Called to Love | Lent 2013
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4. What session was least applicable or meaningful for you? 

5. Was the Participant Guide helpful or not? What were the best sections or aspects of the 
Guide? What was less helpful? Was there anything missing? 

6. What support do you need—from your congregation or other resources—to continue 
your explorations? 

7. Please share any additional thoughts, questions or concerns.
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