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THE CHRISTIAN’S CALLING—
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Author’s Prologue:
This essay is written as a thought piece for students in Business & Leadership, for students who desire to know their calling. As Christians who are considering a career in organizational leadership, they want to change the world for Christ but wonder if the business world is really as worthy as a vocation as the pastoral ministry. The paper opens with a discussion of the meaning of calling, presenting the enhanced view that God has a career vocation for each person, as well as a calling to repent, believe, and follow Christ as a faithful worshiper. Calling as a business entrepreneur is then discussed prior to suggesting practical ways each person can understand the characteristics of a calling, seek out his or her own calling, and continue in that calling. 
What It Means to Be Called
Calling is most commonly understood today as to the vocation of a minister, missionary, or, more generally, a full-time Christian worker. Every Christian, saved by grace, can think of himself as a full-time Christian worker for he is created in Christ Jesus for good works (Ephesians 2:8-10), but is a religious occupation the highest vocational calling? When counseling enthusiastic new converts who desire to grow in service to God, are not many ministers rather quick to encourage them to attend seminary? Is a business career somehow less worthy? 
The Puritans had a more expansive view, speaking of the two parts of God’s calling—(1) the general call to faith (I Timothy 4:5; Acts 16:31), and (2) one’s particular call to vocation (“Let each man remain in that condition in which he was called,” I Corinthians 7:20, NASB). But this is not the prevailing view today. Many Christian scholars (e.g., Harkness, 1931; Coenen, 1975, Chewning, Eby, and Roels, 1990), to varying degrees, dispute the Puritan distinction. Was Paul referring to a specific call to a specific occupation? Indeed, the Apostle in no other place than I Corinthians 7:20 used the Greek kaleo or klesis with this meaning. 
Contextual interpretation, with the argument that Paul could very well use the same word in more than one sense, supports the view of the Reformers and Puritans (see Whetstone, 1991, pp.173-177). According to Charles Hodge (1980, pp. 122-123) in his commentary on I Corinthians 7:20:

This is a repetition of the sentiment contained in v. 17, which is again repeated in v. 24. The word calling (klesis), always in the New Testament means the call of God, that efficacious operation of his Spirit by which men are brought into the kingdom of Christ. It is hard, however, to make it bear that sense here. The meaning is plain enough. “As he was called, so let him remain.” 
The teaching of I Corinthians 7:20, in its context, means that when God calls one to repentance and faith, a new spiritual and moral state, He desires the one born again to remain in his previous state or vocation in the world. Each man and woman is called to a particular vocation in the marketplace or in the home or somewhere else as a steward of God’s creation. To abandon one’s calling is to risk leaving God’s will. Paul did not urge every new convert to leave his job or station and become a full-time Christian worker. He instead teaches elsewhere (e.g., I Thessalonians 4:11, 12; II Thessalonians 3:10, 12) that believers should stick to their business, to work quietly and eat their own bread, which they earn through work. 

Martin Luther led the way toward the Puritans’ expansive concept of calling. He focused on the Christian’s responsibility of service in the world. Every Christian has a God-given vocation, because he or she has a station from which to serve others. All service in vocation ranks the same with God, although not all offices (or positions) have the same status in human society. Each Christian should be grateful for the opportunity for loving service and should prepare for the positions for which he or she is best qualified. (Heiges, 1984) 
John Calvin wrote, “God has appointed duties for every man in his particular way of life. (Institutes, 3.10.6) Contentment in life is largely a function of abiding in one’s calling, because this is consistent with God’s will. 
It will be no slight relief from cares, labors, troubles, and other burdens for a man to know that God is his guide in all these things. The magistrate will discharge his functions more willingly; the head of the household will confine himself to his duty; each man will bear and swallow the discomforts, vexations, weariness, and anxieties in his way of life, when he has been persuaded that the burden was laid upon him by God. (Institutes, 3.10.6) 
The Reformers’ view of calling is a long way from the classical view of ancient Greece that manual work is demeaning. Although the worthiness of work, including manual labor, is a central teaching of the Rule of St. Benedict, for centuries the standard guide for monastic life in the West (Hill, 1990), medieval Catholicism had a view of divine calling applying only to the religious life, distinguishing the sacred and secular. The Reformers, with their doctrines of justification by faith alone and the priesthood of all believers, broke down such secular versus sacred barriers. A shepherd watching his flock is as honorable and as dignified a vocation as is a magistrate ruling over his constituents or as a preacher preaching. (Perkins, n.d.) Each Christian is to search out the proper works of his or her calling and to do them. 
The preacher is to preach to the glory of God.
The farmer is to farm to the glory of God.
The checker is to check groceries 
to the glory of God.
The teacher is to teach to the glory of God.
The student is to study to the glory of God.
The remainder of this paper suggests how this view can guide the Christian considering an occupation in entrepreneurial business. 
Entrepreneurship as a Christian Calling

Can a businessperson, even an entrepreneur motivated by gaining great wealth through business enterprise, claim to be in a calling placed on him or her by God? Agreeing with the Reformers and Puritans, Roman Catholic Priest Robert Sirico (2001) says yes, that businesspeople, including entrepreneurs, are called, as well as are ministers of the gospel. The calling is from God, it helps one to affirm the dignity of the enterprise one undertakes, and it comes with certain moral responsibilities. Numerous testimonies of successful leaders support this position. 
1.    Sam Walton, founder of Wal-Mart, felt called to discount retailing. 
Having thought about this a lot, I can honestly say that if I had the choices to make all over again, I would make just about the same ones. Preachers are put here to minister to our souls; doctors to heal our diseases; teachers to open up our minds; and so on. Everybody has their role to play. The thing is, I am absolutely convinced that the only way we can improve one another’s quality of life, which is something very real to those of us who grew up in the Depression, is through what we call free enterprise—practiced correctly and morally. (Walton, 1992, p. 252)
2.    Nicholas Wolterstorff feels called to the work of a professor of philosophy.

The work of a professor is something to which some of us are called by God—in the classic sense of Luther and Calvin, such that if we did not do it, we would be acting disobediently. I think I have been called to be a professor of philosophy. Although I love carpentry and am—I think—good at it, I think I would be disobedient if I took that up as a profession. I and all of us are called to do other things. (Wolterstorff, 1992, p. 19) 
3.   John Templeton was called to be a financial investor, arguably the greatest of our time.

Michael Novak (1996) writes that when Templeton was a boy growing up in Tennessee, he had wanted to be a missionary. But while studying at Yale and Oxford, he met a number of Christian missionaries home from abroad and recognized that he did not have the right stuff, that others had much more talent as missionaries than he did. But he also recognized that he was more talented with money, so he devoted himself to helping the missionaries financially. 
These are only three of many examples of such testimonies (see Novak, 1996, for others). Such empirical evidence does not prove, but certainly gives credence to, the Puritans’ concept of God’s double calling: to repentance, faith, and obedience, and also to occupation. 
An entrepreneur is someone who combines capital, labor, and material factors in order to produce a good or service. George Gilder, author of Wealth and Poverty (1993) says that entrepreneurship is a morally legitimate profession, a religious act. The entrepreneur participates in fulfilling the cultural mandate, originally given to Adam and Eve, to subdue the earth. (Genesis 1:27-28) Entrepreneurs are visionaries who combine classical and Christian virtues to advance their own interests and those of society. A successful entrepreneur cannot be self-directed, but must be “other-directed.” Joseph Schumpeter (1950, p. 132) says entrepreneurs are visionaries who organize numerous factors, take risks, and combine resources to create something greater than the sum of its parts. They prevent economic torpor by reorganizing, shaking things up, dismantling and rebuilding—essentially serving as change agents and revolutionaries. 
Some entrepreneurs are greedy, but character flaws such as greed are not the norm for entrepreneurs. An entrepreneur must trust providence rather than blind fate or chance. Those with the talent, calling, and aptitude for economic creativity are compelled to enter the entrepreneurial vocation for the purpose of producing goods and services and providing jobs. (Sirico, 2001, p. 13) 
The religious community should not condemn those gifted for business, stock trading, or investment banking (Sirico, 2001, p. 8), but encourage and support them in entrepreneurial business callings. The Gospels record that Jesus was very interested in how people worked in the economic and business realms of life. For example, Jesus’ parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14-30), while primarily a lesson in discipleship, also offers lessons about the proper use of capital, investment, entrepreneurship, and economic resources. It does not condemn, but honors, proper risk-taking, and creative enterprise, i.e., entrepreneurship. This is a direct rebuttal to those who insist that business success and Christian living are contradictory. (Sirico, 2001, p. 23) Indeed, it is moral, rather than immoral, to profit from creative, adventuresome application of one’s God-given resources, wit, and labor. This is what the Christian is called to do in the workplace. A scriptural example follows. 

The Parable of the Talents
Jesus uses the term talent, in New Testament times referring to a rather large unit of money, to represent all the various gifts God has given those he calls, spiritual gifts and also material gifts, such as natural abilities, material resources, time, health, education, circumstantial opportunities, and money. God wants us to use these gifts toward constructive ends. 
God does not assign specific activities for multiplying the talents he gives; he does not state a set return on investment goal. Nevertheless, He expects, without having to say it, that a servant will endeavor to be creative in such investment and will not be adverse to risk losing it, if done so in the sincere process of seeking an increase beneficial to the Master. 
The risk-adverse, worthless servant is the key to understanding the parable of the talents. A servant’s success or failure is not measured solely in terms of quantitative output, but primarily in terms of heart attitude. The servant who made two talents and the servant who made five are both honored. The servant declared “worthless” would have been honored if he had merely made the standard rate of interest, but he was dishonored because he hid the talent. Such conservatism conforms to rabbinical law, which regarded this approach as the best security against theft. However “playing it safe” is not the best option, or really a safe one for one who truly knows his Master. Instead, we are to confront uncertainty as to how we should apply our talents in imaginative, creative ways, using what Patricia Werhane (1999) calls moral imagination. The entrepreneur is morally and spiritually accountable for the purpose and the manner in which he or she uses his talents in his calling.

Finding One’s Personal Calling

In Business as a Calling, Robert Novak identifies four characteristics of one’s calling: (1) it is unique to the individual, (2) it has certain preconditions, such as one having the right talents, skills, personality for the calling, (3) the individual finds it enjoyable and fulfilling, in spite of any drudgery or frustrations involved, and (4) it is often difficult to discover one’s calling (Novak, 1996). Seeking God’s calling is a duty for the Christian, even if it is sometimes difficult. 
How can one find his or her true calling? Practical in their spirituality, Puritans advised each person to examine himself concerning what he or she is most apt or fit to do. Self-examination of affections and gifts, observation and advice of parents, and the outward calling of other people are needed. Gift assessment and career counseling are important helps if used as a supplement to the inward leading of the Holy Spirit as prayerfully interpreted according to Scripture. (Proverbs 11:14; 29:18) 
British minister Alan Redpath’s story of a ship approaching a coastal port in dense fog is itself a lighthouse for the seeker. Even though the night was dark and the fog obscured visibility, the ship’s captain assuredly shouted the command to turn into the harbor, and the ship entered the narrow channel between rocky reefs. A passenger, puzzled and impressed as to how the captain knew when to turn the ship, asked for an explanation. The captain responded that he merely looked for three red lights, barely visible even through the fog. One was at the mouth of the channel, one was at the dock, and one was in between, on a buoy in the channel. When the three lights were aligned, the captain knew to order the ship to turn safely into port. Analogously, the following three lights are signposts for choosing one’s calling: 


(1) Follow the precepts of Scripture.
(2) Follow the inward witness of the 
Holy Spirit. 

(3) 
Follow outward circumstances. 
When all three are aligned, one may safely proceed with the assurance of being in God’s will. 
Continue to study Scripture and pray as follows: that you learn the right things and develop the right knowledge and skills, get the right advice and support, and are enabled to see where God is leading. 
How to Know One is in the Right Calling
If one is contented, one should sense calm, poise, and dignity, being in the center of God’s will. One is restless and dissatisfied when not. According to Calvin, contentment in life is largely a function of abiding in one’s calling. (N.b., I Timothy 6:6.) However, this may not be easy amid the opposition, challenges, and temptations allowed to test the Christian. 
Whatever one’s calling, to leave it means taking a downward (suboptimal) course because one then neglects the priorities God has set. (Gariepy, 1990) (N.b., Nehemiah 6:3.) It is advisable not to “job hop.” Nevertheless, one’s calling can change. If one grows restless on the job, considering a change might be consistent with God’s will. Nehemiah, after the wall was built, did move on and Caleb at the age of 85 took the challenge to drive the fearsome Anakim from Hebron. 
Puritan William Perkins summarizes “the right use of calling” to include a good choice of calling, good entrance into it, good continuance therein, and an honest and good leaving of the same. May this apply to you in your career calling, perhaps as a God-honoring business entrepreneur.
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