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        Acts 1:6-14; John 17:1-11


The Kittamaqundi Community often refers to itself as a “call-based church”.  This phrase is embodied in our congregation’s structure in some important ways—instead of having standing committees, we do almost all of our work through FOCUS groups which are led by a person or a team that discerns a call to do a job or a lead a project, and which are disbanded when no one senses that call anymore.  But more importantly, that phrase describes a spiritual orientation.  We believe that God intervenes and interferes with our lives, calling each of us to live out the Gospel of Jesus Christ in the context of our lives and our world.  It isn’t always easy to hear God’s call on our lives, and its almost never easy to respond.  But when we respond, our relationship with God comes alive.  Our spirituality is no longer just theoretical, it’s no longer abstract.  And as a result, everyone who interacts with us is touched by God through us in ways that we would not have imagined possible.


Sounds pretty amazing, right?  When you think of a call from God like the one I just described, you may think of someone like Mother Theresa or Martin Luther King or perhaps someone less famous who has made radical changes and huge sacrifices and changed the world around them in significant ways.  But God’s call doesn’t always look like that.  If we only pay attention to big, dramatic calls like that, we may miss God’s call in our lives which may look quite different.


One of the people who I admire most in the world is currently living into a very different kind of call.  This friend of mine has been struggling with her marriage for a long time, and really struggling for about a year now.  It’s a long story, of course, but it basically comes down to the fact that her husband isn’t sure that he wants to be married any more.  And so they are living separately, co-parenting their children, and my friend is hanging in there, waiting until she and her husband gain more clarity about what God is calling them to do.  


It’s hard for me to imagine a more difficult call.  As I’ve walked alongside my friend over the past year, I’ve suggested a number of different things that God might be calling her to do.  Most of them focus on resolving the situation, usually by doing things like throwing all of her husband’s belongings out onto the street and changing the locks.  But that’s not what my friend is called to do—at least, not yet.  She has talked and prayed and thought about her situation a great deal, and right now, she is clear that she is called to stay in this in-between time for a while more, and to wait for more clarity.  She so clear about this call, I’m inclined to think she’s right.


When I first read this week’s scripture passage from Acts, I saw some connections between my friend’s situation and that of the disciples as they stand looking at the clouds after Jesus has ascended into the clouds.  Well, that’s not exactly true.  When I first read the scripture passage, I laughed.  It’s one of those stories in the Bible I have to believe was intentionally told with a little bit of humor.  I love the way the disciples stand still, staring at the clouds, even after Jesus has disappeared.  The fact that it takes a couple of angels to come along and nudge them before they snap out of their stupor seems pretty funny to me.


But the Worship Task Group wouldn’t let me get away with just seeing this story as a silly plot device set at the start of Acts to get Jesus off stage in time for Pentecost and the big entrance of the Holy Spirit.  They reminded me not to get hung up on the external parts of the story, but to look for the spirit behind the words.  And that Spirit, it seems to me, is the Spirit that comes with a very special kind of call, the call to wait and listen.


Have you ever experienced a call like that?  What did it feel like?  (Community response.)


Those are great stories, but they also raise an important question.  How do we know that we’re called to wait and listen?  If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years it’s that I should never underestimate my ability to fool myself.  A “call from God” can be a profound experience but it can also be a great excuse.  We may think that we’re called to wait and listen when really we’re called to go forward into something new, but we’re too scared to respond, or too lazy, or we have too little faith that God will accompany us.  


It’s one thing to affirm that God calls each of us, and another thing entirely to figure out what your particular call is at this particular moment.  How would we know if God is calling us to stay where we are, to wait and to listen?


It seems to me that to begin to answer that question, we have to clear up a couple of misconceptions about what it means to have a call from God.  First, we need to know that responding to God’s call doesn’t always mean doing something.  So many of us are addicted to activity, so many of us live as if we were in charge of fixing the world, that we find it possible to believe that God would call us to do anything else.  We’re convinced that every problem in the world is a call to us to go and solve it, fix it, make it better.  And while it’s true that the God does call us to respond to the needs of the world, our response doesn’t always need to look like activity.  In fact, we may at times make the problem we’re addressing worse when we jump in as if we were the saviors of the world and fail to take time to listen, to make some space for “way to be made known” as the Quakers say.


The second misconception I think we often have about call has to do with a distinction between the journey inward and the journey outward.  Those terms are ones that our church has inherited from our parent church in Washington, D.C., the Church of the Savior.  One of the key insights of Gordon Cosby and others who founded that church back in the 1940’s was that these two pieces of our spiritual lives should be held together.  The journey inward (our personal relationship with God, our relationship with our inner selves, which we nourish through prayer and quiet and introspection) and the journey outward (our mission to those around us, especially those who are hurting) are too often separated, with churches that specialize in each.  But really, we are called to be on both journeys at the same time because they nourish each other.


We need to keep this in mind when we start talking about call.  All of us are called to the journey inward and the journey outward, although our response to these calls may look very different.  It is wrong to say that responding to a call is an outward process—we are also called to respond to God by engaging in our inward journey.  It is also wrong to divide these journeys up among people and say, “I’m called to go outward—I’ll let others go inward” or “I’m called to go inward—I’ll let others go outward.”


If we put aside these two misconceptions about call—that it is only to activity, or only part of the outward journey—we will be much more able to discern our call because we will be able to entertain the possibility that God is calling us to wait and to listen, not to jump up and do.  Allowing for that possibility gives a whole new richness, a whole new dimension to our practice of discerning God’s call.  In fact, we might even chose to enter into a period of waiting and listening in order to better hear God’s call in our lives.  If we are waiting and listening a part of our discernment, that waiting feels entirely different from being lazy or being stuck.  We we find ourselves in those places, we tend to be disengaged.  We’re tuning out, doing the spiritual equivalent of lying on the couch, surfing through channels on the television.  But when we are listening for, or living out a call, we are engaged, even when we aren’t actively doing anything.  


To affirm that all of us are called by God is to affirm that we all need to respond.  But not all of our responses are active, or outwardly focused.  What would it mean to wait, and to listen, in an engaged, responsive way?  Do you have some experience like that from your life?  What about sitting on your porch and listening to the birds?  What about sitting still, completely attentive to a piece of music, so much so that you lose track of time, forget for a moment where you are.  What about sitting in a dark theater, watching your child sing on a stage?  Those are such powerful experiences of tuning in—what if we were to tune in to God in a similar way?  What would that look like in your life today?  How might it change everything?
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