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ABSTRACT 
 

KATRINA STIPE BROOKS 
HARDWIRED FOR PURPOSE: A JOURNEY IN RECLAIMING CALL LANGUAGE 
AS NARRATIVE AT UNIVERSITY OF LYNCHBURG 
Under the direction of Dr. Robert N. Nash, Jr., Ph.D. 
 
 
 Despite the interpretations of Christian tradition and history, restricting call 

language exclusively to the ordained lacks biblical support. Reclamation of call and call 

language requires a new framework to restore it to its original and biblical meaning in the 

life of the church. This qualitative, ethnographical study investigates a sample 

population’s journey to reclaim call language and restore it to its original and biblical 

meaning in the life of the church. The study aims to observe the ability of a sample 

population, comprised of seven evangelical students, to imagine a new framework for 

call language as inclusive language for all Christians and assimilate the call language 

into their personal narrative.  

 Over the course of five sessions, the sample population engaged the biblical text, 

Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth, and group session materials. Responses to the 

reflection questions and session materials were recorded in the student journal entries. In 

addition to the journal entries, the session engagement tools, the project evaluation rubric, 

and call stories written by the sample population served as data collection tools items.  



 

 

x 

 Analysis of the collected research data indicates the sample population engaged 

the sessions at a high level and assimilated the call language into their personal narrative 

as evidenced in their journal entries and call stories.    

 Recommendations for further study include: changing the sample population 

profile and analyze the data’s connection to the project goals, substitute a different text 

and/or reflection questions, increase the number of sessions, change the context to the 

church, and explore call and call language in the life of the ordained. Another 

recommendation for further study would be finding a church that implemented call 

language as inclusive language for all Christians and explore the catalyst for change, 

methodology implemented, or impact on the membership.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Like so many others, I bought into the idea that God would call me into a specific 

vocation. After years of discernment and wrestling, I accepted my calling and claimed it. 

I was called to be a senior pastor. For many years the language called to be a senior 

pastor suited me. Living into my calling, I discovered gifts and talents I never knew 

existed, parts of myself that were alive and vibrant and evolving. I became empowered 

and emboldened by what I understood that language to mean; I seemed awake for the 

first time in my life. Defining my calling as senior pastor worked, until it did not. 

In 2011 the language called to be a senior pastor no longer applied to me, as I 

was no longer a senior pastor. I still felt called, but there was no call language to frame 

my discernment process. The institutions I served lauded the role of senior pastor as the 

apex of calling to such an extent that their response to me minimized my own call given 

that I was no longer a senior pastor. The snubbing I received inspired my wrestling with 

call language. I simply could not reconcile God’s call on my life with the exclusive 

language promulgated by the social system in which I belonged. Using call language 

exclusively for those called into the ordained life did not fit with my understanding of 

scripture. I believed that an individual’s purpose, who an individual was hardwired to be, 

was their calling, and thus was ordained by God. Either the social system was wrong, or I 

was. Seeking clarity, I researched call language through the history of the church, 
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consulted the biblical text, and wrestled with theology. There were discrepancies, 

particularly between the biblical text, and historical use of the language. Historically, call 

language seemed to be used exclusively for those called into the ordained life, while the 

biblical narrative suggested otherwise. God called God’s people to a host of tasks in order 

for God’s purpose to come to fruition. There was no stratification of call. No need for 

exclusive language. 

Questions regarding the implications of calling flooded my mind. What if 

reframing call language as vocation, and claiming call language as universal language 

for those who follow God’s call, is the answer the church needs? What if living into one’s 

call could help the church to navigate the cultural paradigm shifts? Could reclaiming the 

biblical meaning of vocation, or calling, and imagining call language as inclusive 

language for all Christians make a difference in the lives of students?  

“Hardwired for Purpose: A Journey in Reclaiming Call Language as Narrative at 

University of Lynchburg” is my attempt to wrestle with call language and journey with a 

community as they discover call language and claim it for their own lives. 

Description of the Ministerial Context 

I serve University of Lynchburg in the role of assistant chaplain. University of 

Lynchburg is a private, coeducational institution of higher learning founded in 1903 by 

the Christian Church, Disciples of Christ. Believing faith and reason work in harmony to 

fashion and form scholars, the campus architecture boasts a dell with the main academic 

building sitting opposite the chapel. In the center of the dell rests a seal marking the day 
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in 1903 when the founders imagined a college committed to develop students with strong 

character and balanced perspectives. 

The assistant chaplain works with evangelical students to guide faith formation, 

facilitate conversations on faith and culture, and interpret the intersection of faith and 

reason.  

Statement of the Problem 

Typically, the churches attended by evangelical students in Lynchburg have a 

limited definition of call language and use the language exclusively for those entering the 

ordained life. Students acknowledge the calling of biblical characters to the non-ordained 

life, but do not apply such a perspective to their own lives. The pictures, images, and 

frames in their imaginations simply do not allow for the possibility. Yet if one substitutes 

vocation for calling, the ambiguity dissipates. Timothy A. Beach-Verhay in his essay 

“Vocation” notes, “In contemporary usage the term vocation (or calling) has a range of 

meanings. Most generally and simply, it is a synonym for occupation or job.”1 The term 

vocation (or calling) is a powerful synonym for occupation or job. The synonym implies 

the occupation or job is life giving. How is it possible the same students who shy away 

from using call language in reference to the careers they are pursuing will use the word 

vocation when explaining, “what they are meant to do?” How are they naïve to the 

interchangeability of the two terms? The truth, according to Beach-Verhey is, “the 

contemporary use of the term vocation bears only a tangential resemblance to its biblical 

                                                        
1 Timothy A. Beach-Verhey, “Vocation” in Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, ed. 

Joel B. Green (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 819. 
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meaning.”2 Some reclamation of the word vocation (or calling) and call language must 

occur. 

Statement of the Project Goals 

An immediate paradigm shift in usage of call language, and a return to some 

semblance of the biblical meaning of call, would be ideal. Toward that end, eight 

evangelical students were invited to participate in a journey of reclaiming the original and 

biblical meaning of vocation, or call, imagining call language as an inclusive language 

for all Christians, and exploring the implications. These students served as a sample 

population with regard to project goals. Reclaiming, imagining and exploring requires 

new pictures, images and frames for the sample population. In Reframing Hope: Vital 

Ministry In a New Generation, Carol Merritt reminds readers, “A picture organizes the 

available information into something coherent that our minds can grasp and understand.”3 

Many levels of possibility become options when imaginations are fully engaged and 

unbridled. By returning to the biblical text for inspiration, call and call language can be 

reimagined in a new framework as an inclusive language, and not merely exclusive 

language for those entering the ordained life. A secondary goal would be for the sample 

population to assimilate call language into their personal narratives. 

 

 

                                                        
2 Ibid.  
 
3 Carol Howard Merritt, Reframing Hope: Vital Ministry in a New Generation 

(Lantham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), 3. 
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Limitations and Delimitations of the Project 

A primary limitation of this project is the culture of call language. When call 

language is used exclusively to describe those entering or engaged in the ordained life, 

calling is equated with vocational ministry. The biblical text and the session materials 

utilized in this thesis prompt students to reimagine call language as inclusive language 

rather than language used exclusively for the ordained life. A second limitation is student 

honesty and transparency. When the biblical text challenges cultural use of call language, 

will students wrestle honestly with the new information or reject the new information? 

Other limitations include the undergraduate academic calendar, the course load of the 

sample population, the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of the sample population, and the 

bias of the researcher. 

With regard to limitations, using call language to describe those in the ordained 

life will not be argued. There is a need for professional language to describe ordained 

individuals. Other limitations include the faith tradition and student status of the sample 

population. Students in the sample population are undergraduate students in evangelical 

faith traditions.  

Terms and Assumptions 

Fundamental to the project is the term call language. Call language is the 

collective term for all things pertaining to calling or to what God intends for an individual 
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to do in life. Larry McSwain and Kay Shurden clarify, “When Christians talk about the 

path that God would have each of us take in life, they use the word call.”4 

For the purposes of this project, the term hardwired is defined as an “adjective 

meaning genetically or innately determined or genetically or innately predisposed.”5 The 

researcher contends all Christians are hardwired for purpose. 

Honesty and intentionality in exploring call language is assumed. Engaging in 

biblical exploration and theological conversation on call and call language will stimulate 

the imagination of evangelical students, invite questions, and aid the call discernment 

journey. 

Literature Review 

 In addition to the works by classical scholars on calling as vocation, the project 

considered the works of contemporary scholars such as Mike Breen, Kathleen Callahan, 

Richard Bolles, Larry McSwain, and Carol Merritt. Tim Elmore and Jean M. Twenge 

served as experts on the current student population. Included in the conversation are the 

works of Simon Sinek and comedian Michael Jr with regard to the role of knowing your 

why.6 Knowing one’s why7 is critical in discovering one’s calling. 

                                                        
4 Larry McSwain and Kay Wilson Shurden, Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth 

(Valley Forge: Judson Press, 2005), viii. 
 
5 Merriam-Webster, “hardwired”, https///www.merriam-webster.com. 
 
6 Simon Sinek, Start With Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action 

(London: Penguin, 2011).  
 
7 Michael Jr. Comedy, “Know Your Why”, posted January 8, 2017, 

https//www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ytBF8TrkTo (accessed November 29, 2017).  
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Theology of Calling 

 If God has a plan for God’s beloved creation, humans,8 how does one discover 

this plan? Is there a specific way in which God reveals this plan, or does one make 

choices based on the roll of the dice? In the context of calling, Findley Edge offers 

insight in his discussion on priesthood of the believer: 

The priesthood of all believers also means that since every Christian is a priest, 
every Christian is also called to be a minister and has a ministry which must be 
performed under the judgment of God… the call to salvation and the call to 
ministry is one and the same call. That is, when one is called by God to be part of 
his people, he is also called into the ministry.9  

 
Edge takes his thesis one step further when he notes: 

In the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers and God’s call to ministry we 
find the key to understanding the plan which God ordained to accomplish his 
redemptive purpose in the world. Here is the key: This means that the primary 
responsibility for God’s ministry in the world is the responsibility of the laity and 
not the clergy.10  

 
According to Edge, all are called into ministry. All are called into the ordained life. 

Reserving call language for an exclusive population prevents understanding the many 

facets of the term call. Compare Edge’s insight with H. Richard Niebuhr’s classical 

definition of call: 

… a call into ministry includes at least four elements (1) the call to be a Christian, 
which is variously described as the call to discipleship… (2) the secret call, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
8 All scripture citations are from the New Revised Standard Version, unless otherwise 

noted. Jer 29:11. 
 
9 Findley B. Edge, The Greening of the Church (n.p.:Word Books, 1973), 38. 
 
10 Ibid., 39.  
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namely that inner persuasion or experience whereby a person feels himself 
directly summoned or invited by God to take up the work of ministry; (3) the 
providential call, which is that invitation and command to assume the work of 
ministry which comes through the equipment of a person with the talents 
necessary for the exercise of the office through the divine guidance of his life by 
all its circumstances; (4) the ecclesiastical call, that is, the summons and invitation 
extended to a man by some community or institution of the Church to engage in 
the work of ministry.11 

 
Edge and Niebuhr’s insights suggest a call into ministry is something all Christians 

receive. Yet far too often the ecclesiastical call, or the call into the ordained life, is the 

frame through which Christians understand call. If a call into ministry is issued to all 

Christians, not merely those entering the ordained life, then as Carol Merritt suggests,  

“we will need to reframe the ways we process information and the ways we listen for 

ourselves and for God.”12 

 The early church operated out of a holistic, biblical understanding of call, “as 

much by necessity as by design,”13 to use Beach-Verhey’s words. Over the centuries the 

church has strayed from the biblical understanding of call and call language. Reclaiming 

the word call, and reimagining call language consistent with the biblical text demands 

exploring how call language has been used through the generations. It also demands 

thoughtful examination of the biblical text without being bound to cultural frames. 

                                                        
11 H. Richard Niebuhr, The Purpose of The Church and Its Ministry (New York: 

Harper and Row Publishing, 1956), 64.  
 
12 Merritt, Reframing Hope: Vital Ministry in a New Generation,121.  
 
13 Beach-Verhey, “Vocation”, 821.  
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 Chapter two of the thesis wrestles with the texts in Call Waiting: God’s Invitation 

to Youth. McSwain and Shurden offer Exod 3:1-12 (The Call of Moses), Acts 7:58; 9:1-

31 (The Call of Paul), Luke 1:26-38; 46-55 (The Call of Mary), Luke 4:16-20 (The Call 

of Jesus), and Mark 1:16-20 (The Call of the First Disciples) as examples of call stories. 

An overview of the texts and insights into their interpretation are noted as the project is 

grounded in the richness of these texts. 

 Ephesians 4 prompts additional consideration in its suggestion “there are teachers, 

prophets, pastors, evangelists and apostles given to equip the Body of Christ.”14 

According to Mike Breen and J.R. Woodward, there is no mention in the text that these 

are exclusive roles, limited to the ordained. If ordination is not required to fill these roles, 

what are the implications if all Christians are called to fill one of these roles? Could 

Findley Edge be correct in his assertion, “When one is called by God to be a part of his 

people, he is also called into ministry.”15 

 The remainder of chapter two briefly examines call language through the 

generations, both in a historical and theological context. Scholars included in the 

examination were Tertullian, H. Richard Niebuhr, Gerhard von Rad, Parker Palmer, 

Martin Luther, John Calvin, Findley Edge, and James McClendon. The examination 

included discovering the role culture played in understanding call language, and 

discerning the influences leading to call language being used exclusively for those in the 

ordained life. 

                                                        
14 Eph 4:11-13.  
 
15 Edge, Greening of the Church, 38. 
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Methodology 

 At the core of this qualitative study was an examination of ethnographical data as 

it informs call language. Consequently, methodology was inspired from Sensing’s 

Qualitative Research: A Multi- Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry 

Theses and Moschella’s Ethnography As a Pastoral Practice. 

 The project involved a sample population of eight evangelical students embarking 

on a six-month journey to explore call and call language. Students were invited to 

participate in the sample population via email by university staff. The researcher did not 

contact students to avoid the emails being seen as coercive. The journey consisted of 

sessions varying in format to facilitate group and individual learning. Students read 

McSwain and Shurden’s Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth prior to the first group 

session (session two) and responded to the reflection questions throughout the text as 

they read. McSwain and Shurden offer this insight to the text format: “The goal is for you 

to explore God’s calling for you, so each chapter ends with a reflection section and 

journal space to help you listen for the voice of God and to the voice of your true self.”16 

The book’s target population, youth, sets the tone for its vocabulary and the material 

covered in the chapters. The researcher chose the text for this reason, as the book would 

be an easy read for students. As students engaged the text, this choice was validated and 

verbalized often during sessions. Students were asked to read the book and journal prior 

to the first group session (session two) affording the student minimal session preparation 

                                                        
16 McSwain and Shurden, ix. 
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time during the academic year. Books were provided to the sample population without 

cost to the student, as they were part of the researcher’s stored resources. 

Logistics 

 The introductory session (Appendix E-1) was an individual session with the 

researcher.  Five students joined by phone while three students participated in person.  

Students received an overview of the project, the project goals and expectations, and the 

session guidelines. I responded to student questions for clarification. Upon gaining signed 

consent forms, coding data (Appendix F) was gathered via interview and was used during 

project assessments. Students were invited to GroupMe, a free closed group texting app. 

GroupMe was used to convey session details, remind students of session times and 

locations, and serve as a platform for communication between sessions. Students received 

books via mail, or during campus orientation days.  

Sessions two and three (Appendices E-2 and E-3), both group sessions, followed a 

similar format. Students brought their copies of Call Waiting: God’s Calling to Youth and 

journal entries to both sessions. Participants engaged chapter material and specific 

comments/questions made by McSwain and Shurden. Sessions concluded with reading 

two call stories written by university staff and/or alumni and the application of session 

materials on the contemporary call stories. 

In session four (Appendix E-4), participants reviewed materials and conversations 

from previous sessions and considered what to include in a call story. Attention was 

given to discussing whether or not there were any mandatory elements to a call story and 

how one writes a call story. Following the conversation, students considered three 
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additional call stories and used the previous discussion to analyze the call stories. 

Students were invited to write their own call stories and submit the stories to the 

researcher during the final session. 

For the final session (Appendix E-5), participants submitted call stories and 

journal entries. Journals were kept in a locked desk drawer, and entries were not 

discussed outside the project context with the faculty supervisor. Journals were labeled 

with proper coding identifiers in order to protect privacy and maintain confidentiality. 

During the final session, participants reviewed the journey and sessions, discussed 

questions and thoughts, and processed the journey with the researcher. As the session was 

a one on one session, students were given opportunity to provide input on the project. 

Evaluation and Assessment 

Using data collection tools and the project evaluation rubric, the researcher 

evaluated the project to determine its relationship to the project goals. The researcher 

examined journal entries for understanding the materials in Call Waiting: God’s 

Invitation to Youth and application of the material in student’s life. Particular attention 

was given to looking for assimilation of call language in journal entries. Following each 

session (beginning with session two), the researcher evaluated the engagement of each 

student using the session engagement tool (Appendix D). All evaluation tools were used 

to provide data for the project evaluation rubric at the conclusion of session four.  

At the conclusion of session five, the researcher completed the project evaluation 

rubric. The evaluation tool, in concert with the student’s call story and journal entries, 

provided the data needed to evaluate student’s assimilation of call language, and 
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determine if project goals were met. Field notes recording assessment of student 

engagement, noteworthy items during sessions, and thoughts about the project were kept 

for use during project analysis and reflections.  

Expectations 

The researcher expected the sample population to discover the disconnect 

between the biblical text and the contemporary use of call language. Additionally, the 

researcher expected participants to use call language to describe their vocation and to be 

transparent during group sessions.  

Assessing and Sharing Findings 

Findings were shared with the spiritual life department staff and other 

departments at the university. Reclaiming the biblical understanding of call, and the use 

of call language, has implications for individuals and churches as they seek to chart a 

course in the postmodern world. Understanding that all Christians are called by God and 

hardwired for purpose provides an answer to reimagining church and understanding 

paradigm shifts. Inclusive call language may also provide declining churches the 

imagination to rethink staff needs, expectations, and roles. As such, serious attention will 

be given to explore venues for sharing project findings. 

With regard to University of Lynchburg, this project thesis provided a pilot test 

for a call discernment program. Findings will be used to gauge student interest, test a 

possible program format, and explore research methodology options. Long-term goals 

include using the call discernment program in recruiting, merging the program with a 

reimagined pre-ministry program, and creating data points to assist with student success, 
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retention, and graduation rates. In addition, the assistant chaplain uses project insights to 

inform her engagement in university conversations, particularly those centered in 

advising, student success and retention rates. 

Hope for The Church 

As church paradigms shift and multiple conversations about the viability of the 

church are discussed not only in the academy but in church parking lots, it is the 

researcher’s contention that reclaiming the original and biblical meaning of call and call 

language and imagining call language as inclusive language for all Christians is vital to 

these conversations and pertinent in strategic plans designed to navigate cultural shifts. It 

is possible reclaiming such language is the answer to revitalization in the church. 

Having identified the problem and research questions, determined the project 

goals; noted project limitations, delimitations, terms and assumptions; reviewed the 

literature used to ground the project; stated methodology, project expectations, and 

implications of findings; it is time to ground the project historically, biblically, and 

theologically in order to validate this contention. That is the goal of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
The term vocation is a powerful synonym for occupation or job. Timothy  

Beach-Verhey points out that “In contemporary usage the term vocation (or calling) has a 

range of meanings. Most generally and simply, it is a synonym for occupation or job.”1 

He continues, “The contemporary use of the term vocation bears only a tangential 

resemblance to its biblical meaning.”2 In order to reclaim the word, exploration of the 

biblical, historical, and theological blueprint for calling are essential. This chapter 

examines scripture to rediscover the biblical meaning of call, reviews how the word call 

has been used across the history of the church, and explores call with regard to 

theological implication. 

Biblical Meaning of Call 

 For Christians, the obvious source of one’s calling is God. McSwain and Shurden 

point out that “Call is an invitation that comes from God. The invitation has your name 

on it.”3 Beach-Verhey writes that, “In the Hebrew Scriptures, God calls those whom God 

                                                        
1 Timothy A. Beach-Verhey, “Vocation” in Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, ed. 

Joel B. Green (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 819. 
 
2 Ibid. 
 
3 Larry McSwain and Kay Wilson Shurden, Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth 

(Valley Forge: Judson Press, 2005), 18.  
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chooses or elects.”4 In accepting a call, one enters into relationship with God and 

commits to discerning the path God has for them to follow. 

 According to Stevens, the word qara (call out) “implies sovereignty through 

naming. In other words to be called to something was to be something.”5 In calling Israel 

to covenant, God was inviting Israel to be YHWH’s people. Call language is used 

throughout the Hebrew Scriptures when individuals are invited into relationship or 

summoned to accept a task. Stevens clarifies, “The use of call language for the 

commissioning of patriarchs… reveals that in each case God’s call was to a function, a 

specified task, rather than to an office.”6 Essentially being commissioned as a patriarch is 

not an elevation of status. It is a call to be something by doing something. 

 The sacred text contains a variety of call stories, some dramatic and others not so 

dramatic, including stories where individuals just happen to find themselves in God’s 

service. Ruth is not dramatically called to serve Boaz, hoping he will make her his bride. 

Out of love for her mother in-law, Ruth finds herself in a position to take her counsel and 

in doing so, wanders into the opportunity to find a second husband. Stevens offers this 

summation of call language in the Hebrew Scriptures: 

Call language in the Old Testament is used primarily for the people of God who 
are summoned to participate in God’s grand purpose for the world. It is a call to 
salvation, a call to holiness and a call to service. When applied to individuals, call 

                                                        
4 Beach-Verhey, “Vocation,” 819.  
 
5 R. Paul Stevens, The Other Six Days: Vocation, Work and Ministry in Biblical 

Perspective (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1999), 83. 
 
6 Ibid., 84. 
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language relates to that salvation purpose rather than being the means of 
identifying and giving credentials to leaders.7 

 
In other words, there is no calling to a special, separate life. There is no biblical evidence 

to justify exclusive language that stratifies humanity.  

Call in the New Testament 

 Jesus is the primary caller in the Gospels. Reference to being called by God is 

mentioned in several texts in the New Testament. Stevens notes, “The Greek words kaleō 

(to call, summon forth) and klēsis (calling) are used prolifically in the New Testament.”8 

Jesus uses the word call in his invitation to gather people. He urges them to change and 

reminds them in responding to this call they live into their call to become people of God 

(lāos).  

 Jesus also uses the word call in his invitations to the Twelve to join him in 

becoming “fishers of men.”9 By accepting this call, their lives will be transformed. They 

will become Christ followers, disciples of Jesus, the Christ. K.L. Schmidt explains: 

The fact that God is kalōn (the one who calls) and that Christians are the 
keklēmenoi (the called ones), with no qualifying addition, makes it clear that in 
the New Testament kalein (to be called) is a technical term for the process of 
salvation. Thus one can distinguish between the external call (which is the good 
news announced) and the internal call (the effectual call which secures a 
response).10  

                                                        
7 Ibid.  
 
8 Ibid., 85.  
 
9 Matt 4:19.  
 
10 K.L. Schmidt, ‘kaleō’ Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, III, ed. 

Gerhard Friedrich and Gerhard Kittel, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromley (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1964-76), 489. 
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Paul sheds light on the nature of call in his letters, using the word in four different ways: 

“(1) salvation, (2) living in a Christian way, (3) the interface of Christian discipleship and 

our life situation, and (4) Paul’s own experience of anointing as an apostle of Christ.”11 

Stevens summarizes these four understandings in the following way: 

Paul uses call language to express the invitation of God to experience salvation. 
Paul uses call language to describe the summons of God to holy corporate living. 
Paul uses call language for the place in life or the station we occupy. In other New 
Testament writings there is a similar use of call to what is found in the gospels 
and the letters of Paul.12 

 
Here again, a pattern is evident. Call is used to invite to salvation, to summon to a holy 

life, and to serve others in a specific task. Stevens describes the use of call in the New 

Testament by insisting that, “call is used for the invitation to salvation through 

discipleship to Christ, the summons to holy corporate and personal living, and the call to 

serve. All are called. All are called together. All are called for the totality of the everyday 

life.”13 

 McSwain and Shurden invite readers to engage Exod 3:1-12, Acts 7:58; 9:1-31, 

Luke 1:26-38, 46-55; 4:16-20 and Mark 1:16-20 for further clarification of the concept of 

calling. None of these texts restrict calling to the ordained. In his commentary on 

Exodus, Walter Brueggemann mentions Moses’ reaction to God’s call, drawing attention 

to Moses’ removal of sandals: “The removal of sandals is an act of willing submission. 

                                                        
11 Stevens, The Other Six Days, 86. 
 
12 Ibid., 86-87.  
 
13 Ibid., 88.  
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Moses’ response is abrupt and appropriate; he hides his face. He would not look 

around.”14 He also believes that “Moses is compelled by the power and resolve of 

Yahweh, which is relentless and unaccommodating,”15 but there is no mention that call is 

reserved for those who have been ordained. On the contrary, Brueggemann insists that 

“In our time the notion of call has often been trivialized, institutionalized, and rendered 

innocuous as bland calls to ‘obedience’ and ‘ministry’.”16 

 In the call stories of the disciples and Saul, the pattern continues.  

Call is not restricted to those persons who are ordained. In describing Saul’s response, 

Robert W. Wall notes, “Saul falls to the ground in anticipation of hearing God speak to 

him.”17 He continues by labeling Saul “as one chosen for a task.”18 Wall continues, “The 

disciples are not waiting for the Spirit within some apocalyptic time zone… the Spirit’s 

outpouring applies to their vocation.”19 The disciples are not called to the ordained life. 

                                                        
14 Walter Brueggemann, “The Book of Exodus: Introduction, Commentary, and 

Reflections,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. I, 
ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press,1996), 712. 

  
15 Ibid., 720. 
 
16 Ibid., 719. 
 
17 Robert W. Wall, “The Book of Acts: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” 

in The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. X, ed. Leander 
E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002), 150.   

 
18 Ibid., 152. 
 
19 Ibid., 42. 
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 Luke 4 finds Jesus reading the scroll of Isaiah in the temple. Commenting on this 

scene, R. Alan Culpepper concludes that, “The reference of anointing of the Spirit 

connects these verses with the baptism of Jesus… It does not signal a separate 

anointing.”20 Jesus is not being ordained. Jesus is stepping into his calling. 

 In the call of Mary, there is no mention of the ordained life. The angel Gabriel 

announces the calling Mary has been given and Mary responds first with a question 

“How can this be?” (Luke 1:34) and then states, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord, let it 

be done with me according to your word” (Luke 4:38). Culpepper offers the following 

perspective on Mary’s call story: 

The annunciation would not have been complete without Mary’s trusting, 
obedient response. Mary had been chosen, ‘favored,’ to have an important part in 
God’s plan to bring salvation to God’s people, but it is unthinkable that God 
would have forced Mary to have the child against her will. Mary is an important 
example, therefore, of one who is obedient to God even at great risk to self.21 

 
 The Markan account of the calling of disciples offers little support for the concept 

of ordination. The striking feature of this call story is the response of the disciples. 

Pheme Perkins describes the response this way: 

The fact that these men drop both occupation and family obligations to follow the 
one who summons them demonstrates their call comes from God… In a 
traditional society, such a break with family and occupation is extraordinary.22 

                                                        
20 R. Alan Culpepper, “The Book of Luke: Introduction, Commentary, and 

Reflections,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. IX, 
ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 105. 

 
21 Ibid., 52. 
 
22 Pheme Perkins, “The Book of Mark: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” 

in The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. VIII, ed. Leander 
E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 539. 
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She continues, “The genre of a call story explains the abruptness and total commitment 

demonstrated by the disciples.”23 Likewise, M. Eugene Boring does not see this call story 

as one where the disciples are called to the ordained life or to an exclusive group. His 

commentary notes, “Jesus calls rather ordinary men to follow him and join with Jesus on 

the way he is going… this is not a special call to the exclusive group of Twelve.”24 He 

continues, “The ‘call’ vocabulary was often used in early Christianity for the risen 

Christ’s call to discipleship… Christians are the called… so people can follow Christ 

wherever he goes.”25  

 A review of the Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament, including the texts 

engaged by the sample population, reveals the biblical witness makes minimal reference 

to being set apart for ecclesial service and no justification for exclusive call language. As 

Stevens says, “All are called. All are called together.”26 With minimal biblical evidence 

to support a special credentialed calling, reviewing how the word call is used across the 

history of the church may provide insight. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
23 Ibid. 
  
24 M. Eugene Boring, Mark: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 2012), 57-59. 
 
25 Ibid. 59-60. 
 
26 Stevens, The Other Six Days, 88.  
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Use of the Term Call Through Church History 

 Beach-Verhey’s assertion that, “the contemporary use of the term vocation bears 

only a tangential resemblance to its biblical meaning,”27 implies a deviation from original 

intent. The use of the word call in the various stages of church history provides clues to 

how its meaning deviated from its original intent. 

Call in the Early Church 

The early church understood its commission as “one people, the true lāos28 of 

God with some serving as leaders among the people.”29 During the Roman Empire, life 

brought persecution for those called to live differently from prevailing social mores. 

 R. Paul Stevens notes: 

[I]n the second and third centuries a definite clergy-lay distinction arose largely 
from three influences: (1) imitation of the secular structures of the Greek-Roman 
world not unlike the professional-lay distinctions in the modern world; (2) the 
transference of the Old Testament priesthood model to the leadership of the 
church; and (3) popular piety which elevated the Lord’s Supper to mystery which 
required priestly administration.30  

 

                                                        
27 Ibid.  
 
28 The Greek word lāos originally meant ‘the crowd’ and ‘the people of a nation.’ It 

was eventually employed in the Greek translation of the Old Testament (LXX) as the 
universal designation for ‘the people of God’ translating the Hebrew ‘am. R. Paul 
Stevens, The Six Other Days: Vocation, Work, and Ministry in Biblical Perspective 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1999), 29. 

 
29 Ibid., 26.  
 
30 Ibid., 39.  
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As the church encountered various challenges, structure was deemed the best way to 

respond to them. Ignatius of Antioch advocated for a single bishop.31 Tertullian offered a 

division between ordinary people and the priestly ecclesial order.32 Clement of 

Alexandria classified ordinary believers as a distinction from clergy, and identified 

various offices as stepping-stones to ecclesial ministry.33 Origen spoke of a priest having 

power over laypersons.34 Didascalia Apostolorium stated: 

[B]ishops were priests and prophets, and princes and leaders and kings, and 
mediators between God and his faithful, and receivers of the word, and preachers 
and proclaimers thereof, and knowers of the Scriptures and of the utterances of 
God, and witnesses of his will, who bears the sins of all and are to give answers 
for all.35 
 

Cyprian argued that members of the clergy were not laypersons.36 On and on it went 

through the generations as the chasm between clergy and laypersons deepened. The 

medieval church associated fulfilling God’s commission with monastic and religious life. 

The thought was that one could only be fully committed to God in isolation from others. 

According to Stevens, by the time of the Council of Trent in AD 1517, “the clergy-lay 

                                                        
31 Theopedia: An Encyclopedia of Biblical Christianity 

https://www.theopedia.com/ignatius-of-antioch (accessed January 14, 2020). 
 
32 A. Faivre, The Emergence of the Laity in the Early Church (New York: Paulist 

Press, 1990), 46. 
 
33 Ibid., 58-59. 
  
34 Ibid., 69. 
  
35 R.H. Connolly, Didascalia Apostolorum (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929), 80.  
 
36 Faivre, The Emergence, 106-07. 
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distinction became institutionalized in religious orders, priestly ordination and the 

seminary system.”37 

Reformation Revisions of the Call 

 The Reformation shifted the relationship between clergy and laity in a number of 

significant ways. No longer was fulfilling God’s commission in monastic life the only 

way to live out one’s calling. Martin Luther, John Calvin, and others proposed options 

for living out one’s call. Martin Luther ascribed to living in the world, rather than 

separate from the world. He boldly declared: 

Monastic vows rest on the false assumption that there is a special calling, a 
vocation, to which superior Christians are invited to observe the counsels of 
perfection while ordinary Christians fulfill only the commands; but there simply 
is no religious vocation since the call of God comes to each at the common 
tasks.38 

 
No longer did one have to forsake family, societal roles, and worldly goods in order to be 

about God’s purposes. Luther assumed that God’s call was realized within the context of 

other roles, responsibilities, and goods. Furthermore, he assumed that God’s calling was 

for everyone, not just a select few. The distinction that the church had made between the 

spiritual estate and the temporal estate was illegitimate. All Christians were equally 

called, and every aspect of life was an appropriate context for serving God and 

neighbor.39 Luther’s intention was to turn the whole world into a monastery. Stevens 

                                                        
37 Stevens, The Other Six Days, 45. 
 
38 Ibid., 75.  
 
39 R. Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (Nashville: Abington Press, 

1978), 156. 
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summarizes, “All people in all walks of life were called to participate wholeheartedly in 

God’s purposes amid their worldly commitments.”40 Reformers were bent on 

transforming the ordinary into the extraordinary. All of life was sacred and as such, all 

people were called to participate fully in God’s purpose. 

Further Reformation Developments 

 John Calvin differed from Luther in his understanding of calling. In referring to 

Calvin’s understanding versus Luther’s, Paul Stevens notes, “ Calvin, in contrast to 

Luther, used calling mainly to describe the call to salvation or the call into ministry. But 

he also used calling to describe the work itself that one does.”41  

 The Puritans were the first to distinguish between general and particular calling 

and Calvin’s call theology was foundational for this distinction. Beach-Verhey reflects on 

William Perkins’ understanding of the distinction between the two kinds of calling: 

The former is the common calling to the Christian faith and life, while the latter is 
the particular context within which it takes place. According to William Perkins, 
these two aspects cannot be separated; the general calling to love God and love 
neighbor can be realized only in the context of a particular Christian’s life, 
relationships, and responsibilities.42  
 

As challenges continued, there appeared to be a need for a separate calling for 

ecclesiastical work. Out of a concern for proper order in the church, Calvin refused to 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
40 Stevens, The Other Six Days, 75.  
 
41 Ibid., 79.  
 
42 Beach- Verhey, “Vocation”, 821.  
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abandon the professional ministry and insisted on another type of calling.43 He expressed 

such a calling as the inner or secret call,44 which was a requirement for ministers. 

Calling in the New World 

 Puritans brought to the New World their understanding of call. Birthed in 

Reformation Protestantism, Puritans understood that “every occupation was a holy 

calling. Over the years this generalization of the word calling led many Americans to 

adopt an attitude of anti-professionalism.”45 As society evolved, and the idea that 

anything the general population could achieve was inferior, stratification occurred. A 

quest was launched to reclaim the term calling for professional ministry. Stevens 

critiques the change this way, “John Calvin’s theology of calling has won and Luther’s 

has lost.”46 Exclusive vocabulary for the ordained life was deemed vital to the success of 

the ecclesial institution. Stevens offers a harsh critique, “By and large we have missed the 

main thrust of the New Testament and reverted to a pre-Christian view of clergy and 

laity: a general call to the people and a specific call to a few.”47  

 A review of how call and call language have been used across the history of the 

church suggests exclusive language for those called to ecclesial service was implemented 

                                                        
43 Stevens, The Other Six Days, 178. 
 
44 Ibid.,154.  
 
45 James E. Carter and Joe E. Trull, Ministerial Ethics: Moral Formation for Church 

Leaders (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 24. 
 
46 Stevens, The Other Six Days, 155.  
 
47 Ibid. 
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in order to professionalize ministry. With minimal biblical evidence to support a 

specialized credential calling, what are the theological implications?  

Theological Implications 

 The sacred texts and history of the church makes clear that there is minimal 

biblical foundation for the special classification of clergy who are ordained and that such 

status is based on tradition put in place to keep order. Yet, call language continues to be 

used to refer specifically to the calling of ordained clergy. 

In biblical call narratives, three signature features stand out: (1) Call is a 

conversation. There is a caller and a receiver. (2) Call is a commission. There is an 

expectancy something will be done. (3) Call is a construct. It is a frame for living life and 

processing life. Wrestling with call as conversation, commission and construct can 

provide insight for reclaiming biblical call language. 

Calling is a conversation. Often the receiver senses the desire to do something or 

be something but does not understand the implications until an interpreter provides 

insight. Gregg Levoy offers: 

The purpose of call is to summon adherents away from their daily grinds to a new 
level of awareness into a sacred frame of mind, into communion with that which 
is bigger than themselves… Primarily this force announces the need for change, 
and the response for which it calls is an awakening of some kind. A call is only a 
monologue. A return call, a response, creates a dialogue. Our own unfolding 
requires that we be in constant dialogue with whatever is calling us.48 

 

                                                        
48 Gregg Levoy, Callings: Finding and Following an Authentic Life (New York: 

Three Rivers Press, 1997), 2.  
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The Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics notes, “In Scripture, whether OT or NT, ‘calling’ 

is always God’s gracious call to become God’s own, to be those called out, in order to 

bear witness to and serve God’s creative and redemptive purpose in the world.”49 Larry 

McSwain suggests two views of calling: “The first view “is best described as the 

traditional Christian understanding of calling as a clear encounter with God. Calling 

comes from beyond the self in this view.”50 The second view of calling is as something 

that arises “from within – an immanent experience of one’s purpose and passions.”51 

Parker Palmer describes this as a voice ‘in here’ calling me to be the person I was born to 

be, to fulfill the original selfhood given me at birth by God.”52 

 Levoy is correct that calling is only a monologue unless it is received.  

Beach-Verhey states, “At the heart of Christian calling is Christ’s gracious and 

demanding invitation to follow him. The only appropriate response is to commit oneself 

wholeheartedly to God and God’s purposes in the world.”53 Committing oneself 

wholeheartedly to God and God’s purposes in the world comes in many forms. Calling is 

                                                        
49 Beach-Verhey, 820.  
 
50 Larry L. McSwain, The Calling of Congregational Leadership: Being. Knowing. 

Doing Ministry (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2013), 15.  
 
51 Ibid., 18.  
 
52 Parker J. Palmer, Let Your Life Speak: Listening For the Voice of Vocation (San 

Francisco: Jossey- Bass, 2000), 10.  
 
53 Beach-Verhey, 820.  
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understood through discernment in which the most typical initial response is to reject the 

call. Levoy notes: 

Almost everybody, to some extent, backs away from their calling, at least 
initially. Everyone, to some extent, backs away from their authenticity, settles for 
less, hobbles their own power, and doesn’t speak when spoken to in a dream. 
Everybody occasionally ignores the promptings of the soul and the discontent that 
ensues, trying to distract themselves by counting their blessings, all the reasons 
why they ought to be happy with their lot in life, content with things as they are, 
things that may once have been be-alls and end-alls but that lost their intoxication 
after five years, put them on automatic pilot after ten, and became a prisoner after 
fifteen… One of the grave difficulties in following a call is that it may feel utterly 
and hopelessly at odds with whatever we’re trying to conserve, and this is always 
a moment of crisis, which means to separate, meaning that a call is asking us to 
separate from something. No wonder we try to ignore it.54  
 

Saying yes to one’s call impacts all of life and discernment is needed to clarify one’s call. 

Levoy clearly describes the challenge in discernment: 

[K]nowing whether our calls are true or false, knowing how and when to respond 
to them, knowing whether our call really belongs to us or not – requires that we 
also tread a path between two essential questions: ‘what is right for me?’ and 
’Where am I willing to be led?’ Discernment also requires that we ask these two 
questions continually and devotedly, in hope that by doing so Providence will, in 
due course, be alerted to our desires and answers will find us.55 

 
Discernment is often gleaned in community. Through its curricula, the community 

fashions and forms the Christ follower, training the congregant to listen for God’s voice. 

Pastors are trained in seminary to nurture calling in congregants. A relatively new 

discernment tool is life coaching. Life Coaching is a covenant between a coach and client 

wherein the coach asks intentional questions to assist the client with discernment. 

                                                        
54 Levoy, Callings, 191-93.  
 
55 Levoy, Callings, 7. 
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 Practicing spiritual disciplines, particularly those that focus on internal stillness, 

assists the discernment process. Referring to spiritual disciplines as practices,56 Levoy 

continues, “These practices also remind us not to spend so much time waiting for big 

booming voices from on high to the extent that we stumble over the whispers that are 

right at our feet. ‘If you listen down below,’ instructs the Torah, ‘you will deserve to hear 

from above.’”57  

 Call is a conversation. Whether the call comes from beyond, or from within, there 

is a divine caller (God) and a receiver. Call is a dialogue, an ingoing conversation. When 

there is no framework for call, or the call emanates from within, call is best discerned in 

community. A call from beyond may be interpreted as ‘hearing things’ and a call from 

within considered a high esteem of self. Intentional communal processing can assist in 

the discernment process, empowering the receiver and equipping the receiver for action. 

A commission is an invitation to action, an instruction to do something. 

Commission can also be an instruction to produce something. God calls the receiver to 

action. Something needs to be done and only the receiver is up to the quest. 

 Beach-Verhey points out that, “The biblical notion of calling has less to do with 

receiving a divine reward than a divine commission to participate in God’s purposes in 

the world… Those who are called are summoned to become servants of God in the 
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world.”58 As lives are transformed, enabling them to be participants in God’s purposes in 

the world, discipleship is lived out and lives bear witness to one who is in relationship 

with God. 

 McSwain and Shurden contend that, “Call is a partnership with God for the 

kingdom… whenever God calls you, it is to be someone special. It is also to do 

something special. Your call is about both being and doing.”59 Levoy believes that, “A 

call requires action, decision making action.”60 There is no differentiation between call to 

the ordained life and a call to the non-ordained life. An argument could be made that if 

God is not only the divine caller but also the one who commissions the receiver, all calls 

are to the ordained life. Findley Edge views calling through the lens of the priesthood of 

the believer: 

The priesthood of all believers also means that since every Christian is a priest, 
every Christian is also called to be a minister and has a ministry which must be 
performed under the judgment of God… the call to salvation and the call to 
ministry is one and the same call. That is, when one is called by God to be part of 
his people, he is also called into the ministry.61 

 
Edge takes his thesis one step further, arguing that  
 

In the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers and God’s call to ministry we 
find the key to understanding the plan which God ordained to accomplish his 
redemptive purpose in the world. Here is the key: This means that the primary 

                                                        
58 Beach-Verhey, “Vocation,” 819.  
 
59 McSwain and Shurden, Call Waiting, 29-31. 
 
60 Levoy, Callings, 272.  
 
61 Findley B. Edge, The Greening of the Church (n.p.:Word Books, 1973), 38. 
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responsibility for God’s ministry in the world is the responsibility of the laity and 
not the clergy.62 

 
According to Edge, all are called into ministry. Consequently, all are called into the 

ordained life. The commission is to live into that calling: 

When God calls a person to be part of his people, he calls him to be a minister. 
The calls are not separate. They are one and the same. When one truly responds to 
God, it is to the ministry he is responding. And this ministry is no burden because 
this is what it means to ‘believe’ in God. To ‘believe’ in God means to be so 
caught up with who God is and with what God is doing in the world that gives his 
life to God to join with him in what he is seeking to do in the world.63 

 
  Simon Sinek suggests if one knows their why and operates from their why, they 

will be successful.64 While his target audience is business leaders, the principle has merit 

for understanding call. Michael Jr., in his YouTube clip Know Your Why, puts it this way, 

“Once you know your why, your what has more impact because you are walking in or 

towards your purpose.”65 Levoy uses similar words: 

‘Those who have a why to live,’ Freidrich Nietzsche once said, ‘can bear with 
almost any how.’ From understanding why we pursue a calling and why it’s 
important to us comes the perseverance we need to manage the how-to-part, to 
endure the times when we have to recommit to a call, when we can’t make sense 
of the ticker tape of events, when all the signals are mixed and all the dreams 
jumbled and the clarity we had on Monday crumbles on Tuesday.66 

 

                                                        
62 Ibid., 39.  
 
63 Ibid., 42.  
 
64 Simon Sinek, Start With Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action 

(London: Penguin, 2011).  
 
65 Mike Jr., “Know Your Why” Michael Jr. Comedy, posted January 8, 2017, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1vtFB8TrkTo (accessed November 29, 2017).  
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Knowing the why is essential as one seeks to live out their call. Even with the inertia 

provided by knowing one’s why, how does one live into one’s calling in order to live out 

of one’s calling? 

 Ephesians 4 establishes a biblical basis for how one is to live into their call on a 

daily basis: 

But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ appointed it… It was he who 
gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some 
to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that 
the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the 
knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure 
of the fullness of Christ (Eph 4:7, 11-13).  

 
Often this passage is applied only to church leaders, yet the passage states, “To each one 

of us grace has been given as Christ appointed it” (Eph 4:7). Christ graciously gives 

every person one of these roles. The word choice for these roles comes with a frame. 

These words are part of a vocabulary used when describing spiritual gifting so our limited 

imaginations prevent us from understanding the fullness of the words when applied to 

roles. J.R. Woodward uses the following to describe these traditional sounding roles: 

 Apostle: Dream Awakener  
 Prophet: Heart Revealer 
 Evangelist: Story Teller 
 Pastor: Soul Healer 
 Teacher: Light Givers67 
 
These descriptions invite our imagination to consider these roles, not in the way they 

have been used in the church over the years particularly in Baptist conversations on 
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spiritual gifting, but rather as fresh, re-imagined words, frames for use in call 

conversations. Mike Breen notes: 

Each of us has a base ministry that represents one of the fivefold ministries in 
Ephesians. We believe that God gives each of us this ministry and it is ours for 
life. Hence we call this our base ministry. However, there are also particular 
periods when God leads us to discover and understand the other ministries for a 
brief time. This is what we call ‘phase ministries.’ We all have our base and at 
least one phase ministry at any given time.68 

 
Breen offers a Five Fold Ministry Profile to identify base and phase ministries. Paying 

attention to our construct and noticing its nuances requires intentionality. In Let Your Life 

Speak, Parker Palmer writes: 

Vocation (calling) does not come from willfulness; it comes from listening. I must 
listen to my life and try to understand what it is truly about – quite apart from 
what I would like it to be about – or my life will never represent anything real in 
the world, no matter how earnest my intentions… Vocation (calling) does not 
mean a goal that I pursue. It means a calling that I hear. Before I can tell my life 
what I want to do with it, I must listen to my life telling me who I am. I must 
listen for the truths and values at the heart of my own identity, not the standards 
by which I must live – but all the standards by which I cannot help but live if I am 
living my own life.69 

 
Listening to one’s life is a long journey of discovery impacting every aspect of life. 

McSwain and Shurden note, “God’s call affects all aspects of who we are: lifestyle, 

career, leisure activities, and relationships… Call affects what we do for a living and how 

we do it.”70 Parker Palmer points out that: 

                                                        
68 Mike Breen and the 3DM Team, Building a Discipling Culture (Pawleys Island: 3 

Dimension Ministries, 2011), 122.  
 
69 Palmer, Let Your Life Speak, 4-5.  
 
70 McSwain and Shurden, Call Waiting, 53, 56.  
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Vocation (calling) at its deepest level is not, “Oh, boy, do I want to go to this 
strange place where I have to learn a new way and where no one, including me, 
understands what I’m doing.” Vocation (calling) at its deepest level is: “There is 
something I can’t not do, for reasons I’m unable to explain to anyone else and 
don’t fully understand myself but that are nonetheless compelling.”71 

 
Gerhard von Rad in his commentary on calling writes: 

To speak of a prophet’s call… leads on to a discussion of that mysterious 
compulsion which came over them often quite unexpectedly… and which they 
were not quite able to resist.72  
 

Being called by God and being commissioned by God is irresistible. What does a called 

life look like? Findley Edge, noting his indebtedness to Gordon Cosby, provides this hint: 

When a person discovers his (or her) calling… he (or her) will have a feeling of 
‘Eureka!... this is it!... When a person discovers his (or her) calling… he (or her) 
dreams fantastic dreams about it. Or, when a person discovers his (or her) ‘thing’, 
possible ways of fulfilling this ministry tend to flood his (or her) mind. As he (or 
her) thinks about it, more things come to mind that ought to be done and he (or 
her) see ways to accomplish them. This means that if a particular area is a 
person’s calling, he (or her) will know or be able to find ways to express it… 
When a person discovers his (or her) ‘calling,’ he (or she) can’t help but talk 
about it. (parenthesis mine)73 

 
Discovery of one’s call releases the floodgates of passion, expectancy and anticipation, 

empowering us to settle for nothing less than operating within our call’s framework. The 

ordinary and extraordinary aspects of our lives bear witness to our call as they testify to 

our why. We dream about it and we talk about what it means to be called, even as we 

discern what that means. 

                                                        
71 Palmer, Let Your Life Speak, 25.  
 
72 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology: The Theology of Israel’s Prophetic 

Traditions, vol. 2, trans. D.M.G. Stalker (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 
1960), 70. 

 
73 Edge, Greening the Church, 141-42.  
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 Our construct is the frame through which we live out our lives and engage others. 

As a frame, it frees the imagination to consider new language and new possibilities. 

Confidence in one’s call comes from understanding in one’s core that God is the one who 

issued the call and the receiver has been commissioned for action. Unbridled imagination 

in tension with the biblical text is an extraordinary thing. It has the power to spark 

revolution, shatter orthodoxy and inspire a new generation to reimagine life as one called 

by God. 

 Despite the interpretations of Christian tradition and history, the idea that calling 

is exclusively restricted to the ordained lacks biblical support. In addition, the theological 

implications of such a perspective cause harm to the common calling of all Christians. 

The reclamation of call and call language requires a new framework to restore its original 

and biblical meaning in the life of the church. The following chapters address the 

possibility of such reclamation.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

 The reclamation of a new framework to reclaim call and call language in the life 

of the church is the responsibility of Christian community. Christian communities are the 

place to explore the biblical text in search of the original and biblical meaning of call and 

call language, reclaim call and call language in the life of the church, and consider the 

implications of being called. 

 What is vocation and who are the called? Kathleen Cahalan provides clarity in her 

definition: “Vocation is a life lived in response to the following questions: Who am I? 

What service do I offer the world?”1 Elizabeth O’Conner makes the following 

observation about the identity of the called: “Each one of us has some kind of vocation. 

We are all called by God to share in His life and His Kingdom. Each one of us is called 

to a special place in the Kingdom.”2 Cahalan concurs: 

Vocation is manifest in each Christian life, at least to the extent that a person 
responds to and develops their charisms in response to God’s initiative. Vocation 
then, is neither reserved for a few nor limited to one set of responsibilities. It is 
imperative to the self-identity of each disciple to understand their life, their whole 
life, in terms of vocation.3 

                                                        
1 Kathleen A. Cahalan, Introducing the Practice of Ministry (Collegeville: Liturgical 

Press, 2010), 48. 
 
2 Elizabeth O’Connor, Eighth Day of Creation: Gifts and Creativity (Waco: Word 

Books, 1971), 75.  
 
3 Cahalan, Introducing the Practice of Ministry, 49.  
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 What is the best venue for authentic conversation on vocation? Lauren Brewer 

Bass suggests the metaphor of pilgrimage: “the metaphor reminds us to relax and look for 

the Holy’s Spirit’s direction as we go… Understanding the metaphor of calling as 

pilgrimage also helps us understand that our whole lives are a journey of ministry.”4 At 

its core, this project, focused on undergraduates in a liberal arts university in Virginia, is 

a small group journey or pilgrimage in discovering new frames and metaphors.  

Analysis of Context 

The Community Setting 

 Located in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, along the banks of the 

James River, Lynchburg is known as the “City of Seven Hills” or “Hill City.” Named for 

its founder John Lynch, Lynchburg was founded in 1786 and incorporated in 1852. 

According to the 2010 Census, the population was 75,568 and it increased to 82,126 in 

2018. The 2010 Census records 25,477 households and 31,992 families. The racial 

makeup of the city at that time was 63.0% White, 29.3% African American, 0.2% Native 

American, 2.5% Asian, 0.04% Pacific Islander, 0.63% from other races, and 1.7% from 

two or more races. Hispanic or Latino of any race was 3.0% of the population. 

 Additional census data determined that the average household size was 2.30 and 

the average family size was 2.9. For every 100 females age 18 and over there were 79.1 

male. The median income for a household in Lynchburg was $32,234, while the per 

                                                        
4 Lauren Brewer Bass, Five Hundred Miles: Reflections on Calling and Pilgrimage 

(Macon: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, Inc., 2015), 109.  
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capita income for the city was $18,263. Sixteen percent of the population was below the 

poverty line, and Lynchburg ranked below the 2006 median annual income for the U.S. 

as a whole. In 2009 almost 27% of children in Lynchburg lived in poverty. The state 

average was 14 percent.5 Liberty University, founded in 1971, is the largest employer 

with Centra Health being the second largest. In 2002, city revitalization became a 

priority. The downtown has attracted private investments of $110 million, and business 

activity increased by 205% from 2004 to 2014. With its skilled labor force, low 

unemployment rate, and below average cost of living, Forbes Magazine ranked 

Lynchburg the 5th best place in Virginia for business in 2006.6  

The Ministry Setting 

 Originally named Virginia Christian College, University of Lynchburg7 was 

founded by the Christian Church, Disciples of Christ in 1903 and is classified as a 

Division III, private liberal arts university. With approximately 3,100 students in 

undergraduate and graduate programs, University of Lynchburg is recognized as one of 

the best institutions of higher education in the nation by “U.S. News & Report.” The 

University is also mentioned in the catalogue of “Colleges that Change Lives,” and 

recently celebrated its recent recognition as a Purple Heart University. Believing a 

fundamental principle for higher education is the connection between faith and reason, 

                                                        
5 All statistics and information are from “Lynchburg, Virginia” Wikipedia 

hhttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lynchburg,_Virginia (accessed January 14, 2020).  
 
6 Ibid. 
  
7 Originally named Virginia Christian College, the university underwent a name 

change from Lynchburg College to University of Lynchburg July 1, 2019.  
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founders designed the campus to reflect this connection. Annually, first year students 

make the journey from Snidow Chapel to Hopwood Hall, the main academic building, 

during opening convocation. Four years later, these students once again make this trek 

reminding them that the connection between faith and reason is just as fundamental to life 

after commencement.  

 University of Lynchburg consists of Lynchburg College of Arts and Sciences, the 

College of Business, the College of Education, Leadership Studies, and Counseling, the 

College of Health Sciences, and Westover Honors College. Undergraduate and graduate 

programs, including three doctoral programs, can be found in all of these colleges except 

the honors college.  

 University of Lynchburg is committed to diversity, including religious diversity, 

and employs four university chaplains to serve the spiritual needs of students, faculty and 

staff, provide pastoral care and religious programing, and host events. Committed to 

facilitating spiritual growth in students, student spiritual life groups serve Protestant, 

Catholic, Humanist, Jewish, Buddhist, and Muslim students, along with students of many 

other faith traditions. Carol Merritt’s words reflect the mission of the spiritual life 

department: “Young adults do not need entertaining… they need connection, a place 

where they can be grounded in spiritual community.”8 

 

 

                                                        
8 Carol Merritt, Tribal Church: Ministering to the Missing Generation (Lanham: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2007), 136-47.  
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Ministry Setting Challenge 

 University of Lynchburg students range in age from 17 to 60+ in graduate 

programs, with the normative age being 18-23. Jana Sundene and Richard Dunn offer this 

insight into the population: “The majority of emerging adults are sorting out purpose and 

life devotion at this stage.”9 Adam Copeland agrees that “Questions of vocation and life’s 

purpose are mixed up in a confusing combination of ‘God’s will,’ their parent’s 

expectations, and their own self- understanding.”10 Trust is needed as students make 

sense of this confusing combination and wrestle with challenges to their faith journey. 

The small group format enables community and creates an environment for hard 

conversations, including those about vocation.  

Tim Elmore speaks to why these conversations are necessary. These 

conversations enable students “to discover their vocation—to recognize their passions 

and strengths and use them to engage the world around them.”11 This vital work helps 

students to discover their vocation, recognize their passions and strengths, and how their 

vocation, passion and strengths can be used to engage the world. Intentionally creating 

opportunities to help students understand calling equips them to understand what it means 

                                                        
9 Richard R. Dunn and Jana L. Sundene, Shaping the Journey of Emerging Adults; 

Life- Giving Rhythms for Spiritual Transformation (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity 
Press, 2012), 113.  

 
10 Adam J. Copeland, ed., Kissing in the Chapel, Praying in the Frat House (Lanham: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 41.  
 
11 Tim Elmore, Generation iY: Our Last Chance to Save Their Future (Atlanta: Poet 

Gardener Publishing, 2010), 157.  
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to be called by God. Gabe Lyons describes calling in the following way: “God’s gifts 

point to God’s purposes… when we allow those talents to intersect with the burdens God 

has placed on our hearts, therein lies our calling. Where your gifts and natural skills 

collide with your deepest burden—you have calling.”12  

Demographics 

 Both Tim Elmore and Jean Twenge note the unique characteristics of this 

generation of university students. Elmore uses the term Generation iY13 and Twenge uses 

the term iGen14 to identify those born between 1995 through 2012. According to Twenge, 

“the first iGen graduated from high school in 2012 and the last will in 2030.”15 Both 

scholars connect the i in their terms to the Internet and choose not to use the term 

Generation Z. Interestingly, according to Twenge, “2011-12 was exactly when the 

majority of Americans started to own cell phones that could access the Internet”16 and 

“1995 is the year the Internet was born.”17  

                                                        
12 Gabe Lyons, The Next Christians: How a New Generation Is Restoring the Faith 

(New York: Doubleday, 2010), 124. 
 
13 Elmore: Generation iY, 13. 
  
14 Jean M. Twenge, iGen: Why Today’s Super- Connected Kids Are Growing Less 

Rebellious, More Tolerant, Less Happy- and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood 
(New York: Atria Books, 2017), 2. 

 
15 Ibid., 3.  
 
16 Ibid., 4.  
 
17 Ibid., 5.  
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 When asked to describe this generation, Twenge notes ten trends: “in no hurry, 

internet, in person no more, insecure, irreligious, insulated but not intrinsic, income 

insecurity, indefinite, inclusive, and independent.”18 Elmore offers this description: 

This generation is overwhelmed from both internal and external sources, over 
connected due to technological advances, overprotected by parents who insist 
safety trumped growth, and over served… (they) can also be energetic, confident, 
and capable. They dream big, they care about their friends, and they thrive on 
activity.19 

 
University of Lynchburg students have all of the characteristics Twenge and Elmore 

identify. Consequently, when Elmore offers reminders for communicating with 

Generation iY, his reminders apply to the work that is done through the spiritual life 

center at University of Lynchburg. Elmore points out the following: 

 - Generation iY learns on a need to know basis, take time to explain relevance 
 - Schema from their world, attempt to relate it to something they know 
 - The less predictable your words, the more memorable they will be 

- Grab head and heart in four minutes 
- Best learning occurs in social context 
- “In your face” words (authentic) build trust 
- Challenge the status quo, they will journey with you 
- Use metaphors, they grew up on images 
- Pair students with guide if possible 
- Creatively deliver your message 
- Engage different learning styles, call students to change 
- Keep central message simple and focused 
- Walk the balance between nurture and challenge 
- Include a challenge20  

 

 

                                                        
18 Ibid., 3. 
 
19 Elmore, Generation iY, 19-28. 
 
20 Ibid., 184-86.  
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Ministry Role 

 The researcher serves as university assistant chaplain in a 30-hour a week, ten-

month position, focused on empowering and equipping student spiritual life groups. In 

addition to serving student groups, the assistant chaplain trains leaders, plans and 

implements campus events and activities, serves on university committees, coaches 

students, faculty, and staff, connects pre-ministry students with resources, advises 

students, provides administrative support for department programs, manages ministry 

partner staff and serves as a member of the university on call team. 

 Due to the nature of the job description, the assistant chaplain has many 

opportunities throughout the week to engage students, faculty, and staff and build 

relationships. Involvement in campus life has gained the assistant chaplain the trust level 

needed to embark on a research journey with students. For this reason, securing IRB 

approval for research was easily accomplished.  

Research Undertakings  

 “Hardwired For Purpose: A Journey in Reclaiming Call Language as Narrative at 

University of Lynchburg” is a qualitative ethnological study, designed for students to 

wrestle with call and call language. The purpose of this study is to explore the 

development of university students as they engage in a journey to reclaim the original and 

biblical meaning of call language, imagine call language as inclusive language for all 

Christians, and explore the implications. For the purpose of this study, call language 

refers to the collective term for all things pertaining to calling, what God intends for an 

individual to do in life. Larry McSwain and Kay Shurden explain call language this way, 
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“When Christians talk about the path that God would have each of us take in life, they 

use the word call.”21 Call language is used to describe one’s purpose, one’s vocation, or 

in Christian circles God’s plan for one’s life. 

IRB Process  

Students in the sample population were over eighteen, and evangelical,22 

undergraduate students. Invitations to join the sample population were sent via email 

through a variety of university offices. The researcher did not issue invitations per 

recommendation of the university IRB Director.  

 The researcher filed an IRB with University of Lynchburg and it was approved. 

An executed IAA from Mercer University was received for the research (Both the IRB 

and IAA are located in Appendices A and B). The plans for evaluation and assessment 

included using data collection tools (coded journal entries, session engagement tool, and 

coded call stories) and the project evaluation rubric to evaluate the project to determine 

its relationship to project goals. Journal entries will be examined for student’s 

understanding of the materials in Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth and application 

of the material in the student’s life. Attention was paid to assessing the use of call 

language in journal entries. Following each session (beginning with session two), the 

                                                        
21 Larry McSwain and Kay Shurden, Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth (Valley 

Forge: Judson Press, 2005), viii.  
 
22 For the purpose of this study, evangelical is defined as participating in a Protestant 

faith tradition. David Bebbington identifies the key ingredients of evangelicalism as 
conversion, biblicism, activism, and crucicentrism. David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in 

Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 
2-19.  
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researcher evaluated student engagement using the session engagement tool. The 

evaluation tools were used to provide data for the project evaluation rubric.  

Methods of Collection 

 The researcher gathered a collection of information on call language, gleaned 

from individual and group engagement with topic. Engagement responses were primarily 

verbal; however, participant journal entries and call stories, and investigator field notes 

factored into data collection. Identities of the sample population were coded and adequate 

provisions were made to protect privacy and maintain confidentiality. No harm came to 

participants and there is no need to think the research was offensive or embarrassing to 

the participants. Researcher field notes recording the assessment of student engagement, 

noteworthy items during sessions, and thoughts about the project have been kept. The 

field notes were used in correlating the findings. 

 The participant retained the control for project participation. All participants were 

18 or older and were not part of a vulnerable population. Participants were recruited 

using the Spiritual Life Center (SLC) spiritual life group rosters. Initially, student leaders 

of evangelical groups were contacted via email. In the case that additional participants 

were needed, the plan was that an email would have been sent to all evangelical students 

on these rosters. Recruitment emails were sent by the SLC administrative assistant. In the 

recruitment email, interested students were instructed to contact the researcher directly 

via email. Interested students were contacted by the researcher to schedule a one-on-one 

conversation by phone. The initial conversation served as an opportunity for further 

explanation and clarification of research and research goals.  
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Written consent from sample group participants was obtained via email. An 

informed consent form was emailed to each participant after the student indicated a desire 

to participate in the research. Interested students were instructed to sign the document 

electronically and return it to the researcher by email. Upon the return of signed consent 

form, the researcher saved the document in project files and printed out a hard copy. 

Copies remain in the researcher’s locked file cabinet in her office to protect privacy and 

maintain confidentiality.  

 The research data tools are kept on the university hard drive. Hard copies of the 

project data, journal entries, and call stories are kept in a locked file cabinet in the 

researcher’s locked university office. Participant journal entries and call stories were 

returned at the conclusion of the study. Privacy and confidentiality were kept by using 

codes for each participant. Codes were assigned to each participant once the consent form 

was received. As part of this research was gleaned through small group interaction, care 

was taken to encourage the group to keep confidentiality via establishing a verbal 

confidentiality covenant during the first group session.  

 The researcher anticipated minimal discomfort for the project participants. 

Discomfort might have come from conversations that challenged church culture 

regarding its current use of call language, particularly if the participant’s home church 

uses call language exclusively for those entering the ordained life. Potential direct 

benefits included participant encouragement to understand call language as an inclusive 

language (for all Christians), the ability to navigate what it means to be called by God, 

and the experience of empowerment that comes with this knowledge. Potential indirect 
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benefits included eliminating the stratification in churches between the ordained and 

those who are not ordained, church members feeling capable and empowered to lead and 

serve in a host of capacities, and the role call language could play in response to church 

paradigm shifts.  

Research Type  

 At the core of this qualitative study is an examination of ethnographic data as it 

informs call language. Consequently, project methodology was inspired from Sensing’s 

Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry 

Theses and Moschella’s Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice. 

The project involved a sample population of up to ten evangelical students 

embarking on a six-month journey to explore calling and call language. The journey 

consisted of a series of sessions varying in format, to facilitate group and individual 

learning. Students read McSwain and Shurden’s Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth 

prior to the first group session (session two) and responded to the questions using journal 

entries. The book’s target population, youth, sets the tone for its vocabulary and the 

material covered in the chapters. The researcher chose the text for this reason, as the book 

would be easily accessible to students. Reading the book and journaling prior to the first 

group session (ideally during the summer months) afforded the students adequate 

preparation time for sessions, ideal for a full academic schedule. Books were given to the 

sample population at no cost to the participant, as they were part of the researcher’s 

stored resources. 

Research Logistics 
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The introductory session was an individual session with the researcher by phone. 

The sample population received an overview of the project, the project goals and 

expectations, and the session guidelines. The researcher responded to student questions in 

order to clarify any confusion. If students indicated a willingness to participate, students 

were emailed consent forms to sign electronically and return via email. Upon gaining 

signed consent forms, the researcher gathered coding data (Appendix F) via email. 

Students were assigned a coding number and the data gathered was used in the final 

assessment. Students were invited to join GroupMe, a free group texting app. GroupMe 

was used to convey public data, including session details (session agenda), reminded 

students of session times and locations, and served as a platform for communication in 

between sessions. Students were reminded that personal information should not be shared 

via the GroupMe app. Students were mailed a copy of Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to 

Youth, an orientation to the book, and an explanation as to how the book would be used 

in subsequent sessions (Appendix E, Section E-1) mid-July. 

Sessions two and three, both group sessions, would follow a similar format. 

Students would bring their copy of Call Waiting and journal entries to both sessions. 

Participants would engage chapter material and specific questions/comments made by 

McSwain and Shurden. Both sessions would conclude with the reading of two call stories 

written by university staff and/or alumni.23 Subsequent session conversations would 

focus on application of insights gleaned from the session on the contemporary call stories 

                                                        
23 Call stories written by university staff and alumni are located in Appendix G. No 

editing has been done to the call stories in an attempt to preserve them in the language 
and format submitted by their authors.  



50 

 

 

(Appendix E, Sections E-2 and E-3). 

In session four, students reviewed the material and conversations from previous 

sessions and identified elements of a call story. Questions such as, “Based on session 

conversations and the biblical texts, are there any elements which must be present in a 

call story?” and “How does one write a call story?” were asked. Following the 

conversation, students engaged two call stories and located responses. At the end of the 

session, students were invited to write their own call stories and submit the stories to the 

researcher at the next session (Appendix E, Section E-4). 

For the final session, students met individually with the researcher to submit their 

call story and submit their journals. The journals were kept in a secure space, and entries 

were not discussed with the faculty supervisor or ministry coach outside of the research 

context. Journals were labeled with student code numbers, assigned in the first session 

(Appendix E, Section E-1). This ensured privacy and maintained confidentiality. The 

code numbers were used in the research analysis. Additional components of the final 

session included a review of the journey and sessions, a time to ask and answer questions, 

and an opportunity to receive student input on the project.  

Plans for Evaluation and Assessment 

 Using data collection tools (coded journal entries, session engagement tool, and 

coded call stories) and the project evaluation rubric, the researcher evaluated the data to 

determine the relationship to the initial goals. The researcher examined the journal entries 

for student understanding of the materials in Call Waiting and the application of the 

material in the student’s life. Particular attention was paid to looking for the assimilation 
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of call language in journal entries. Following each session (beginning with session two) 

the researcher evaluated the engagement of each student using the session engagement 

tool (Appendix D). This evaluation tool was used to provide data for the project 

evaluation rubric at the conclusion of session four. 

 At the conclusion of session five, the researcher completed the project evaluation 

rubric. This evaluation tool, in concert with the student’s call story and journal entries, 

provided the researcher with the data needed to evaluate the student’s assimilation of call 

language and determined if the project research goals were met.  

 “Hardwired For Purpose: A Journey in Reclaiming Call Language as Narrative at 

University of Lynchburg” was a study designed to explore the development of university 

students as they engaged in a journey to reclaim the original and biblical meaning of call 

and call language in the life of the church. Having set forth in this chapter an analysis of 

the focus group and ministry context, a description the focus group sample population, 

and a detailed description of the project methodology, the next chapter examines the 

project research and analyzes the research with regard to the project goals.  
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CHAPTER 4  

PROJECT ANALYSIS 

 Reclamation of call and call language is necessary in order to restore it to its 

original and biblical meaning in the life of the church. The purpose of this study was to 

explore the development of university students as they engaged in a journey to reclaim 

the biblical understanding of call and call language, imagine call language as inclusive 

language for all Christians, and explore the implications. In returning to the biblical text 

for inspiration, calling and call language were reimagined by the sample population as 

inclusive language, and not merely exclusive language for those entering the ordained 

life. A secondary goal was for the sample population to assimilate the reimagined 

language into their own narrative. 

At the core of this qualitative study is an examination of ethnographical data as it 

informs call language. Consequently, project methodology is inspired from Sensing’s 

Qualitative Research: A Multi- Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry 

Theses and Moschella’s Ethnography As a Pastoral Practice. Eight evangelical 

undergraduate students over eighteen and not from a protected population participated in 

the study. The project research data is a collection of information on call language, 

gleaned from individual and group engagement with the topic. As engagement responses 

were primarily verbal, participant journal entries, participant call stories, and the 

researcher’s field notes factored into the data collection. The identities of the sample 
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population were coded1 and adequate provisions were made to protect privacy and 

maintain confidentiality. The researcher’s field notes recording the assessment of student 

engagement, noteworthy items during sessions, and thoughts about the project were used 

in the project findings. 

Plans for the evaluation and assessment of the research data included using coded 

data collection tools (journal entries, session engagement tools, and call stories) and the 

project evaluation rubric to evaluate the research data to determine its relationship to the 

project goals. The journal entries were examined for student understanding of the 

materials in Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth and the application of the material in 

the student’s life. Assessing the use of call language in journal entries was a major focus 

of the research. Following each session (beginning with session two), the researcher 

evaluated student engagement using the session engagement tool. The evaluation tools 

were used to provide data for the project evaluation rubric.  

Once the informed consent form was signed, each participant was assigned a 

research profile code. This code was used on all of the data collection tools. The 

researcher examined the journal entries for student understanding of the materials in Call 

Waiting and the application of the material in the student’s life. Particular attention was 

paid to looking for the assimilation of call language in the journal entries. Following 

each session (beginning with session two) the researcher evaluated the engagement of 

each student using the session engagement tool (Appendix D). This evaluation tool was 

used to provide data for the project evaluation rubric. During session four, using 

                                                        
1 The research profile codes for the sample population were: RCL01- RCL08.  
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university staff and alumni call stories as case studies, students identified signature 

elements of a call story. At the end of the session, students were instructed to write their 

own call stories and bring them to session five. 

 It was the expectation of the researcher that the research design and type, data 

collection techniques, and how the data was processed and coded, would provide the 

information needed to evaluate the student’s assimilation of call language and to 

determine if the project goals were met. Examination of the research data and the 

findings will indicate whether or not that occurred.  

Examination of the Research 

 Analysis of the research methodology verified that the research design and type, 

data collection techniques, and method of data processing and coding provided the 

researcher adequate information to evaluate the student’s assimilation of call language 

and to determine if the project goals were met. The data collection utilized tools to 

measure student engagement and the assimilation of call language. Examination of the 

research indicated changes to the methodology set forth in the IRB. 

Changes: What Actually Happened 

 Due to a slow response from students, gathering a sample population was a 

challenge. Five of the eight sample population participants were recruited in August 

2019, rather than July as indicated in the IRB. Only three students were mailed Call 

Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth. Five students participated in the first session via 

phone. The other three students met the researcher in her office for session one and 
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picked up the text. Three students signed the informed consent forms online as noted in 

the IRB. Five participants signed the informed consent forms in the researcher’s office. 

 Following the first group session (session two), one participant (RCL03)2 dropped 

out of the group. The student emailed the researcher explaining: 

If it has not been made clear, I need to pull out of your study, and I know you do 
already have so few people, and I hope this doesn’t mess that up to horribly. 
Again, I am really sorry. I just don’t feel I am spiritually in the right place to be 
around these kinds of things right now. I’ll be praying.3 
 

To clarify, “these kinds of things” refers to the student’s interpretation of the questions 
and comments fellow participants verbalized in the group conversation. In justification of 
the her departure, RCL03 wrote: 
 

I know when I here (sic) false teaching I know what it feels like to have my soul 
so disturbed by false doctrine that it feels hard to breathe… I put my faith in Jesus 
and the foundations He has very clearly laid out for us in His book. To go against 
that is to go against God, and I do not throw this word around lightly, but it is 
heresy… When these girls were saying these things, I could literally feel my soul 
rejecting the words that my ears were taking in. I had goose bumps and was 
visually shaking. All I could think of was no, no, no, no.4   

 
The group was informed of RCL03’s decision to pull out of the study, but never told 

why. RCL03 did not remove herself from the GroupMe app or email group.  

Implication of Changes in the Project 

 After consultation with the University of Lynchburg’s IRB Director, the 

researcher concluded that a change in the session dates, whether the first session was held 

                                                        
2 Student participants are indicated by their research profile code. Following the code 

will be either: - CS (call story), - JE (journal entry), or - SE (session engagement) to 
indicate the source of the quote. 

   
3 Email received from participant RCL03 on September 24, 2019. Typos in the 

original email were not corrected.  
 
4 Ibid.  
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over the phone or in person, how the book was received, and where the student was when 

the informed consent form was signed would not impact the research. Students had 

adequate time between receiving Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth and session two 

to prepare for the session. RCL03’s decision to pull out of the study was consistent with 

her rights per the signed informed consent form. Her decision had no impact on the 

research. The full participation of seven students generated enough data to provide the 

information needed to evaluate the student engagement with the session materials and to 

determine if the project goals were met. 

Findings 

 The sample population included three first year students, two sophomores, and 

two juniors. The researcher had a previous relationship with four students in the sample 

population and met the other students the first week of the semester. Student participants 

came from a variety of faith traditions which impacted their understanding of the biblical 

meaning of call and call language, their willingness to imagine call language as inclusive 

for all Christians, and their openness to assimilating call language into their journal 

entries and call stories. A review of the sample population journal entries, session 

engagement tools, researcher field notes, and call stories revealed additional information 

about the sample population.  

Background of Sample Population 

 Of the seven participants, three students were Baptist; one was Lutheran; one was 

Church of Christ, Disciples; one was Methodist; and two students were from Independent 

church traditions. Additional noteworthy sample population research data: 
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 Years a Christian: 
  10+ years- 4 
  4+ years- 2 
  3 years- 1 
 
 Spiritual Life Leader at University of Lynchburg: 
  Yes- 3 
   No- 4 
 
 Student Major: 
  Physical/Natural Science- 3 
  Social Science- 4 
 
The sample population profile data, gathered during the first session, indicated the sample 

population was diverse with regard to the years the student had been a Christian, the 

student’s leadership role in the Spiritual Life department, and the student’s major. The 

diversity was evident during the project sessions. Clarifications and adjustments were 

made in the sessions to accommodate the variety of voices and perspectives. The 

researcher, a social science major, was mindful of the engagement of physical/natural 

science students and made adjustments accordingly with regard to words, metaphors, 

abstract and concrete terms/ideas, and asked clarifying questions during the sessions in 

order to gauge the comprehension of the material by the focus group. An example of this 

diversity was noted almost immediately in the first section of the journal entries. When 

students were asked, “Is the idea of call as an invitation new to you?”5, the responses 

were yes: 2, no: 4, and one student did not respond. Student participant RCL06 wrote, 

“It’s not a new thing, I just didn’t connect it like that before.” RCL08 noted, “I’ve never 

                                                        
5 Larry L. McSwain and Kay Wilson Shurden, Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to 

Youth (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 2005), 4. 
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heard someone call it that. It dumbs it down for me.” The diversity of the sample 

population suggested a rich environment for research findings. 

 In session one, students met individually with the researcher to discuss an 

overview of the project, the project goals and expectations, and the session guidelines. 

After clarifying concerns and answering questions, the student signed the informed 

consent form. The researcher then gathered the sample population profile data, which 

included faith tradition, academic major, years a Christian and what the student imagined 

she/he/they wanted6 to do with their life. Students were given (Or mailed if the first 

session was done over the phone.) a copy of Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth. 

After explaining the role the book would play in the study, students were invited to join 

GroupMe (free group text) and the researcher explained how the app would be used. 

Upon completion of all session one meetings, the researcher was encouraged by the 

diversity of the sample population. Students were excited about the research and were 

looking forward to embarking on the journey.  

 In session two, students wrestled with the call stories mentioned in Call Waiting: 

God’s Invitation to Youth. In processing the stories, the researcher used the reflection 

questions from Call Waiting to facilitate the session conversation. The group examined 

the call stories of Moses, Paul, Mary and Jesus and made connections with the stories. As 

a whole the group was animated, curious, and engaged. Considering it was the first time 

the entire sample population met, the conversation was stimulating and the students were 

                                                        
6 One of the questions not asked during the gathering of the sample population profile 

data was the student’s preferred pronoun. Consequently, the use of all three is noted here.  
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transparent. The researcher was surprised at the willingness of some of the students to 

share their questions and concerns about the stories. The researcher was even more 

surprised at the excitement she felt that the sample population seemed to connect as a 

community. 

 In session three, students continued the exploration of the biblical text, and began 

to engage the topic of call and call language. Using the questions from Call Waiting, the 

researcher facilitated a robust conversation that included the implications of call language 

and what it means to be called. The reflection questions and journal entries, coupled with 

the session case studies, stimulated the sharing of personal, very transparent stories by 

some students and silence by others. Researcher field notes include the following 

questions: “What is the silence? Is there enough community to engage conversation at 

this level of intimacy? Did I prep enough, or too much? Am I trying too hard?” In 

debriefing the session, the researcher noted several members of the sample population 

had appointments following the session. Nonverbal responses included being distracted, 

looking around the room, and glancing at phones. The researcher was reminded that call 

is discerned in community.7 

 In session four, the excitement and group dynamics returned. The entire group, 

sans the two missing students (one was sick and the other had an academic conference), 

eagerly discussed call, call language and the implications of being called. After 

reviewing the materials from the previous sessions and evaluating Call Waiting and the 

role the texts played in the research, students engaged in a conversation on call stories. 

                                                        
7 Ibid., 36-37.  
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Using the session case studies, the researcher facilitated a conversation on the elements of 

a call story and what things to include when writing a call story. Students asked good 

questions and as a whole, the group interacted as if they had been together many years. 

The researcher welcomed the return of the intentional conversation and willingness of the 

students to be transparent.  

 In session five, students met individually with the researcher for the final session. 

The researcher facilitated a conversation reviewing the session materials and asking 

questions to gauge the student’s evaluation of the research materials and study format. 

Students were encouraged to ask questions, to evaluate the research study, and to make 

recommendations. All seven participants had positive comments about the study and its 

format and indicated a desire to continue to meet as a group. Before leaving, students 

submitted their journal entries and call stories. After meeting with all the students for 

session five, the researcher acknowledged her excitement at the level of engagement of 

the sample population during the sessions, the community the sample population built, 

and the eagerness students engaged in conversations about call and call language. The 

researcher was grateful for the diversity in the community and looked forward to 

gathering the remaining data from the data collection tools and analyzing the research 

data.  

 Themes that emerged in the data collection included faith tradition, session 

engagement and the personal assimilation of call language. The following paragraphs 

summarize these findings.  
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Faith Tradition 

 The sample population was impacted by faith tradition as participants engaged in 

reimagining call language as an inclusive language for all Christians. Whether by direct 

statement, insinuation, or exclusive use of terms, faith traditions educate congregants 

about call and call language. Even in teachings, written materials, and church position 

statements that state that call language is inclusive, call language can be perceived as 

exclusive. 

When asked in session two whether call language was inclusive or exclusive, 

student responses included: 

The Christian school I went to for 14 years told me that the only calling that 
existed was God calling people to be pastors. (RCL02- CS) 
 
The idea of calling was almost always presented as something more universal 
than just being for pastors. Despite this fact, I still always felt like that was the 
biggest thing that someone could be called to. (RCL05- CS) 
 
I had only ever heard people discuss call as something that was reserved for 
pastors and people who worked in a church. (RCL07- CS) 

 
Whether a student was Baptist (RCL02), Independent (RCL05), or Methodist (RCL07), 

students found their responses in Session Two worthy of further reflection in their call 

story. 

Session Engagement 

 Fundamental to the sample population imagining a new framework for call 

language is engaging in intentional conversations on call language. Intentional 

conversations on call language involve wrestling with the biblical meaning of call 

language, exploring the existing call language frameworks, determining the need for a 
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new framework, and establishing the necessary elements of a new framework. 

Consequently, the researcher designed a session engagement tool to evaluate student 

engagement in sessions (See Appendix D). The tool measured student engagement, 

student participation, and student preparation with regard to the session. Responses were 

evaluated based on a continuum of 1-5, with 1 being never and 5 being always. The 

criteria for determining the session engagement level included verbal and nonverbal 

participation in the session conversation, the student’s willingness to ask questions, and 

the student’s interaction with other sample population participants. Understanding the 

needs of introverts and extraverts with regard to processing and articulating information, 

the researcher watched for nonverbal cues (attention, body language, yawns, eye contact 

with other participants, signs of boredom, etc.) and factored the responses into the level 

of engagement. The project evaluation rubric was informed by the session engagement 

responses.  

 Based on the session engagement tools and the project evaluation rubric, overall 

session engagement in sessions 2-4 was rated (on a scale of 1 [never] to 5 [always]): 

1- none  
2- one 
3- one 
4- four 
5- one 

 
The research data indicates that engagement was high during session two8 with 5 

participants rated 4 or higher. Session three9 revealed 3 participants rated 4 or higher with 

                                                        
8 Session Two session engagement tool. 
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the remainder below 3. Session four revealed the same distribution with two participants 

absent (One due to illness and the other due to a university trip.)10.  

 Supporting these ratings are the written comments of the sample population as 

they reflect on session engagement with the biblical text and conversations on 

reimagining call language as inclusive language for all Christians. Written comments 

included the following statements: 

It freed me to exchange my easy traditional definition of calling… for one that 
would challenge me and allow me to fully lean into what God wants for my life 
(RCL01- CS) 
 
[New idea] allows my calling to be more than only one job. It allows me to 
embody my calling and let it influence everything I do. (RCL01- CS) 
 
I understand that calling isn’t necessarily a vocation, but the thought of doing a 
job that doesn’t speak to my soul is quite dispiriting. (RCL06- CS) 
 
Now I understand the idea of calling and everything anyone is called to do is 
equally important. (RCL05- CS) 
 
There is a feeling of unworthiness when you realize God is calling you.  
(RCL05- SE) 
 
Call stories in scripture are hard to relate to. (RCL07- SE) 
 
Calling would be easier with direct information. (RCL07- SE) 
 
Allows my calling to be more than only one job. It allows me to embody my 
calling and let it influence everything I do. (RCL01- CS) 
 
Saying yes is hard. It’s hard to be brave and step out of your comfort zone. 
(RCL01- JE) 
 

                                                                                                                                                                     
9 Session Three session engagement tool.  
 
10 Session Four session engagement tool.  
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I don’t think this study helped me figure out my entire future, but I think it helped 
me trust that God does have a plan for me. I just have to say yes to opportunities. 
(RCL06- CS) 
 
Defining calling in a context larger than vocation allows people to engage in a 
richer experience as their lives relate to their call. Knowing every single career 
move before finishing an undergraduate degree isn’t essential to live out their call. 
Knowing God and knowing your “why” are. (RCL01- CS) 

 
These comments, in concert with the data collection tool findings, indicate the sample 

population engaged session materials and the insights and discoveries impacted students 

as indicated in their call stories. 

Assimilation of Call Language  

 A secondary project goal was the assimilation of call language into the 

participant’s personal narrative. In the project evaluation rubric, two items informed the 

level of language assimilation in the journal entries and call stories: “Journal Entries 

Followed the Book Guidelines” and “Student’s Use of Call Language to Apply to Self”.  

The sample population, with the exception of one participant, rated a 5 (always) for 

“Student Uses Call Language to Apply to Self” on the project evaluation rubric. With 

regard to “Journal Entries Followed the Book Guidelines”, the sample population 

followed the prompts in Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth as indicated with the 

rating of 5 (always). Journal entries reflected call language assimilation: 

 You can be called to one thing then another. (RCL01- JE)  
 
 My call is not my vocation. (RCL01- JE) 
 
 My dream is to live out my calling. (RCL02- JE) 
 
 One key aspect of calling is looking at the gifts God gave you. (RCL05- JE) 
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 He (God) has guided me in how to live out my calling. (RCL02- JE) 
 
 In ten years I want to live out of my calling and help others discover their calling. 
 (RCL02- JE) 
 
 I think I’m, at least currently, called to lead worship in different groups.  

(RCL05- JE) 
 
In addition, the call stories submitted by the sample population during session five 

provided a more robust example of the assimilation of call language: 

My interpretation of my call has expanded to include much more than vocation. 
(RCL01- CS) 
 
I believe that my calling from God is serving others. (RCL02- CS) 
 
I had a calling to be a pastor. Throughout high school the only thing that I wanted 
to be was a pastor. I wanted to help others in time of need. This was and is still 
my calling. (RCL04- CS) 
 
I realize that my call is to be God’s presence to others. (RCL01- CS) 
 
My calling is to be the hands and feet of God’s love. (RCL04- CS) 
 
Because there are so many possibilities, I think my calling is to be along for the 
ride and do what I can to help and inspire as many people as I can. (RCL06- CS) 
 
I think I have a rough idea of what I am called to. (RCL05- CS) 
 
I do feel like this is my calling. (RCL08- CS) 
 
My call is to make everyone feel included. (RCL07- CS) 
 
My major in college is business management… I can live out my calling through 
this… I want to use this to help serve others… helping them discover their own 
calling. (RCL02- CS) 
 
My call is to support people and make sure that no one is left behind.  
(RCL07- CS) 
 
It all changed once I realized what I was being called to do. (RCL08- CS) 
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I had finally known what my calling was and it was something I absolutely loved 
doing. (RCL08- CS) 
 
Simon Sinek’s Golden Circles was the first step to helping me identify my true 
calling, not just my vocation… discovering my “why” and therefore my calling. 
(RCL01- CS) 
 

Whether by the impact of the study, or by the project topic, the research data indicates 

assimilation of call language in the sample population did occur as recorded in the 

journal entries and call stories of the sample population.  

Analysis 

 Despite a high rate of student engagement in session conversations and the journal 

entries and the assimilation of call language in the research data, can a connection 

between the data and the research thesis be made? Is there enough research data to 

indicate a new framework for call and call language was birthed and the project goals 

were met?  

Connection of the Research Data with the Thesis  

 Hardwired for Purpose: A Journey in Reclaiming Call Language as Narrative at 

University of Lynchburg is based on the thesis that reclamation of call and call language 

requires a new framework to restore it to its original and biblical meaning in the life of 

the church. Reimagining call language as inclusive language is needed since the idea that 

calling is exclusively restricted to the ordained lacks biblical support despite being 

supported by tradition.  

 The research data indicates the sample population was willing to explore the 

biblical text to discover the original and biblical meaning of call and call language. 
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Session interest and engagement was high. The data also indicates the sample population 

was able to reclaim the original and biblical meaning, as supported by the journal entries 

and participant call stories.  

Connection of the Research Data with Project Goals 

 The sample population found reimagining call language as an inclusive language 

for all Christians a natural byproduct of engaging the biblical texts found in Call Waiting: 

God’s Invitation to Youth.11 Rather than defending the position of the church to reserve 

call language exclusively for those called to be ordained, the sample population resisted 

the historical understanding and insisted call language was inclusive language. 

Participant journal entries, session engagement tools, and call stories reflected this 

resistance.  

 The research data indicates call language was assimilated into the personal 

narratives of the sample population. Several call stories imply call language provides a 

framework for language to describe what God is doing in each participant’s life. 

Participant excitement in this discovery is evident in how they describe the confidence 

they have in knowing that God has called them.  

 Based on the research data, the analysis of the research data, the findings, and the 

connection of the research data with the project thesis and project goals, reclamation of 

the original and biblical meaning of call language occurred for study participants. 

Students were able to imagine a new framework to restore call language to its original 

and biblical meaning in the life of the church. The sample population resisted the 

                                                        
11 Exod 3:1-12; Acts 7:58, 9:1-31; Luke 1:26-38, 46-55, 4:16-20; Mark 1:16-20  
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interpretations of Christian tradition and history to reserve call language for the ordained 

and assimilate call language into their personal narrative. Chapter 5 focuses on the 

implications of this paradigm shift in the lives of the sample population, the university 

and the wider Church.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

 The objective of “Hardwired for Purpose: A Journey in Reclaiming Call 

Language as Narrative at University of Lynchburg” was reclamation of call language. 

Was it possible to reclaim the original and biblical meaning of call and call language by 

imagining a new framework for the language? Additionally, was it possible for the 

sample population to assimilate call language into their personal narrative? 

 The sample population, seven evangelical undergraduate students at the 

University of Lynchburg, participated in a five-session study exploring these possibilities. 

The sample population read Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth, interacted with the 

section reflection questions, and brought their journal entries to group sessions to guide 

discussion. Facilitated by the researcher, the sessions featured engagement with the 

concepts from the text, exploration of the biblical text, and interaction with call stories 

written by university staff and alumni. Following each session, the researcher evaluated 

the sample population’s session engagement using a session engagement tool. The 

session engagement tools, along with the project evaluation rubric, the journal entries, 

and the student call stories comprised the data collection tools. In analysis of the research 

data, the researcher examined the data collection tools and the call stories for assimilation 

of call language in the student’s personal narrative. 
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 The purpose of this chapter is to draw conclusions based on the research data. In 

light of the reality that students did reclaim call language for themselves, how might such 

a paradigm shift in the biblical and historical understanding of call language influence 

the lives of participants, the university in which the study occurred and the broader life of 

the church?  

Conclusions from the Study 

 Analysis of the research data indicates the sample population reclaimed the 

original and biblical meaning of call language. In engaging the biblical text, particularly 

the passages noted in Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth,1 students imagined a new 

framework to restore call language to its original and biblical meaning in the life of the 

church. In resisting the interpretations of Christian tradition and history to reserve the 

language for the ordained, the sample population understood call as God’s invitation for 

them.2 Consequently, call language was claimed as an inclusive language for all 

Christians. As presented in the sample population’s journal entries and call stories, call 

language was assimilated into the student’s personal narrative. 

New Directions 

 The sample population participated in a study designed to invite students to 

reimagine a new framework for call language that is contrary to the interpretations of 

Christian tradition and history. Participants were encouraged to engage specific biblical 

                                                        
1 Exod 3:1-12; Acts 7:58, 9:1-31; Luke 1:26-38, 44-55; Luke 4:16-20; and Mark 

1:16-20. 
 
2 McSwain and Shurden, Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth, 9.  
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texts and wrestle with a book designed to explore calling. Is it possible that the sample 

population might reach the same conclusions if it used biblical texts and books supportive 

of the interpretations of Christian tradition and history rather than a text that called for a 

different interpretation? The research results might differ with a sample population of a 

different age group or if the sample population participants came out of a faith tradition 

that did not identify as evangelical. While the biblical texts and Call Waiting: God’s 

Invitation to Youth inspired the sample population participants to imagine a new 

framework for call language as exclusive language for all Christians, a different sample 

population could be unwilling to engage them. 

 Session engagement played a role in the study. The facilitator brought her own 

bias into the sessions, but she allowed the conversation to be student-driven and sparked 

by reflections from Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth. Use of the call stories as 

case studies also played a role. By using the call stories of non-ordained persons, the call 

stories were tangible reminders that call language is inclusive language. To quote 

McSwain and Shurden, “God calls all people regardless of past history, limitations or 

situation.”3 Argument could be made to suggest the use of the biblical texts and Call 

Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth, and the call stories written by university related 

personnel resulted in a bias in the results of the project thesis. I would argue the materials 

supported my contention that call language reserved exclusively for ordained persons 

lacks biblical support and is informed by interpretations of Christian tradition and history. 

                                                        
3 Ibid., 18.  
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 I am interested in further study regarding the connections between calling and 

student success, retention, and graduation rates. It would be interesting to design a 

quantitative study of five years of data and draw conclusions. I suspect there is a positive 

connection between calling and student success, retention, and graduation rates. I am also 

interested in exploring the connection of calling and academic success in a particular 

academic major, resilience during exams and other high stress weeks during the academic 

year, and the fortitude of students to engage the academic rigor of their chosen discipline.  

New Programs 

 In August 2020 the university will launch a residential learning community for 

first year students called “Keeping Your Faith.” Designed to create a community for 

evangelical students, particularly those who come from a theological tradition lacking in 

diversity, residents will meet regularly with the assistant chaplain for bible study and 

discipleship. Fall semester topics include studying the book of Acts and drawing 

corollaries for college life, introducing students to spiritual practices and other faith 

traditions, focusing on spiritual wellness, and critically considering the connection 

between faith and reason. During the spring semester residents will explore call and call 

language and engage the biblical texts from this study. Using Call Waiting: God’s 

Invitation to Youth as a companion to the biblical texts, the session guidelines from this 

project will serve as the template for the curriculum design. Additionally, students will 

participate in a Strengths Quest training led by university trainers, wrestle with Simon 
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Sinek’s Golden Circles4 (see Chapter Two), and explore the Five Fold Ministry5 based on 

Ephesians 4. The hope is this first year residential learning community provides a safe 

space for students to engage new things and ideas, wrestle with what it means to be part 

of a campus where equity, inclusion, and diversity are fundamental principles, and 

explore what it means to be called by God.   

 During session five students expressed an interest in launching a community that 

asks and wrestles with hard questions, critically engages the biblical text, and functions 

as a Christian community to continue to discern call and explore what it means to be 

called. The inaugural session of the community is in April. After Spring Break the sample 

population plans to gather to continue engaging the biblical text and current issues 

critically. The session conversations inspired them to imagine new frameworks and 

possibilities. 

 This research can be packaged for university departments, classrooms and groups 

by modifying the vocabulary and omitting biblical references. In the fall I used Simon 

Sinek’s Golden Circles to create a vocation discernment module for Student 

Development professionals and I presented at a regional Student Development 

conference in November. A part of the presentation included my contention that my why 

was informed by my hardwiring, my call. Participants found the material applicable in 

                                                        
4 Simon Sinek, Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action 

(London: Penguin, 2011), 37-40. 
  
5 Mike Breen and the 3DM Team. Building a Discipling Culture (Pawleys Island: 3 

Dimension Ministries, 2011), 113-29. 
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their professional development. I am considering other ways to share this material with 

different audiences within the university system.  

Impact of the Study 

 In addition to providing me an avenue to wrestle with call language in my own 

life, this study invited me to search the biblical texts, engage church history, and seek to 

understand the world of the theologians and church historians whose choices impacted 

the modern understanding of call and call language. In researching the traditions of the 

church for clues to the interpretation of call language as language reserved for ordained 

persons, I was struck by how many rituals and traditions are traced to one moment in 

time or a pragmatic choice.  

 Serving as the researcher for this study provided me some intentional time to 

collect research data on the population I serve, iGen (Generation iY or GenZ). In 

facilitating conversations as an ethnographer by allowing conversations to be student led, 

I was able to glean insights for campus conversations on advising, student success, 

retention, and graduation rates.  

 In compiling the research, I was reminded that inviting evangelicals to search the 

biblical text is a powerful beginning point for conversation, even conversations that 

explore new frameworks for understanding. I was also reminded that knowing one is 

called is a transforming reality for anyone, regardless of age.  

 Sharing the research data with my university colleagues will be important as we 

engage in strategic planning. We continue to search for our niche in recruiting students. 

Imagine having a vocational discernment component in our programs? How enticing it 
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would be to offer discernment modules and activities as students select a major and 

imagine vocation. As our student development division focuses on wellness, offering 

these modules as a part of spiritual wellness would also be a good investment in students. 

It would also be good marketing.  

Implications of the Study 

 The implications of the study involve many things and places, including the 

University of Lynchburg, the world, and the church. The university provides a practicum 

for call discernment. The core curriculum requirements insist a student engage courses in 

a variety of disciplines and the university’s commitment to internships, community 

engagement, philanthropy, research, and study abroad programs provide students venues 

for exploring their why. Using the research data in creative ways and connecting it with 

institutional opportunities, creates entrance points for conversations on call and call 

language.  

University faculty and staff use higher education competencies to guide teaching 

and student engagement. The student development division6 uses the NACE 

Competencies7 to guide methodology and strategic planning. In using these competencies 

                                                        
6 The spiritual life department is part of the student development division at 

University of Lynchburg. 
  
7 NACE (The National Association of Colleges and Employers) Competencies are 

critical thinking/problem solving, oral/written communications, teamwork/collaborations, 
information technology application, leadership, professionalism/work ethic, and career 
management. Terri Williams, “7 Core Competencies Shape Career Readiness for College 

Graduates”, Good Call, https://www.goodcall.com/news/7-core-competencies-

shape-career-readiness-for-college-graduates-03909/ (accessed February 8, 2020).  
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to guide intentional planning and engagement, the student development staff serves as 

sages and guides during the college journey. The research study provides a tangible way 

to connect competencies and conversations on call and call language. Another entrance 

point for connection is through the university’s institutional value, wellness8. Having 

many dimensions, including spiritual wellness, opportunities for connection with call and 

call language abound. One way this is done is by inviting university staff trained in the 

personal assessments Strengthens Quest and True Colors to co-lead programs with 

members of our staff who connect these assessment findings with calling. Other potential 

entrance points include through the GS 104 (first year required course for most programs) 

course during the class sessions focused on careers and selecting majors and minors, 

participating in wellness fairs, and in individual conversations with students. 

The study also has implications in the world. Empowered by knowing they are 

called, individuals who know their why make a huge impact. Organizations like TOMS, 

THRIVE, and Together We Bake were founded by persons of faith who were called to 

make a difference in the world. Artists, athletes, musicians, dancers, scientists, teachers, 

ministers and many others who feel called engage tasks and people with a sense of 

purpose and an aliveness that is contagious. 

The study also has implications in the church. As the church engages in 

conversations about reimagining church, understanding cultural paradigm shifts and 

church revitalization, reclamation of language would bring more people into the 

                                                        
8 The University of Lynchburg Strategic Plan, adopted May 2004, 

https://www.lynchburg.edu/about/mission-statement/ (accessed February 8, 2020).  
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conversation. Rethinking staff needs, expectations, and church roles is a different 

conversation when call language is used as inclusive language for all Christians. 

Intentionally weaving call discernment opportunities and challenging conversations on 

call and call language into church faith formation curricula has the potential to alter the 

life of the church. Church rituals, programs, ministries, and rhythms infused by the 

energy of called people become conduits for spiritual transformation. Living life as 

Christ’s hands and feet in the world shifts from being an obligation of Christians to an 

exciting and intentional opportunity to love one’s neighbor. What if the answer the 

church has been searching for in the hard conversations on church revitalization, cultural 

paradigm shifts and intergenerational engagement lies in reframing call language as 

vocation, and claiming call language as inclusive language for all Christians, and then 

empowering members to live into their call? 

Hope for the Church 

“Hardwired for Purpose: A Journey in Reclaiming Call Language as Narrative at 

University of Lynchburg” had seven participants. Seven evangelical students explored 

the biblical text, wrestled with historical and traditional interpretations of call and call 

language, engaged in hard conversations on theology and ecclesiology, imagined a new 

framework for call language, and discovered assimilating call language into their 

personal narrative was transformational. Imagine if this happened in a church 

community. Imagine if a church used call language as inclusive language for all 

Christians and members lived into their call. What could happen if the church became a 

place to have conversations on calling with members of all ages, even conversations with 
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her youngest members, provide members with opportunities to engage in call 

discernment and then provide members necessary training to live into their calling? 

Essentially, what might happen if the church actually lived into her calling? 

New frameworks are vital to reimagining church. With regard to frames, Carol 

Merritt advises, “As church leaders, how we frame our current situation is vitally 

significant… it is part of the prophetic calling to name what it is while at the same time 

imagining what can be.”9  She continues: 

[O]ur frames can open to a larger vision and a greater hope. We can begin to see 
the changing landscapes in our culture and understand the vital networks and 
essential streams flowing around us. We can name the possibilities… Our task is 
to look at existing things in a different context with fresh tools, honoring the 
traditions and generations that brought us here, while imagining what we might 
become.10  

 
Reclamation of call and call language requires a new framework to restore it to its 

original and biblical meaning in the life of the church. Continuing to reserve call 

language as exclusive language reserved for the ordained lacks biblical support. In 

upholding the interpretations of tradition and history, the church may be setting in motion 

its demise, as the chasm between clergy and laity widens.  

It is time to not only reclaim the original and biblical meaning of call and call 

language; it is time to implement the theology of calling of Parker Palmer, H. Richard 

Niebuhr and Findley Edge. Call and call language are not reserved for the ordained, but 

are for all Christians. As this study indicates, taking time to unpack the biblical text with 

                                                        
9 Carol Merritt, Reframing Hope: Vital Ministry in a New Generation (Lanham, 

Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), 3.  
 
10 Ibid., 4.  
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regard to the original and biblical meaning of call and call language and imagining a new 

framework for call language as inclusive language for all Christians not only matters, it 

is transformative. There is much at stake in the church, and in the world if we do not 

make this change. It is time for the Church to live our calling!   
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APPENDIX D: SESSION MEETINGS AND SESSION ENGAGEMENT TOOL 

 
SESSION MEETINGS 
 
 One: individual  Anticipated Date: July 
 Two: group (90 mins)  Anticipated Date: August (bring book and journal)  
 Three: group (90 mins)  Anticipated Date: September (bring book and  

journal) 
 Four: group (90mins)  Anticipated Date: October (bring book and journal) 
 Five: individual  Anticipated Date: November (submit call story and  

journal entries). 
 
 
 
SESSION ENGAGEMENT TOOL 
SESSION #: 
STUDENT#: 
STUDENT ENGAGES IN SESSION (1-5): 
STUDENT PARTICIPATES IN CONVERSATION (1-5): 
STUDENT ARRIVES PREPARED (1-5): 
STUDENT ASKS QUESTIONS (1-5) 
SPECIFIC OBSERVATIONS:  
 

Engagement tool will be used by researcher following each session to evaluate each 

participant’s session engagement using a 1-5 data marker (1= never, 5= always). 
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APPENDIX E: SESSION GUIDELINES 
 

E-1: Introduction Session (1x1 with researcher) 
Anticipated Date: July 2019 

Actual Date: July 2019 
 

I. Overview, project goals and expectations, and session guidelines 
 A. Answer questions to clarify goals, expectations and guidelines  
 B. Have student sign consent form 
 C. Gather coding data via interview using material in Appendix C 
II. Mail Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth to student and provide: 

A. Overview of book and explanation on how book will used in sessions 
B. Explain project assignments: read Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth and 
journal using “For Reflection” chapter prompts. Complete prior to first session in 
August. 

 
III. Invite students to join GroupMe (free group text) and explain how the app will be 
used to remind students about session details and communicate with group between 
sessions  
  

 
E-2: Session Two (group session, bring book and journal entries) 

Anticipated Date: September 2019 
Actual Date: September 22, 2019 

 
 
I. Review chapters 1-4 in book 
 A. The Call of Moses (Exodus 3:1-12) 

1. Is the idea of call as an invitation new to you? Does it  
excite you? Frighten you? Confuse you? 
 
2. When you think about the story of Moses, do you connect  
with Moses? Or does his story seem too different from your life?134  
 

B. The Call of Paul (Acts 7:58, 9:1-31) 

                                                        
134 Larry McSwain and Kay Shurden, Call Waiting: God’s Invitation to Youth (Valley 

Forge: Judson Press, 2005), 4-5.  
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1. React to: Discovering your call is grounded in a lifetime of getting to 
know God. Four ways people have been getting to know God since the 
beginning of time: celebration, prayer, study and action.135  
2. Which of these four is strongest way to know God? Your weakest? 

 C. The Call of Mary (Luke 1:26-38, 44-55) 
 D. The Call of Jesus (Luke 4:16-20) 

1. Whenever God calls you, it is to be someone special. It is also to do 
something special. Your call is about both being and doing. In what ways 
can you imagine your gifts, skills, and interests serving God’s kingdom?136  
2. If you could be doing anything right now, with unlimited resources,  
what do you imagine you might be doing? 

 
II. Read and discuss call stories written by university staff and alumni 

A. Similarities and differences in call stories,  
B. Use of call language 
C. Applications to student’s life. 

 
 

E-3: Session Three (group session, bring book and journal entries) 
Anticipated Date: September 2019 
Actual Date: September 29, 2019 

 
 
I. Review chapters 5-7 in book 
 A. The Call of the First Disciples (Mark 1:16-20) 

B. React  
1. How do you know if you have such a call? If you do, you will feel a 
strong inward tug that this is what you must do. You will also feel you 
have the abilities to do what is called for in such a role… If there is not 
deep gladness, it is probably a sign you have misunderstood the call.137  
2. Disappointment can become a stumbling block and interfere with 
moving forward in pursuing your calling. It can cause you to doubt your 
abilities and even to doubt that God has a unique calling for you. 
Disappointment can also be a guide. It can move you in a direction you 

                                                        
135 Ibid., 12-13.  
 
136 Ibid., 31-32.  
 
137 Ibid., 37-38.  
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hadn’t anticipated. It can also challenge you to learn more about yourself 
and listen more closely for God’s guidance.138  
3. Call affects all of your life choices. Call affects what we do for a living 
and how we do it.139  
4. Key actions to take as you look to your future in general and your career 
in particular are to explore honestly, prepare responsibly, seek support 
deliberately, and dream big.140  

II. Read and discuss call stories written by university staff and alumni 
A. Similarities and differences in call stories 
B. Use of call language  
C. Applications to student’s life. 

 
 

E-4: Session Four (group session, bring book and journal entries): 
Anticipated Date: October 2019 
Actual Date: October 20, 2019 

 
 

I. Review past sessions and discuss 
A. What sticks with you from the book? 
B. Which is the greater challenge: identifying your call, identifying the world’s 
pain or listening to God for discernment? 

II. Evaluate the book. 
A. Content 

B. Format 

C. Concepts 

D. Clarity 

III. Read and discuss the call stories written by university staff and alumni 
A. What similarities and differences do you notice in the call stories?  
B. What type of call language was used?  

IV. Writing your own call story 
A. What to include 
B. What language to use 
C. How to share your story 

V. Assignments 
A. Students write their call story  
B. Bring call story and journal to next session 

                                                        
138 Ibid., 49.  
 
139 Ibid., 60.  
 
140 Ibid., 57-59.  
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E-5: Final Session (1x1 session with researcher, bring call story and journal) 
Anticipated Date: November 2019 

Actual Dates: November 2019 
 
I. Review journey and sessions 
II. Answer any questions 
III. Collect call story and journal from students 
IV. Thank student for participation 

A. Remind students when journal and call story will be returned  
B. Remind student how items will be kept confidential until returned 



 

100 

 

 
 
 
 

APPENDIX F  

PROJECT EVALUATION RUBRIC AND 

SAMPLE POPULATION PROFILE DATA 

 
 



 

101 

 

 
APPENDIX F: PROJECT EVALUATION RUBRIC AND 

SAMPLE POPULATION PROFILE DATA 
 

PROJECT EVALUATION RUBRIC 

STUDENT UNDERSTANDS THE TERM CALL LANGUAGE AS AN INCLUSIVE 
TERM AS NOTED IN JOURNAL ENTRIES AND SESSION EVALUATION TOOLS 
(1-5): 
STUDENT USES CALL LANGUAGE TO APPLY TO SELF IN CALL STORY (1-5): 
STUDENT PARTICIPATED IN ALL SESSIONS (1-5): 
STUDENT JOURNAL ENTRIES FOLLOWED BOOK GUIDELINES (1-5): 
STUDENT JOURNAL ENTRIES REVEALED STUDENT DISCOVERIES (1-5): 
STUDENT ENGAGED SESSION MATERIALS (1-5): 
STUDENT ATTENDED ALL SESSIONS (1-5): 
SPECIFIC OBSERVATIONS: 
 

Researcher completes evaluation upon conclusion of project. Rubric is completed for 

each student using a 1-5 data marker (1= never, 5=always). Session evaluation tools, in 

concert with journal entries, are used to complete rubric. 

  
 

SAMPLE POPULATION PROFILE DATA 
(Information gleaned during introductory session) 

 
STUDENT NUMBER: (assigned by researcher for coding purposes) 
FAITH TRADITION: 
MALE/FEMALE: 
MAJOR: 
YEARS A CHRISTIAN: 
IS STUDENT A SPIRITUAL LIFE LEADER (Y/N):  
WHAT DOES STUDENT WANT TO DO WITH LIFE: 
 
 
 
 



 

102 

 

 
 
 
 

APPENDIX G 
 

CASE STUDIES 
 
 



 

103 

 

APPENDIX G: CASE STUDIES 
 

Session 2 Case Study: Alumni Call Story 
 

My call story involves a lot of grace and patience on the end of the Lord. I grew up going 
through the motions of church, going because my parents went. We never had any 
spiritual conversations. I was saved at a skit at a local Baptist church after my parents got 
divorced when I was in the eighth grade. My view of the Lord was transformed by a 
friend in high school. She displayed to me what a relationship with the Lord is supposed 
to look like. She was a great example. I was able to take what I learned from her and her 
relationship with the Lord and become my own follower of Jesus as I went away to 
school without knowing many people. That year of semi-isolation gave me the time to 
discover about myself what going to school close to home never would have allowed.  
 I wanted to be a chemist when I was little, but that quickly changed during my 
first chemistry class. Since then there was never really a specific calling God had called 
me to in terms of a career. Over the years I’ve learned that God cares more about how 
you love people than the career you use to do it. He does, however, care about both. I had 
a dream to play professional soccer because soccer was what I was comfortable with. I 
came to a university where I didn’t know anyone, didn’t know what I wanted to do, and 
soccer was the consistent thing I had that I was confident in. It brought me to Lynchburg 
College, and I picked athletic training because it had to do with athletics. I mainly wanted 
to focus on soccer. I didn’t compete at the level I wanted, but I was still able to enjoy 
competitive soccer at the club level, while focusing my energy on athletic training 
(mostly).  
 I wasn’t sure athletic training was what I wanted to do, or that it was my calling, 
until I got experience doing it. I firmly believe that an occupation is not nearly important 
as how you love people. It’s probably easier to love people in a job that you love, where 
your passion and energy overflow into the way you love people. But it’s possible to be 
passionate about loving people in any occupation, even one where you are out of your 
comfort zone. I feel that I have a passion for athletics, and the Lord has also blessed me 
with a passion for people. Athletic training is a perfect mix of both. There will be sports 
of all types, and there will always be people to interact with (even when I’m tired of 
interacting with people lol). I don’t think there was ever a time when the Lord made it 
absolutely clear that athletic training was the occupation that He has called me to. There 
are instances almost all the time where I get to enjoy sports and get to interact with 
people.  
 I’d say my overall calling is to empathize with people. The Lord gives certain 
spiritual gifts that he allows you to use throughout your lifetime. Sometimes they can be 
more than one thing, but God created in us ways to glorify him that are specific to us as 
individuals. Sometimes an athletic trainer plays the role of a guardian-figure in addition 
to a healthcare professional. When I’m able to listen to someone in their time of need, I 
feel the most like I am where God wants me, and I’m able to utilize my favorite God-
given ability to hear the hearts of others. The Lord loves us enough to give us those 
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passions. Psalm 37:4 says “Take delight in the Lord, and He will give you the desires of 
your heart.” In the same way, Proverbs 16:9 says “In their hearts humans plan their 
course, but the Lord establishes their steps.” God has used these two verses to allow joy 
and comfort in my life even when circumstances are uncomfortable. Even if there are 
times when God’s calling for your life seems unclean, and you can’t see the future clearly 
(can we ever?) then remember to rest in God’s true calling for all disciples: Love your 
neighbor as yourself. Continue to take delight in the Lord daily, and follow His 
commands in the small things, and the big things in your life will take shape. Don’t be 
obsessed with gripping too tightly on having a plan. Trust the one who knows what you 
need before you could ever ask Him. He will light your path and make it straight. Be still 
and know that He is God. 

 
Session 2 Case Study: Staff Call Story 

 
What things in your vocation gives you life? 

You might automatically think it’s nice for me to use my God given talent but my 
vocation is not my calling. Actually, my calling is taking care of the grounds at my 
church where I am a duck out of water. I know nothing about how to care or maintain 
grass, weeds, shrubbery, or trees, and I even know less about the insects, diseases, or 
animals which like to ascend down on them. The kitchen is where I am at home, slicing, 
dicing, cutting and filleting to get ready to serve the multitudes each day. So how does 
Chef Boyardee become Johnny Appleseed? So, here’s a little filling for the cannoli or 
mulch for the flowerbed… 

I was raised Southern Baptist, Sunday school and church every Sunday morning, 
Sunday evening service, Wednesday service, revivals, vacation bible school, and church 
camp. The fire and brimstone had scared me enough by the age of 10 that I decided it was 
take the “dunk” time, just so I wouldn’t end up in the pitchfork hotel for eternity. At 13, 
my parent’s divorced and I held that against God and walked away for the next 26 years. 
After my wife and I had children, she would ask me to go to church with her and the kids 
but I kept telling her to go without me. 

About 12 years ago, my daughter decided to give her life to Christ (while 
attending VBS) and something inside me told me that it was time to go church as a 
family. We visited the church where the VBS was held and it was like I was 13 again, 
nothing had changed, suits, dresses, organ, hymnals, choir, and fire and brimstone. 
Consequently, the next Sunday, we visited the wife’s BFF’s church and what a 
difference, contemporary worship, casual clothes, and a pastor teaching me instead of 
preaching me. We decided that day this was where the family needed to be. 

Within months, I began serving on workdays that the Garden Ministry would hold 
so I could be outdoors and not stuck inside or over a stove. I enjoyed serving with others 
and being able to stand back and see what our effort produced. After about a year the 
leader of the ministry told me that she was relocating and asked me to take over. I 
refused, stating that I had no experience in landscaping or plant care. The very next 
Sunday, the pastor was talking about acting upon the promptings from God and I am 
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thinking well I missed that by a mile. So, I went to Elders and interviewed for the 
position and now after 11 years I am still the ministry leader. 

How does this give me life? It is seeing the truth from scripture come alive in 
front of you as you serve. Almost every week when we mow the grass barn swallows will 
come out and follow us around for the insects that we stirred up.  

Matthew 6:26 Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away 
in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than 
they? 

But the greatest truth which has been instilled in me is trust.  
Proverbs 3:5-6 5 Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own 

understanding; 6 in all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight. 
Jeremiah 17:7 But blessed is the one who trusts in the Lord, whose confidence is 

in him. 
Nahum 1:7 The Lord is good, a refuge in times of trouble. He cares for those who 

trust in him 
Romans 15:13 May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in 

him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Over these years while I have served cutting grass, trimming shrubs and planting 

trees, I have learned to trust him in all things. He always brings just the right number of 
people to serve from the weekly workday to the one of the church wide events where we 
spread a tractor trailer load of mulch. To trusting in what He wanted to get done on our 
workday versus me making a list and just checking items off. And to not struggle with 
but trust that this is where He wants me to be and we are fulfilling His will even when we 
do not get to see the effects that it might have on someone that is visiting for the first 
time. 

John 4:14 but whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the 
water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 

This is what happens when I serve, feelings of happiness, love, and of oneness. I 
wish I could bottle up and give out so anyone that wanted to know could experience what 
it is to be filled up and to be poured out. 

 
Session 3 Case Study: Alumni Call Story 

 
 The idea of having a ‘calling’ in the Christian faith has seemingly become a 
popular phrase amongst Christians. It is usually used when one is making a large life 
decision and what God would will them to do in that time. I personally have wrestled 
with the notion of what it means to be called and I believe that I am continuing to grow in 
the idea of what it looks like to live the life that God intends for me, or to fulfill my 
‘calling.’  
 As a senior in college, there are many uncertainties about life. One of the biggest 
questions students ask themselves is “what am I going to do with my life after 
graduation?” For some, the answer seems to be very simple; that they will do what they 
like to do or what I am good at. For others who have been exposed to the idea of a 
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‘calling,’ the answer may be found in how one is best equipped to play a role in God’s 
story. Sometimes the answer to the question of calling comes in unexpected ways, and I 
contend that it is not one or the other of the two propositions that I made, but rather both. 

During the latter half of my undergraduate career, my perception of what ‘calling’ 
meant was shaped by the church culture that I was exposed to. I was under the 
assumption that you have a divine calling, that you must find it, and that there is a chance 
that you can miss it. Fear seemed to be the primary force in determining my calling and 
how I would respond to it. I believe that the concept of a God that is easily disappointed, 
or should I say angry, and the idea that you must lay aside all rationale and simply seek 
spiritual guidance in order to determine the purpose or calling of one’s life is burdensome 
and cruel. I can remember times of crying out to God with what I was to do with my life 
with seemingly no answer or rational plan with what to do next. In reflection, these are 
the tenants that shaped my perception of what God wanted for my life, and that if I was to 
live a life pleasing to God, I would have to do what He said. Period.  

In many conversations about call, it seemed evident to me that there was a 
hierarchy to serving God. The ordained life was supreme, and if you were to play a 
significant role in ‘serving God,’ this is how you do it best. According to my faulty 
perception, other occupations and careers were less of a call. To me, the idea that living 
out one’s call may be as simple as giving a glass of water in Jesus’s name was foreign. I 
perceived that living out your call was radical obedience to whatever this holy call 
dictated without knowing that you are loved and without any consideration for your 
talents, skills, gifts, passions, and opportunities.  

It is evident that our perceptions of who God is and His nature are exceedingly 
important when it comes to answering one’s call. I believe that an incorrect or skewed 
view of the true nature of God may lead to greater questioning, confusion, and anxiety 
when faced with determining what occupation one may pursue for the rest of their life. I 
believed that I had a responsibility to serve God and that was the just requirement for 
being a Christian, rather than understanding that it is God who welcomes me to do life 
with Him and that no service that I do will earn His approval, but rather that He has 
already given me His unconditional approval. I was presented with several opportunities 
after my undergraduate education to pursue, however I chose the one that I believed 
would be the most selfless in form of servanthood towards God, rather than thoroughly 
taking my time and evaluating my passions and where I would best thrive. I was anxious 
and confused, hoping to find my purpose from God in an occupation or degree. 
Reflecting nearly two years later, my perceptions of God and calling have drastically 
transformed that may be able to help provide direction to those wrestling with similar 
misconceptions about God and calling.  

God’s nature is unconditional love, and there is nothing that we can do to change 
His acceptance or approval over us through the cross. It is not that we have to serve God 
with our life because we are Christian or that He demands it. Rather, I believe that we 
should sit and rest under God’s unconditional love and acceptance until we are 
overflowing with love and purpose. We never have to do something for God, He doesn’t 
need us. Even better, He simply loves us and loves doing life with us, including our 
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calling. Once we are steeped in unconditional acceptance, I think that it is important to be 
able to rationally reflect on the types of work that bring us joy and where our gifts and 
talents are found. God has equipped each and every one of us with certain passions, 
desires, talents, and skills that make you uniquely you and He wants to bring out the best 
in us.  

I believe that our occupations or career goals should be developed out of the 
knowledge of God’s love for us and the areas that this love overflows may be the areas 
that we are best equipped to enjoy God, enjoy others, and enjoy life - or fulfill our call.  

In conclusion, I believe that the way in which we best play a role in God’s great 
story is a combination of doing what we are gifted in and where we best enjoy God, 
others, and life, therefore fulfilling our call. When overwhelmed with the question of 
what one is to do with one’s life, I think that it is a simple reminder that we are first and 
foremost called to be loved by God, grow in His love, and be that love. His call is not 
always a career, but possibly a state of the heart. When I can be overwhelmed with what I 
am to do, somewhere in God’s word He says that he wants them to “Live just, love 
mercy, and walk humbly with God.” He doesn’t say get a 4.0, be successful, you better 
work hard for me, earn my approval, and if you don’t you’re a failure. I believe that after 
nearly completing my Master’s degree that this is something that I am just beginning to 
grasp and grow in understanding of. It is my goal to attempt to live out of God’s love for 
me and it is my hope that every day answering our calls becomes an overflowing act of 
joy and love.  

 
Session 3 Case Study: Staff Call Story 

 
My Community of Faith and Calling 
Having grown up in church and being active my entire life, I have had various 
experiences that have had significant impact on me. 
My family attended a small, country church in rural Tennessee until I was a freshman in 
high school. A calling was definitely tied to vocational ministry and most leadership roles 
in the church were men. Male pronouns, authority, the whole bit was a part of my 
experience. My mother taught Sunday School as long as I can remember and she taught 
the adult women's class, standing at a pulpit but in a large classroom, not the sanctuary. 
So, regardless of teaching only women (which has great value), I saw her in a leadership 
role, standing in front of a group, teaching directly from scripture, using resources and 
earning respect from those who heard her teach.  
During this time, a new pastor came to the church who opened my eyes to many things. 
He was young, single, didn't have the appropriate leadership and management skills to 
lead a congregation and stirred much trouble, and was gay. A big taboo in the mid-1970s 
in East Tennessee. I did not know all of these things until a great eruption occurred and 
many families left that small church, including mine. We started attending a much larger 
church in the same town, that offered many great opportunities for youth, involvement 
for many people of all ages, and more progressive. Women were recognized and 
respected, encouraged to have leadership roles and be staff ministers but still not quite 
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ready to ordain a woman as pastor. By the time I was in college, serving on decision 
making committees, teaching and other leadership opportunities came my way. It was 
also during this time troubles came, and a significant group left the church and organized 
a new church. During the two years of this transition is when I started wrestling with 
calling. Working in a faith community gave me energy through ministry opportunities 
and Bible study with people who were also seeking and searching to have a fulfilled life - 
knowing that faith made all of the difference, but not living in a bubble.  
My Calling 
My home congregation was very supportive of my decision to go to seminary. While 
ordaining women wasn’t something they felt comfortable doing, they did have a Service 
of Affirmation which was wonderful and they provided scholarship money for me each 
of the three years of my program. This was monumental for that time and that place.  
When I enrolled in seminary, my goal was to work in some area of Christian education 
either in a congregation or faith organization. After my first year of seminary, I worked at 
Ridgecrest Baptist Conference Center and during that summer of working with high 
school and college students, I felt called to transition into the Master of Divinity program 
with a counseling concentration. My first year had been a good year, but I found my 
niche when I moved into the counseling program. It seemed to fit like a glove. I didn’t 
necessarily see myself as a licensed counselor, but rather using those skills as appropriate 
regardless of my work community. 
I have never been a person to have a 5 year or 10-year plan. During my searching time 
when I was in high school and college, scripture showed me that obedience is what is 
important. So, whatever I'm doing, as long as it is under the direction and led of God, it is 
where I am supposed to be doing what I am supposed to do. This is a restless place to be 
sometimes as I am a planner, like to be in control and know what is around the bend...but, 
that isn't how it works. Learning to trust and believing that God's plan is the best plan, the 
right plan, is the one to follow. Some periods of my life have been anxious as I've learned 
to trust and to wait. Who likes to wait?? I have also learned to look at long term, big 
picture, not just what is in front of me on any given day. Now, there are times that I pray 
throughout the days just to know how to act or speak next, but the bottom line is to love 
people, treat them well, let them know they are appreciated and be kind. This is a much 
better way for me to go through life than acting out my stressful times that could easily 
include ranting and being unkind and not treating others well. Scripture tells us to be kind 
to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another...if only we could do that more easily 
what better communities and world we would have.  
There have been times that I was very unsure of my next step or purpose during times of 
transition, but John 15:16 says “you have not chosen me, but I have chosen you to fulfill 
my purpose”. That teaches me to be patient, wait, and trust. Many verses in Psalms give 
promises of protection, shielded by God carried in "his mighty right hand" Isaiah 41:13. 
Romans 8: 26-39 are full of reassurance and promise that God has our back and will 
direct our way. These verses give me courage to keep going on days that I’m not sure 
which way is north. 
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To add a twist to my story and as an added component to my life is that I am married to a 
church ordained minister, so I've lived the life of a "pastor's wife", raised "pastor's kids" 
and have been most blessed to have been loved, respected, and valued by my husband for 
who I am - not as a bonus minister or co-minister. Because he has led by example, we 
have not been in a church congregation that expected me to be the bonus minister. They 
have respected me for my profession and when our children were born, left me alone 
when I chose to make my children priority over the needs of the congregation. Granted, 
when the right circumstances and situations needed my time and attention I was there, but 
I chose what I wanted to do, not what anyone thought that I ought to do. My children 
were the priority. I've often said there is a difference in God and the church. It shouldn't 
be so, but I've seen it happen time and again. 
How I Live My Calling 
I was once asked how my undergraduate degree in communications and my business 
management minor could combine with my divinity degree to quality me to work in 
college admissions. I laughed heartily and said, I use all of those skills every day working 
with prospective students, families and colleagues. I have supervised many young 
professionals, often being their first supervisor after college, and I learn from them, as 
much as I hope they learn from me.  
My calling is: God, family, and education - if I can guide anyone to better their lives 
through any or all of these three facets, I believe lives will be rich, satisfying and always 
seeking to grow to something greater. My calling is to live every day to minister to others 
in whatever way to encourage, support and nurture. This isn’t one sided. In ministering, I 
receive. I am challenged and know that as long as I live, there is always more to learn and 
more to give. My calling is to work as a dedicated employee to a place that offers 
wonderful opportunities to students who have the option to have a life changing 
experience and become young adults contributing to their communities and world to 
make it a better place. We are all part of a growing organism it is our decision if we grow 
and flourish into something beautiful or if we are full of weeds and choke the life out of 
ourselves and others. 
Suggestions to Explorers 
Be open. Be patient. Pray. Wait. Read scripture. Seek. Meditate on what you read. Seek. 
Ask Questions. Take your time. Reflect. Acknowledge joy, fear, excitement…all of the 
emotions. Not everyone will be supportive, but you will find those who are. Stay true to 
yourself and your faith walk. Listen. Listen to those who you respect. Lovingly ignore or 
respectfully dismiss the discouragement of those who won’t understand. They won’t get 
it. Jeremiah 29:11. Proverbs 3: 5-6. Go for it! It is a journey that will cause you to 
wrestle, explore, and weep, but it will be worth it! 
 

Session 4 Case Study: Alumni Call Story 
 

What do you remember about the conversations your community of faith had on calling? 

Was call language used for all vocations, or only a specific vocation? 
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Having the privilege of growing up in the Church since I was born, the conversations 
around calling was always a topic of conversation. Both of my parents were pastors and if 
you know anything about pastors’ children, they are not always called to follow in their 
parents’ footsteps. In fact, often times they see the inner working of ministry and are 
turned off from not only ministry and their calling, but also even at times the Church as a 
whole. Even as a young child I was always told that I had a call over my life, I had the 
ability to lead, the heart for people not as fortunate as I was, and the desire to push people 
to their best version of themselves. While I knew this was a good recipe whether in sports 
or relationships, those who were spiritual around me saw exactly how God would use me 
for His glory. I was constantly taught on the general “call” for all those who believe on 
Jesus, and I was also taught on the journey of finding your specific “calling.” There are 
few things in life that can give you the joy and fulfillment of knowing your calling and 
being assured of your purpose.  
 

1. What is your calling? How do you live out your calling in your vocation? 

I believe my calling is to Pastor. As of right now, I am the Youth Pastor (unpaid) at my 
Church and am being groomed to be the lead Pastor. Not only do I love teaching the 
Word of God, but also, I have a heart for His people and a desire to lead people to attain 
all that God has for them. While being the Youth Pastor, I am able to work at a large 
consulting firm Deloitte (for the last 9 years), and I make it a point to ensure that I be the 
salt and the light that God has called each of His children to be. When I initially started at 
Deloitte, I believe I had a bigger impact and a brighter light as I would be in the office 
daily and had the opportunity to witness to others. Not necessarily opening my Bile daily 
(but it has led to that), but more often it is simply being a man of integrity, character, and 
transparency. I made sure that any opportunity that I had I would be that light that I know 
the world needs. Whether it was a question of “How was your weekend?” I would turn it 
into telling them how service went on Sunday. If they asked why I do not use the same 
language they use around the office, I explained how the virtues and morals that I was 
taught and how I let the Bible dictate my actions. When people told me some of the 
issues, they were dealing with (relationship problems, sickness, financial struggles, etc.) I 
would ask if I could pray with them right there. This led to many people asking more 
questions, asking for prayer, asking for advice, and even led to a mentor/mentee 
relationship (even though he was 23 years older than me), and a few have even come to 
visit my church. While none of them at the time heard a sermon from me, they saw that I 
was serious about my relationship with Christ and that my walk matched all the things 
that I talked about. One of the dangers Christians have in the workplace is that they do 
not want to come off as narrow minded or “too” religious. However, when that happens, 
then you have too many Christians compromising and setting a bad example to the 
unbelievers. I would rather someone say I take my relationship with Christ too seriously 
than to say that I am “lukewarm” or a hypocrite.  
Unfortunately, this has become a more difficult being the light that I once was at the 
workplace because I now work from home almost every day. I typically only go into the 
office 2-4 times a month. In the work that I do they allow me to work from home. While 
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there are many advantages; it saves me money (gas, parking, eating), allows me to raise 
my children without having to use day care, and even allows me to get more house work 
done (my wife always sees to it unfortunately), in the end it weakens my ability to 
communicate with coworkers and limits my opportunity to share the wonderful news that 
Jesus saves. I am still able to do it to a smaller degree in reference to witnessing to people 
in my group but now I no longer can reach the hundreds of people in the office. Due to 
this change, I have made it a point to use social media more, reach out to old friends who 
need to hear the good news, or taking advantages of opportunities when I am out to eat, 
in the grocery store, or at a baseball game to lift the name of Jesus so He can draw more 
and more to Him. 
Being a Pastor is a specific calling but the command to share the good news is a call to all 
those who are in relationship with Him.  
 

2. What things in your vocation gives you life? 

Unfortunately, the only thing that gives me life in my vocation is the few relationships I 
have been able to build, and the tremendous benefits of my company to allow me to do 
things outside of the work place to give me my fulfilment. If I relied on my vocation to 
give me life, then I would be in a whole lot of trouble. I have seen many who depend on 
their vocation to give them life then when the vocation goes then there goes their 
happiness and their joy. My vocation is just a tool to better position me to have maximum 
impact in the body of Christ.  
 

3. What suggestions do you have for someone exploring calling? 

For someone exploring their calling, I would plead with them to first fully submit to God. 
Pinpoint areas in your life where you know you are falling short and ask God to help you 
in that area. God ‘can’ use anyone and He does, but for us to get enjoyment out of being 
used we must live a life that is pleasing to Him. Often times we fail to hear from God 
because we are not walking in one accord to how he commands us to walk. It is more 
difficult to hear from God when you have the distractions of sin in your life. The 
beautiful thing about salvation is that we are no longer slaves to sin, so few have to stop 
letting sin get in the way of finding our individual calling and once we find it, walking in 
our calling. Nevertheless, even with that said, even when you are doing your best to walk 
according to the Word it can be difficult to know what your specific calling is. My advice 
to those in this position is to recognize the general call that all Christians, which includes 
us being His hands and feet in the earth; everything that we do, should be to give honor 
and glory to God. This does not have to be in a Church context, in fact, most of our time 
is spent outside of a Church, so that means wherever we find ourselves RIGHT NOW 
God has called us to be the salt and the light. Even in the job that you cannot stand, God 
has called you to do your work with integrity and honor as if you were doing that work 
directly for the Lord. Even in the marriage that is struggling, God has called you to be the 
spouse that He has laid out in Scripture so that your testimony can be a light to all those 
who see you. No matter where you are at God wants to get glory from your life. He gets 
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glory when you hold fast to the Word of God, when you respond in faith even when 
things don’t look good, when you love even though a situation calls for you to hate, 
forgive even when the offender hasn’t even apologized, to have faith in His provision 
even when you get bad news on the job, etc. Before we explore the specific calling on our 
lives, let us embrace the general calling and see how God gets glory and how many lives 
are impacted.  
Moreover, for those who are still searching for their specific calling, this can be 
frustrating at times but whatever you do, do not abandon the general call. During this 
time my advice would be fourfold, 1) Be in much prayer as we serve a God who hears 
our prayer, 2) Prayerfully you already have a spiritual covering as they will be able to not 
only pray with you but they can give very influential advice. Sometimes they see your 
calling even before you do. 3) Think about your heart’s desire, see where your passion is 
and follow that until you hear from God. 4) Be diligent in studying the Word of God, I 
can’t tell you how many times God has revealed things in me to do while reading His 
Word. The main way God speaks to us is through His Word, and unfortunately, but many 
Christians, this has not been a priority in our lives.  

 
Session 4 Case Study: Alumni Call Story 

 
Although the idea of a calling frequently has a ministry-related connotation, I remember 
being taught that you could be called to any kind of profession because God works 
everywhere. I did find this confusing at times because it still seemed that some 
professions were valued as more “holy” or “godly” than others – especially mission work 
– but nonetheless I appreciate being offered the concept of every type of work as a 
calling.  
Even though I have always had this broad definition of a calling, I still have had trouble 
detangling it from my mental associations with loftiness and grand achievements. It is 
easy to look at the word “calling” and think – that is for people who have “figured life 
out” and since I don’t feel like I fit in that category, clearly I am not living out my 
calling. It seems that the work of my life as a young professional has been to try to reach 
out and grab that idea of a calling and bring it down to earth with my everyday life – 
otherwise it will be left up there to float with all the things I think I will get to eventually 
but never do. What’s that quote? “Life is what happens when we are making other 
plans...” – it feels something like that.  
A good metaphor would be my experience choosing a college. Everyone seems to have 
that story where they set foot on campus and the skies opened up, doves descended, 
rainbows appeared and – poof! – life was never the same again and they knew without a 
shadow of a doubt that this was the school for them. I did not have that magic moment 
and yet my undergraduate experience changed my life in unimaginable ways. I came to 
Lynchburg without knowing if it “felt right” and found that in walking out the path, I 
would wind up somewhere important anyways. I found the service and leadership 
program that introduced me to the nonprofit world and helped me slowly see that I 
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wanted to work in that world in an administrative capacity, which landed me a year-of-
service opportunity after graduation.  
Fast forward to now and I’m about to graduate with my Master’s in Nonprofit 
Leadership, having served that same program as the Graduate Assistant for two years. All 
with a lack of “aha” magic moments and mostly just taking small, simple steps along the 
way. I have never felt a grand sense of calling in moving from one of these places to 
another. In fact, most steps have been taken very gingerly and with a consistent overlay 
of fear and confusion. But the sense of calling has happened when I solved a problem or 
teach a student something that I learned in the program – the calling happens in fits and 
starts in the everyday – only to be discovered looking back or in small, quiet moments.  
As I’m about to graduate and look for full-time nonprofit work, I feel prepared in some 
ways and completely unprepared in others. But taking a look at the pattern of life so far, 
all I can do is walk a few steps forward. Instead of waiting to feel called, I will just take 
the next step and see what I can do with the life that’s in front of me – not the perfect one 
that I imagine in my head.  

 
Session 4 Case Study: Staff Call Story 

 
What do you remember about the conversations your community of faith had on calling? 
Was call language used for all vocations, or only a specific vocation? 
To answer this first question, I didn't come to faith until I was 26 years old, so I was not 
familiar with language used concerning callings or other spiritual jargon. Once I came to 
faith, I had begun to hear about being called, and in this sense, it was not merely 
vocational, it was mainly described as service to God. So, one can serve God in many 
capacities and some are called outside of their job.  
For example, I do not believe I'm walking in my calling as of yet, but like Moses, he was 
called to do different things at different times of his life. First, he was called to grow up 
as an Egyptian to learn Egyptian ways. He was then called to be a shepherd so that he 
knew what it was like to lead a flock. He was then called to lead the people out of Egypt. 
I believe each of these were calls, and I feel like I can relate to separate callings in a 
shorter life span than Moses'.  
 
What is your calling? How do you live out your calling in your vocation? 
I absolutely believe that my calling is not what I'm doing currently. I believe I was given 
confirmation about my next vocational calling in the summer of 2017. I was reading 2 
Timothy 1:7 about not having the spirit of fear, and it truly transformed the way I saw a 
situation at the time and God revealed my next vocational call. In the past, I feel as 
though I had only received one other vocational calling, and I did that to the best of my 
ability which, I believe, has developed me for the future assignments He has for me. 
With that said, I have always tried to be obedient to the instruction I heard from Him. I do 
not believe I was necessarily called to the position that I have currently, but I do believe 
this position and the experiences I've had are preparing me for the next step in His will 
for my life. So, to answer the second question, I do believe I'm living out my current 
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calling which is to follow Colossians 3:23. I do my best to render work unto Him and not 
unto man, I believe that is my current call, in addition to some things I do outside of work 
- again, for me a call is not just a vocation. The earth is the Lord's and the fullness 
thereof, so everything we do could/should have a tie to our calling. 
 
What things in your vocation gives you life? 
My current vocation allows me to interact with God's children (students, faculty, and 
staff) to help educate them on, really what I would consider, Godly living. We are called 
to love, Jesus said we'll be able to identify his disciples by the love they have for one 
another. We live in a world where that love is becoming less and less apparent. What I'm 
able to do is show people in this Lynchburg Community how to love and respect one 
another despite differences. The parable of the good Samaritan is a great example of this 
love. Quite frankly, Jesus' entire ministry was full of demonstrations in which he loved 
and welcomed others who did not operate the way people thought they should operate. 
I'm trying to help folks do that, and in the process, I'm learning as well. Helping move 
people from point A to point B in that regard is really rewarding.  
What suggestions do you have for someone exploring calling?  
Suggestions I have for exploring calling all always point to the Word itself - listening to 
God in a quiet place. I didn't really share my testimony while answering these questions, 
but in all of the cases in which I received clear instruction is when I stood still, read His 
Word and adhered to what I was hearing. I'd say if one believes they've been called to do 
something, whether that's a vocation or some other service, they absolutely should follow 
it! I believe that draws us closer to Him and in His presence is fullness of joy! 
  

 


