The Conundrum of Calling

COCalls are essentially questions  They aren®questionsyou necessarily need to answer
outright, they are questionsto which you need to respond,expose yourself, andknesl
before. Youdon®wantan ansver you can putin a boxandset ona shdf. Youwanta
question thatwill become a chariot to carry you across the breadth of your life.O

Gregg Levoy, Callings

Moses was destined to bealeader. When you are raised as the son of aprincess, you are
groomed to lead. Y ou are scrutinized and evaluaed regarding your capecity to lead.
Expectationsare high. But Moses was not jug expected to bealeader by virtue of his
situdion; hewas also called to bea spiritud leader by God himself. Andthisisnever as
easy asit sounds

Y ou see, Moses had aproblem. He was notan Egyptian by bloodnorwas he
related by bloodto theroyd princess who was raising him. Even thoughMosesQlife and
story contained much evidence of God@grace, it was still a convoluted childhoodby
today@ therapeutic standadd He was bom into a highly unsafe and volatile environment
for children. He was abandonel by his mother even thoughit was for the best of reasons
He was then reunited with his birth family only to bereturned to his adoptive family later
on. Raised in a pagan environment tha was fundamentally different than the environment
in which he had spent his early years, hewas prohibited from living and worshipping
with hisfamily and his countymen according to the traditionsof his own heritage. He
lived between two worldsN always longing for hame.

Moses probably had a bit of a chip on his shoulder because he always had
something to prove As an outsder both among his own people and amongthe Egyptans

who had raised him, he probably wrestled every day with issues related to hisidentity.



Should hefit into the environment in which he had been raised and follow the path
marked outfor him there? OR should heidentify with his own people and try to make it
by those rulesindead? Neither onewas a very good choice. Either onewould involve

emptiness and loss.

Humble Beginnings

Moses developead some pretty goodcoping mechanisms for dealing with the pan
of hissituaion as al human bengsdo. Onewas to repress hisange since he had
nowhere to gowith it. But healso used that ange to Grower upQOn relation to others
and to control situationstha seemed out of control. Oneday his angaN this ange that
had been building for so longN gotthe best of him and everything exploded. On this
paticular day hewent to visit his people and he saw theinjugtice of ther forced labor.
When he saw an Egyptian abusng a Hebrew, his anga overwhdmed him and hekilled
the Egyptian and then tried to hide his sin by burying thebodyin thesand. Thisisa
sngpshot of MosesQOl eadership before solitudeand it was not well-received!

Thevery next day, when Moses tried to hdp his fellow Hebrews by refereeing a
fight between two of them, they would nothaveit. They had seen MosesOout-of-control
attempts at hepingQGand were quite cynical aboutit. Ther reaction to his unrefined and
undisciplined leadership was, QVho madeyou aruler and ajudgeover us? Do you mean
to kill usasyoukilled the Egyptian?0And Moses was afraid, as well heshould have
been. He was afraid that hewould befoundout, that he would be seen for who hereally
was. What had been present unde the surface of his life was now onthe surface and it

could nolonge beignaed.



This experience of thedestructive power of his raw and unrefined leadership was
so frightening tha Moses fled into solitude He did notwalk. Hedid notjog. Hedid not
take time to put his affairsin order. Hefled into solitude He said, in effect, Orhis part of
me, if |eft asit is, will beno goodfor anyoneO Often thisis whé it takes to moveus
beyond mere dabblingin solitudeand silence to a more subdantive experienceN an
encounter with Godtha eventudly changes thetrgjectory of ourlives. And as
improbable as it may seem, something of our callingis embedded in these humble and

disturbing beginnings

Settling into Ourselves

Thefirgt thing tha happened to Moses during his extended time in solitudewas
tha hesettledN in Midian, to beexact. It was a place far from pulic view, far from the
places where the mog panful parts of hislife had occurred, far fromthe place of his
greatest mistake so far. Andsolitudebegan to doits goodwork. Thenext time we see
him exercising any leadership, heis starting to use it for goodin more effective ways.
Thestrong sense of judice tha was so essential to his naure was still there but thistime
heused it to come to thedefense of some shephad girls who were being threatened by
unruly shephads This time Moses was truly hd pfulN he defended the shephead girls
and hdped them to water their sheepN and he exercised more restraint. Thistime he
accomplished judtice withoutkilling anyoneN areal improvement! Hiswithdrawal from
his more public existence and the settling tha has taken place there is aready paying off.

Moses remained in a solitary, non-public existence for alongtime. It wasasifN

in some deep and fundanental wayN hejus let go. He let go of his dreams of fixing



anything, of hdping anyoneor even living amonghis people. Ingead, he received wha
was given. He was offered a home in Midian and so he settled there. He was given a
wife and so hetook her as his own. He fathered a son and it became a touchgonein his
life, an oppotunity to name something abouthimself with more courage and realism than
ever before. When his sonwas bom henamed him Gershombecause Q have been an
adien residingin foreignland.O

Thiswas a profoundadmission. Findly, hebegan to make sense of his own
history and hewas able to say, Orhisiswho| am. Thisiswhere |Qe been. The
experience of livingmy life asan aien in aforeignlandiswha has shaped me.O

Findly he came home to himself.

Hearing the Call

When God saw tha Moses had settled down enoughto listen, hefindly began to
speak. Findly, thetrue God was able to address thereal Moses. Andthefirst thing he
talked to Moses aboutwas his calling.

In ourday, it iseasy to dismiss theidea of calling as mere conaept, but God called
to Moses, quite literally, outof thebuming bush. It was asif God was saying, @ know
the question aboutyour identity has been alittle confusngfor you, butl have always
known whoyou are. YouareaHebrew. No matter where you live, no matter who raised
you, no matter how anyonetriesto best it out of you, no onecan take that away from
you. Youknowwha it isto bedisplaced. You know wha it isto liveyourlife on
someoneelse@ terms, to see theinjudtice of it al and want to do something aboutit. In

thevery essence of your beng, you are someonewho isnotwilling to let injugice go



unanswered; your care for your people andther well-bengis degp and genuine Now
tha you knowwhoyou are, | am caling youto do something out of the essence of your
being. Youhave submitted to therigors of thewilderness. Come now, and! will send
you to Pharaoh, so that you may bring my people, the sonsof Israd, outof Egypt. O

In this moment, the pieces of MosesQlife started to come together. Findly it was
becoming clear tha his calling was inextricably interwoven with his human situation and
his own persond history. His passion for his people and the strong sense of judice tha
caused hisviolent outburst back in Egyptwas at the heart of wha God was now asking
him to do. Even thoughhis human reactionto theinjudice tha he witnessed back in
Egyptwas terribly wrong theinddent itself was not irrelevant. 1t was connected to
something real within him. Before his encounier with God he had been propdled
primarily by his own raw, human ange. But beng angry is notthe same thing as being
called.

Now something new was starting to unfold. Now God was calling him to move
beyond his undisciplined, angry outbursts to a more subdantive and hd pful respons.
Now God was guiding him to embrace even more fully the person hehad always been
and, paadoxically, to also transcend it!

Beyondjug naming what was false within him, God was calling for MosesCtrue
self to come out of hiding. He was asking Moses to claim hisfull identity, and to lead
boldly from that place. It was alot to ask, but nowN forty years later! N MosesOmoment
had come. God was asking him to step up and be everything he was and everything God
would call himto be for thegoodof many. Moses discovered, aswe al do, tha our

trandormationis never for ourselves alone It isawaysfor the sake of others.



Holy Ground

When God calls, itisavery big dedl. Itisholy ground. It produees within us
such reverence and awe tha it is hard to knowwha to dowith ourselves. Findly, the
whole of our life beginsto make sense and the awareness of the Divine orchestration tha
has broughtusto this moment makes uswant to take off our shoes and fall onouwr facein
worship and surrender. Or we might even arguewith God abouttheimprobability of it
al. But nomatter how much we might want to resst, suddenly the landscape of our lives
opensup. Every single thing that didn® make sense when it hgppened or that seemed too
harsh or too randomor too shameful, now findsits place in the storylinethat broughtus
here.

We GeeOwith new eyes that God@ call uponour livesis so tightly woven into the
fabric of ourbeing, it is so core to who we are, that to ignae it or to walk away in refusal
of itisto jeopadize ourwell-beng. If wewereto try to compromise or liveit only hdf-
way, we runtherisk of beng plunged into the darkness of emptiness and
meaninglessness. Jonéeh tried to walk away from his calling, butended upin the bdly of
thefish. Jeremiah tried to walk away from his call to bea prophd and it was like afire
shutupin his bones and he gotweary from holding it in.

Somewhere alongtheway, we discover that the soul of leadership beginswith
whowe areN really. Not who we think we are, nat who we would like to be, notwho
others bdieve usto be Thisindudes (andyet is not limited to) the particularities of our
own life, our heritage, our persondity, our foibles, our passionsand degpest orientations

and even our current life situaion. Being called by God in thisway is oneof themog



essentially spiritual experiences of humen existence because it is a place where God®
presence intersects with a human life. Our calling emerges fromwhowe realy areN in
al therawness and sinfulness of it aswell asin all theglory and God-given-ness of it.
Thereis no escapingwhowe are. Leadership will not hdp usescape ourselvesN
it will only bringit into bolder relief! Before calling has anything to do with doing, it
has everything to dowith being tha essence of yourself that God knew before the
founddionsof theearth, tha God called into being and that God aloneknows--really. It
isthecall to bewhowe are and at the same time to become more than we can yet
envision. Parker Palmer states, O/ ocation does not come from willfulness. It comes from
listening. | mus listen to my life and try to undestand what it is truly aboutN quite apart
fromwhat | would like it to be aboutN or my lifewill never represent anything real in the
world, no matter how earnest my intentions3
TheBiblical ideaof callingisnoteasily dismissed. In its smplest and most

straightforward meaning, theverb to call refers to the capacity tha human bengsand
animals have to call outto oneanother, to stay connected, to communicate something of
importance. Even in thismog basic element, thedynamic of callingis profoundbecause
it remindsusthat callingisfirst of al highly relationd; it hasto do with onebeng (God)
reaching out and establishing connection with another (us). Itisan interpersond
connection and communication that isinitiated by God and thusdemandsour attention
and our respons even as a basic courtesy.

In the New Testament, theidea of calling is amog synonynouswith salvation and
thelife of faith itself. We are saved from beingwho we are notand called to bewhowe

are. God calls usfirst and foremog to bdongto him, butour seconday callingisto



answer to God@ persond addressto us It isto say yesto his summonsfor usto serve
him in aparticular way at aparticular point in history. To say yesto ourcalingisone
more step in thejoumey of faith which involves aglad, joyful self-surrende. Itisliving
in theawareness tha the mos wondeful thing in theworld isto be completely given

ove to aloving God.

Saying Yesto God

At the heart of it, MosesOstory is oneof caling. Why else would onechoos to
leave security and wealth, power and influence for such arisky propostion? After the
initial pomp and circumstance, it was jud plain had al thetime. There was very little
glory and many small humiliations But there were also these encounters with God tha
were profoundly dis-orienting and re-orienting. Ezekiel had asimilar expeience: Orhe
Lord said to me: O mortal, stand up on your feet and | will spesk to youEA ndwhen he
spoketo me, aspirit entered into me and set me on my feet. He said to me, | am sending
you to the people of Isragl, to a nation of rebds who have rebdled agang meEO
(Ezekiel 2:1-3)

Ezekiel @ story mirrors MosesOin demondrating that the call of God comes to us
asmortals. It comes to usin the place where we are mogs human and it is the spirit of
God who comes over usto empower our human frailty so tha we are able to even hear
thecall, let aloneanswver it. Somehow we know that thisis different. Thisis notabout
making a brilliant career move It isnotaboutsecurity. It is notaboutsuccess or failure
or anything else theego wantsfor us It isnotabout choosng among several attractive

options Thisis aboutthe Spirit of God setting uson our feet and telling us Orhisis



yoursto do. Whether they hear or refuse to hear, whether it feelsto you like you are
failing or succeeding, you are to speak my wordsO

Thegreat psychologist Carl Jungonce madethis observation: Oro the extent that
aman is untrueto the law of hisbengand does nat rise to persondity, hehasfailed to
realize his life@® meaning. Fortunaely, in her kindness and patience, Nature never puts
thefatal question as to the meaning of ther livesinto the mouthsof mos people. And
where no oneasks, no oneneed answer.®

Some people seem to make it throughlife withoutever having to wrestle with the
fatal question. Somehow they seem to movethrough life with a greater easeN making a
living, enjoying thefruits of thar labor, taking what seemsto bean easy or at least a
more clearly marked path to security and successN while others of usseem to becalled to
make commitments tha require usto do strangethingsand orient our lives towards
redlities tha others do not even see. It is hard to bethis kind of personN a person who has
afire shutupin our bones that we can®seem to set aside withoutdoing damageto the
soul, acalingtha continudly takes usright out to the edgeof our faith and our own
human limitations Sometimes we are tempted to feel resentful.

But atrueleader isonewho has heard thefatal question. Thisis a person who has
seen avision of what could be and who continues to take stepsin tha direction againg all
odds We might arguewith God abit. We mightputforth every excuse that comesto
mind. But God always winsthis argument because every time we go down deep inddeto
listen, we know tha wha Godis calling usto doisoursto do and tha the path before us
isoursto wak. We knowit isthemeaning of ourlives. Andso wesay yes. For better

and for worse, we say yesto meaning. We say yesto God.



Practice

In the quietness, alow yourself to remember thetime when you first began to sense
God@call uponyour life. Maybeit was amomentin timein which you heard God speak
deep into your heart with a clarity tha was similar to MosesOor perhapsit was something
tha grew in strength and conviction over time. Remember where youwere, wha it
soundel like, what it felt like, wha you said to God, how you resisted and how you said

yes.

After taking time to bewith that initial experience, ask QVhat is God saying to me these
days aboutmy calling? As | Gettle into myselfOmore fully, does this have anything to
say aboutmy calling? Isthere any place where | am resistingwho | am or have log

touch withwhol am? Wheeam | still wrestlingwith God and needing assurance of his

presence with me? Am | willingto say yes agan?

| bdievein all thathasnever yet been spolken.
| wantto free what waits within me

so0 that what no onehasdared to wish for

may for once spring clear

withoutmy contriving.
If thisisarrogant God, forgive me,
butthisiswhat| need to say.

May what| do flowfromme like ariver,

1C



no forcing and no holding bad,

theway it iswith children.

Then in these swelling and ebbing currents,
These degpening tides moving out, returning,

| will singyouasno oneever has

Streaming throughwidening channés

into the open sea
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