
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Fifth Sunday after Trinity

psalter:
Psalms 62 & 63
1st lesson:
Ecclesiastes 2:1-11, 18-23
2nd lesson:
Luke 5:1-11
The Christian's Vocation
Here are some verses from the New Testament for us to consider, including one from this Sunday's lesson: "Fear not; from henceforth thou shalt catch men. And . . . they forsook all, and followed him."; "One thing thou lackest: sell whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor . . . and come, take up the cross, and follow me . . . And he . . . went away grieved: for he had great possessions." (Mark 10:21-22) "Whosoever he be of you that forsaketh not all that he hath, he cannot be my disciple." (Luke 14:33) "Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold . . . Jesus said . . . Today salvation has come to this house." (Luke 19:8-9)
Simon Peter, James and John left everything, and followed Christ. The Lord told the rich young ruler to sell all of his earthly possessions, give away the proceeds of the sale to the poor, and follow Him. He said on another occasion that His followers must renounce everything they had if they wanted to be His disciples. But when the publican Zacchaeus said to Him, "The half of my goods I give to the poor," and promised to repay fourfold anyone whom he had defrauded, Jesus approved of these actions, and said salvation had come to his household. It's reasonable to suppose that Zacchaeus didn't dispose of every- thing he owned; yet the Lord praised his actions.
It's clear that our Lord's claim on His followers is total, but also that different degrees of renunciation are expected of different people. The totality of the claim of God on His people was not a new thing in the work of Christ. The First of the Ten Commandments tells us, "Thou shalt have none other gods but me." "The first and great commandment," quoted by the Lord from Deuteronomy, and thus reinforced with His authority, is familiar to us all, and states the claim of God upon us in the positive terms of the law of love: "Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind." (Matthew 22:37)
The Old Testament also states this claim on the lives of God's people in terms of the holiness of God: "Ye shall be holy: for I the Lord your God am holy." (Leviticus 19:2) It was a standard that called both for complete dedication of one's life to God, and for taking God's moral purity as the measure of human life. Our Lord restated this demand in terms of God's perfection: "Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect." (Matthew 5:48) God's perfection is shown in His love that makes the "sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust." (Matthew 5:45); in His love that searches for the lost, and rejoices when they are found.
This has been summed up in the statement that we see the Christian ideal of character in "the person of Christ, as manifested in His earthly life." We are all called to this ideal of love and service of God, and of our fellow human beings.
A theologian has stated what is expected of all of us in the Church in these words: "To love God and to serve Him; to love men and to serve them; this is the essence and whole of Christian duty – the purpose of man's life." It is the purpose in life of everyone baptized in the name of the Blessed Trinity. 

The holiness and perfection of God; the love of and ser- vice of God and people – these are the standards set for all Christians. Yet the followers of Christ have recognized since New Testament times that different degrees of renunciation are asked of different people. There eventually developed the idea of "precepts," such as the Ten Commandments, which apply to all members of the Church; and beyond these, the "evangelical counsels," of poverty, celibacy and obedience, which apply to particular people in particular circumstances (although every Christian is obviously expected to obey God in all aspects of his life). These counsels, it was held, could be expressed most fully in the monastic life.
But the New Testament Epistles, such as those written by Saint Paul, don't require us actually to detach ourselves from the world. They assumed that most church members would be living the life of married people with families, going about their daily work; and as far as possible as Christians, being good citizens of the Roman Empire. It was a matter of Christ's mind and spirit finding expression in different circumstances. Some, like the apostles and the rich young ruler, were called to lives of total renunciation; the Twelve "forsook all, and followed him." Such lives are valuable reminders of the total claim of Christ on His followers.
But as has been said, every Christian is asked to renounce worldly motives. This is necessary always, and for all of us. It means holding before ourselves the example of Christ's character as a human being, the example of his love and service of God and people.
Unfortunately, the concept of precepts and counsels eventually became associated with the system of indulgences, and with the belief that merit could be stored up in heaven through works done over and above what was expected of anyone. These were known as "works of supererogation." But as the Prayer Book says, we are all expected to do our duty in that state of life to which God calls us; and if some are asked to make greater sacrifices, it is what is expected of them in their circumstances. Such examples are beneficial and inspiring to others, but it is the vocation of those making the sacrifice. They and we all come under this humbling admonition of the Lord, "When ye shall have done all those things which are commanded you, say, We are unprofitable servants: we have done that which was our duty to do." (Luke 17:10)
Salvation is of faith, not of any works that we do. In- stead of thinking about precepts and counsels, someone has made the good suggestion that we should consider the question of vocation or calling. Every Christian is asked to take as his or her standard of life the loving perfection of God as shown in Christ. But within that overall vocation, people are to do different kinds of work. A small group at the beginning was given the vocation of being the inner circle of Christ's followers, and asked to renounce all their worldly goods. Others have been given the calling of making similar sacrifices. But most have been asked to work out the meaning of their Christian profession in all the daily activities of life. In terms that imply these differences of vocation among Christ's people, Saint Paul wrote, "There are varieties of working, but it is the same God who inspires them all in every one." (1st Corinthians 12:6) Or, as someone else said, and in conclusion, "There is only one ideal of the Christian life; but it will express itself in many different forms."
Page 4

