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CallingThe

Live a Life of Significance

Kurt Senske



This book is dedicated to my wife, Laurie, 

my daughter, Sydney, 

and to my parents, Al and Ruth Senske. 
 

 

Collectively, they have modeled for 
me how to live a life of significance.
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What Is  
Significance?

For You formed my inward parts;  
You knitted me together in my mother’s womb. 

—Psalm 139:13

T
o live a life of significance is, above all, a spiritual undertaking. In this 
undertaking, we can employ certain strategies of our twenty-first-century 
world, integrating biblical wisdom with secular research to optimize our 
unique gifts from God. In the process, our days are transformed from the 

drudgery of repetition, frustration, and heartbreak, to lives marked by integrity 
and intention. Our lives, if they are to be truly significant, must flow from our 
Christian faith. What, exactly, does this mean? The following are truths of our 
faith that cannot be compromised:  
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•  Jesus Christ died and rose for the forgiveness of our sins, and 
we are saved by His grace alone. 

•  We are brought to the beginning of each day forgiven of our 
past sins and freed to be of service to God and His people. 

•  We are gathered into the community of faith, the Church, where 
we hear Christ’s Word and partake of His holy meal. 

Although God is the agent of transformation in our lives, we are not left 
without responsibility. By these means, these truths of faith mentioned above, 
the Holy Spirit enables us to live the life God created uniquely for us. Through 
these means, the Spirit empowers us to multiply our talents through our callings 
to family, professional, community, and congregational lives, thus giving Him 
the glory. This is what it means to live a life of significance. Just how effective 
we are in our quest is ultimately a matter of God’s grace for us. Our chances are 
greatly increased when we walk hand in hand with God, use the resources at our 
disposal, ask for forgiveness when we stumble, and boldly step forward. 

Let the Christ-help journey begin.
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Christ-Help,  
Not Self-Help

The heart of man plans his way,  
but the Lord establishes his steps. —Proverbs 16:9

H
ow does God want me to live out the rest of my life? More accurately, how 
have I been called to participate in God’s life? If you are like me, questions 
such as these continue. How do I discern God’s plan for me? How might 
I multiply the talents God has entrusted to me in my family, work, 

community, and church roles? Sometimes the questions become less esoteric and 
more immediate. How do I pay the bills at the end of the month? How do I find 
a job that motivates and inspires? What should I major in at college? Why is my 
family life in such a shambles? How do I live a life of meaning and significance? 
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Belatedly, the realization hits us: perhaps we are not living the life God has 
created uniquely for us.

Ten years ago I embarked—obsessively, some would say—on a quest 
to understand what it means to live a life of significance. My goal was to 
create a road map. However, in the process, I discovered one already existed. 
Nevertheless, I read voraciously, pondered pertinent Bible passages, wrote two 
books that touch on the topic, and talked to hundreds of people. Two questions 
consistently surfaced: (1) How do I distinguish between God’s will and my own 
self-interest, and are they ever the same? (2) If I perceived His will correctly, 
would I have the courage to pursue it wholeheartedly? This book is not just 
another in a market overrun with self-help literature. A quick scan of titles in 
the local bookstore shows there is no shortage of these, from both secular and 
Christian perspectives. Many are destined to disappoint, but not because they are 
poorly written or lack good ideas. These self-help books fall short for a number 
of reasons, not the least of which is the author’s promise of a quick fix or path to 
success. The books are designed to help us help ourselves to get what we want, 
and assume that attaining our goals is equivalent to having a life of significance. 
The fact is that even if we do achieve some level of success, we still come no 
closer to knowing whether we are living the life that God has created uniquely 
for us. Being “successful” and living the life that God intended are not necessarily 
the same. 

Being “successful” and living the life that God 
intended are not necessarily the same.

The good news is that, as Christians, we don’t need to rely on the self-help 
gurus to discover meaning in our lives. In Baptism God gave us self-worth. 
Thus, in a world that measures worth by material goods, we are already ahead; 
we approach the starting line secure in the knowledge that God’s action for us 
through Jesus Christ infuses our life with meaning. This truth turns our quest on 
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its head from self-help to a Christ-help perspective. This change makes all the 
difference.

Much self-help literature is ineffective because it fails to acknowledge the 
dual nature of humankind. Martin Luther’s description of us as simul justus et 
peccator—at the same time saint and sinner—is the classic expression of our 
human condition. We are sinful and redeemed. The Greek philosopher Plato, 
in his epic work The Republic, describes the human plight as a charioteer trying 
to control two strong horses, each wanting to head in a different direction. Not 
only are we unable to measure up to God’s will for us, there are times we don’t 
even want to. In our more honest moments, we can relate all too well with St. 
Augustine, who asked God to make him pure, but not yet! 

It is virtually impossible for us to live up to the secular standard of success. 
The quest for enough beauty, power, wealth, or toys is doomed to fail because it 
depends on our efforts. It is by this very recognition that we, as Christians, begin 
our quest with humility, acknowledging God’s forgiveness for us, overwhelmed 
by grace. We grasp the biblical truth that, whatever goal we pursue, we succeed 
because “we walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7). The Holy Spirit 
empowers us to stand in this world with confidence, like David did in the 
presence of mighty Goliath, and come out victorious. The promise of eternal 
life with God refocuses our vision and energy to meet the needs of those we 
encounter today—family, neighbors, colleagues, and clients. We look for and 
reach out in service to the sick, abused, imprisoned, and others who make up “the 
least of these.” 
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Christ Calls Us  
to Play on  

His Team

But You, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious,  
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love  

and faithfulness. —Psalm 86:15

G
od seeks to claim us as one of His own. We do not find God; God 
finds us. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus, God has 
broken down the wall of sin that separates us from Him, and He 
makes our union with Him a reality. We call this gift grace. “For by 

grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the 
gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9). 
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Through Baptism God claims us as members of His family—His team, to use 
a sports analogy. His call doesn’t allow compromise. Like Peter and the rest of 
the twelve apostles, who at times tried defining discipleship on their terms, we 
sometimes try to renegotiate terms of what our participation on the team will 
look like: “I will play for You most Sundays, God, but I won’t be able to play for 
You at work.” Or, “I will be ready to play after I get married.” Or, “Once I make 
my first million, I’ll be better positioned.” Or, “Let me enjoy my time in college, 
then I’ll settle down and get serious about playing for You.” However, Jesus 
demands that we follow Him without wavering: 

No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the 
one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one 
and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money. 
(Matthew 6:24)

Jesus reminds us that “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter 
the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of My Father who is in 
heaven” (Matthew 7:21). Dietrich Bonhoeffer accurately states that when we 
respond to God’s call, we intentionally separate ourselves from our previous 
existence in order to create our new life.1 Simply put, it is impossible for us to 
live the life that God created uniquely for us and continue to live in our old ways. 

Simply put, it is impossible for us to live 
the life that God created uniquely for us 

and continue to live in our old ways. 

Through faith we have been called to be children of God. Through Baptism 
we have been born anew—given a new heart, a new life. We are set on a path 
walked by Jesus, who “is the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6). Apart 
from Him we can do nothing (John 15:5). Jesus came to give life to the full (John 
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10:10). We rejoice in His promise, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever 
believes in Me, though he die, yet shall he live” (John 11:25). Paul sums up the 
charter of God’s covenant with us in what are among the most reassuring and 
uncompromising words of Scripture: “We were buried therefore with Him by 
baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the 
glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4).

Yet, even in the face of such overwhelming encouragement, we find living a 
Christ-filled life difficult. It would seem that a beat up and dated leather-bound 
Bible and a 500-year-old catechism are simply no match for the overwhelming 
combination of today’s skewed values and unrelenting peer pressure. These 
delude us into believing that happiness is just one purchase or pay raise away. We 
become enslaved to our ego. We have all experienced the consequences of our 
futile resistance to God’s call, the missed opportunities, heartache, and turmoil 
that come at the expense of our refusal to allow God to be at the center of our 
lives. When the Spirit finally breaks down our wall of hesitation, and we realize 
what we have been denying ourselves, we are made ready to choose a new way. 
The question is “How?” What strategies can we incorporate to live the life that 
God created uniquely for us as His saved children?
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The Call 

And as He passed by, He saw Levi the son  
of Alphaeus sitting at the tax booth, and He said to 
him, “Follow Me.” And he rose and followed Him.  

—Mark 2:14

W
e often talk about finding our “calling,” our “vocation.” Both terms are 
derived from the Latin vocare, or voice, and its Greek equivalent, kalein, 
to call. As Christians, we believe that God calls us, one by one, to serve 
Him through our worship and service to our neighbor. 

The secular world sometimes co-opts the word vocation for its own purposes, 
using it to describe our professional occupation only. However, as Christians, the 
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words vocation and calling (which I use interchangeably) have a much broader 
meaning. You and I are called to serve God well in every distinct legitimate realm 
of our lives—family, profession, community, and congregation. Each distinct yet 
overlapping calling demands that we develop and use our God-given gifts and 
talents as we daily serve all those with whom we come into contact. 

Martin Luther used the analogy of wearing “masks of God” when by our 
service we carry out our various roles. A father, for example, wears the mask of 
God when he coaches his daughter’s soccer team. Likewise, the firefighter wears 
the mask of God when he puts out the fire at the house down the street. My 
wife, Laurie, wears the mask of God when she delivers Meals on Wheels to her 
assigned clients. My daughter, Sydney, wears the mask of God when she babysits 
the children next door. I wear the mask of God in a number of roles, including 
spouse, father, son, son-in-law, brother, brother-in-law, uncle, pet owner, boss, 
employee, mentor, author, congregation member, speaker, consultant, board 
member, donor, volunteer, friend, neighbor, and political advocate. None is 
inherently more important than another, but each requires different skills and 
gifts. The key is to discern the role God is calling me to fill at any given moment, 
so I can best choose and use the skills to meet the needs of the people He places 
before me.

We do not choose our own calling. God chooses it for us. It is God who 
calls us to a particular situation, family, or profession. Gene Veith writes, “God 
gives each individual unique talents, skills, and inclinations. He also puts each 
individual in a unique set of external circumstances, which are understood 
as having been providentially arranged by God.”1 Daily we seek out the 
circumstances and opportunities God has “arranged” for us—we listen to our 
hearts, to family, teachers, pastors, friends, colleagues, and strangers. For me, 
listening has enormous significance. I have come to believe that it isn’t my voice 
or my parents’ or friend’s voices that determine what life I live. God speaks His 
voice into our hearts at Baptism, and it echoes throughout life as we continue 
to hear Him as He speaks to us in His Word. This continual listening to God’s 
Word in worship and at the Lord’s Table enables us to grasp the calling of God 
that is uniquely ours. To be true to this calling is what it means to live a life of 
significance. 
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Often, we mistakenly see our calling only in a future context, as a goal we 
must achieve (“When I grow up, I want to be a doctor”). Our calling demands 
a here-and-now focus. It encompasses today’s tasks: going to class, struggling in 
a troubled marriage, working a thankless job to pay the bills, caring for a co-
worker whose child just died, tending the garden, and paying extra attention to 
your daughter’s friend whose parents are separated. These are all vital callings 
today. Through the daily routine of our lives, God gives shape to our calling, and 
thus transforms ordinary life into extraordinary existence.

Through the daily routine of our lives, God 
gives shape to our calling, and thus transforms 

ordinary life into extraordinary existence.

As Christians, we enjoy a distinct advantage as we strive to meet successfully 
the pressures everyone faces: bills and mortgages to pay, bosses and teachers 
to satisfy, promotions and acceptance to college to achieve, and parents or 
grandparents to care for. None of these are easy. By the world’s standards, success 
in any of these areas depends solely on what we do, how much knowledge we 
attain, and what our neighbors will think. Our measure, however, is taken by 
whom we are: redeemed people of God, called and blessed to live out our calling. 
In addition to being freed from the weight of societal pressures, as forgiven 
Christians we are also spared the burden of wondering whether what we do is 
enough to please God; a consequence of our sinful state is that we will never 
meet His standards. As Robert Benne reminds us, however, it is God’s gift of 
grace that liberates us from our failed attempts to live up to both worldly and 
heavenly standards.2 Through grace the Holy Spirit frees us for a “holy striving” 
in our life of significance. We continually rediscover who we are as we remember 
our baptismal call. From this identity flow the works that please God and serve 
our world. While we want fulfillment in this life, we recognize by faith that our 
ultimate fulfillment awaits us in the next. For now, we content ourselves with the 
tasks before us, to humbly don the masks of God in service to others. 
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It is our duty, then, to relinquish our egos as we focus on serving those God 
has placed in our path. That means we must possess the humility derived from 
the profound relationship with our Lord and Savior. For many, this is a difficult 
step. Fourteenth-century Christian Meister Eckhart laments, “There are plenty 
to follow the Lord halfway, but not the other half. They will give up possessions, 
friends, and honors, but it touches them too closely to disown themselves.”3 This 
is taken from Jesus’ own call:

If anyone would come after Me, let him deny himself and 
take up his cross and follow Me. For whoever would save his 
life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the 
gospel’s will save it. For what does it profit a man to gain the 
whole world and forfeit his soul? (Mark 8:34–36)

Discipleship demands that God comes first. As that focus becomes sharper, our 
own self-importance fades. We decrease so that He may increase. 

Self-actualization, and the search for one’s self, becomes a moot point for the 
Christian. As Douglas Schuurman explains, “The point is not to seek one’s self—
even one’s authentic self. The point is to love God and neighbor, and to take up 
the cross in the self-sacrificial paths defined by one’s callings.”4 Or, to paraphrase 
the great writer Leo Tolstoy, Christian love is merely a preference of others over 
ones self.5

By adhering to the strategies outlined in this book, we are able to move 
from asking, “How will this benefit me?” to “How will this help those God 
has placed in my path?” As we are able to diminish and relinquish the needs of 
our own ego, we naturally discover the life that God created uniquely for us. 
Terms like “self lessness” and “self-denial” take on new meaning as we discover 
the paradox that service to Christ and others is what brings fulfillment. By this 
do we experience daily “the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding” 
(Philippians 4:7). 

Following this path of significance provides us with the freedom to focus 
our energy on living out the vocational roles that God has planned for each of 
us. As our relationship with Him deepens, the various roles we fulfill become 
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integrated for service through the open doors God provides. By taking the road 
less traveled, we, in effect, turn the post-modern world, with its elusive, and 
ultimately unfulfilling, values, on its head. No longer do we ask, “What’s in it for 
me? How can I get ahead?” Instead, we ask, “How can I be the hands and feet of 
Christ in this world?” In this way we reflect who we truly are, “a chosen race, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for His own possession” (1 Peter 2:9).6 
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The  
Three Mistakes

A man’s steps are from the Lord; 
how then can man understand his way? 

 —Proverbs 20:24

W
hether we are seventeen or seventy-seven, we human beings fall into 
ways of thinking and speaking that skew our efforts to live a life of 
significance. In my experience, there are three mistakes in particular, 
each of which has to do with our frame of reference in relationship to 

our calling. The first occurs when we ask, “What do I want to do with my life?” 
rather than, “What does God want me to do with my life?” When our desires 
become primary, we inadvertently or maybe even consciously take God out of 
the equation. At most, He becomes a mere afterthought—window dressing in 
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our conversations. With this in mind, it is worth our while to look closely at how 
we speak about our goals in life. Statements such as “I want to help people” may 
indicate a true desire to be of service. But underneath the sentiment may be an 
attempt to rationalize our ego-driven decisions. It is vital that we not skip the 
first and most important step in any vocational discernment process—that of 
strengthening our personal relationship with our Lord and Savior. 

The second mistake, which I have already alluded to, occurs when we focus 
on obtaining some distant future goal: “When I graduate, I want to become a 
police officer.” “When I retire, I want to move to Arizona, play golf, and become 
involved with charity.” Likewise, when our goals remain unfulfilled—seeking a 
promotion at work, say—we jump to place the blame on someone or something 
else. “If the ‘suits’ running this company weren’t such idiots, they would listen to 
my ideas.” While responsible planning is one component in our quest to live the 
life that God intended, our primary focus should always be on the here and now. 
As will be demonstrated, such a here-and-now focus will, paradoxically, clear the 
way to discern more clearly how to prepare for the future. 

The third misstep happens when our conversations revolve around the what 
in seeking our calling, as opposed to the how. When we say, “I want to retire 
comfortably” or “I want to raise my children so they can be successful in life” or 
“I want to run for political office,” we are making the thing we desire the end 
goal. This perspective is shortsighted and self-serving. A life of significance is 
measured by the quality of how we live in the present. “How well have I served 
my spouse today? How well have I focused on caring for my neighbor? How well 
have I used my God-given talents at work today?” When we focus on the what, 
we turn inward, making it more difficult to hear God’s voice. When we focus on 
the how, we look outward, diminishing our own selves so that the lives of others 
may be enhanced.

By availing ourselves of the grace God provides around His Word in worship, 
at the Lord’s Table, and in the fellowship of believers, the quality of our living is 
enriched. By staying connected to Christ, as a branch is to the tree, we can more 
clearly discern what God has in store for us both today and in the future. We 
become open to the possibilities and the path He has chosen for us. 
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The First Steps  
of Our Journey

The journey of a thousand miles  
begins with one step. 

—Chinese Proverb1

T
o grasp our unique calling is one of the most important tasks God gives 
us. It is a journey that begins at Baptism and continues into eternity. In my 
experience, two practices have been essential in living a life of significance. 
These require no special skill—only the discipline to make them a regular 

part of your daily routine.

First, be intentional about placing your relationship with God at the center 
of your life—really. Take time to pray, study the Word, attend worship, and 
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partake of Jesus’ body and blood. From these will flow the second discipline: be 
aware of ways in which you can attend to others. This requires being present and 
listening for opportunities of humble service. For example, instead of walking 
into a colleague’s office, craving to share the latest detail of your painful break 
up, consciously make the effort to inquire about his life. When you’re tempted 
to complain to your adult daughter about your aches and pains, instead tell her 
about the best thing that happened to you today. Ask yourself, “What is going 
on in her life? How might I pray for her?” Quietly seek out ways you can be of 
service to the neighbor who just lost her job. Bring a cup of coffee to your spouse 
in the morning. Instead of honking at the distracted motorist blocking your lane, 
say a prayer for God to help her cope with what may be an already overloaded 
plate. Making a conscience effort to practice these “rituals” leads to a healthier, 
rejuvenated, contented life. We will discover that doors open, chance meetings 
occur, and new opportunities arise. We become open to the infinite possibilities 
of an infinite God. We become less so that we can become more.

We become less so that we can become more.

The journey we have begun is not always smooth or for the faint of heart. We 
will occasionally relapse, falling into our self-absorbed ways, having to take a step 
back in order to take two forward. We may, in spirit, say we are ready to make the 
changes necessary to live a new life, but have yet to discern our true calling. We 
may make a wrong turn or bump into a closed door. We may allow stress, doubt, 
and anxiety to block out God’s still, small voice. When this happens, and it will, 
do the following: first, close your eyes and take a deep cleansing breath to clear 
your mind. Second, say a quick prayer, perhaps something like, “God, please help 
me discern how, in this moment, to live the life You intend.” Third, focus on the 
here and now. Where are you? What is happening? How will you deal with what 
is presented to you? I am in the office. I am in the hospital. I am sitting in class. My 
spouse and I are having a disagreement. I am at home watching my children. In your 
here-and-now circumstance, how might you serve? Let me repeat: 



24

The Calling: Live a Life of Significance

OO OO OO

 

1.  Take a deep breath.

2.  Say a prayer.

3.  Focus on serving someone at this very moment. 

By following this or a similar ritual we begin the process of redefining success. 
We stop being obsessed with all that is wrong, and focus on living the life God 
created uniquely for us at this particular moment. 

There is one caveat before we begin our journey in earnest. Very few, if any, 
of our callings last a lifetime. We get laid off, we change jobs, we become parents, 
children grow and leave the house, parents pass away, we get sick. Doors of 
opportunity open while others close. Our vocations evolve as our life and the 
world around us changes. While we don’t know what the future holds, we know 
God holds the future in His hands. We know He desires our good, and enables us 
to discern the life He has created uniquely for us. His Word and Means of Grace 
stay constant, and He provides forgiveness and strength to meet the needs of 
others, to be instruments of God’s transforming love—movers of mountains. We 
will, as St. Paul says, shine as lights in the world.

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ 
Jesus, who, though He was in the form of God, did not 
count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made 
Himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born 
in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, 
He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross

Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, 
not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, 
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work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is 
God who works in you, both to will and to work for His good 
pleasure. 

Do all things without grumbling or questioning, that you may 
be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish 
in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among 
whom you shine as lights in the world, holding fast to the 
word of life. (Philippians 2:5–8, 12–16) 

Living a life that continually seeks out ways to serve God and to serve 
someone at this very moment will surprise you, sometimes in unexpected—even 
unwanted—ways. It will exhaust you physically and emotionally, yet overwhelm 
you with the peace that transcends understanding. Those who practice worldly 
values will not always understand or appreciate you, but God will embrace 
you in the life to come, where He will say, “Well done, good and faithful servant!” 
(Matthew 25:23). It is a journey that as Jesus’ disciples we have no choice but to 
walk, a life that God created uniquely for you and for me.




