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1

C H A P T E R  1 

CALLINGCALLINGSS
Our calling in life is better understood in 

the plural rather than the singular.

THE MYTH OF THE ONE GREAT THING 
It’s out there, if I can only discover it .  .  .  . It’s 
sent to me from God, if I can only discern it .  .  .  .  
It’s world-changing, if I can only accomplish it . 
 .  .  . It’s the one great thing I’m set on this earth 
to do, and only by seeking after it will I find 
true fulfillment .

In these and in so many other ways, we convince ourselves that 
we have one great calling in life—a singular, spiritual, seismic, 
holy, and otherworldly task that the Almighty has created, even 

preordained for us to accomplish. But this is a myth—a confusing 
and often destructive one at that. We are indeed all called by God 
through the Gospel, redeemed by the blood of Christ, baptized into 
His family of faith, and given purpose and meaning. This is all true in 
our primary calling as baptized children of God. But nowhere do the 
Scriptures reveal one great thing we are meant to accomplish in this 
life. God has not said that each individual person is given a single, 
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CALLINGS FOR LIFE:  God’s Plan,  Your Purpose

dramatic, earthshaking task to achieve in order to fulfill his or her 
purpose on earth. That is to say, our calling in life is better understood 
in the plural rather than the singular. We should be speaking of callings 
rather than calling. Because of the freedom we have in Christ Jesus, 
God has placed us in multiple callings in this world and gifted us to 
be His instruments in multiple ways to a world in need.

The myth of the “one great thing” is disseminated through popular 
culture, academia, and even in well-meaning Christian circles. A simple 
Google search of the question “How do I find my purpose?” results 
in dozens of books, websites, checklists, and seminars promising to 
help you find the ONE THING, and thus bring clarity and vision to 
your life. It might take the form of the most fulfilling job—because 
the drudgery of your current work is certainly not what you’re called 
to do! It might take the form of a specific person—as if finding “the 
one” is the one thing that will finally bring meaning to your life. It 
might even be something more noble—a great charitable work or 
a life-changing nonprofit established to alleviate suffering in the 
world. Any of these things might be valuable and important, but the 
popular myth fools us into thinking that unless we find the singular 
purpose we were born for, our lives will be miserable, meandering, 
and meaningless. 

In academia, the concept of vocation (from vocatio: Latin for 
“calling”) has become immensely popular, especially at Christian 
universities. Often it’s a way of inspiring students to seek that one 
great purpose God has given them, which, when discovered in college 
(perhaps “revealed” to them in a challenging class with an inspiring 
professor), will lead them to change the world. Universities within 
the Protestant tradition will baptize the quest for the one great thing 
by using the term vocation because of its historical connection to the 
Reformation and its broad application to every student. Even secular 
schools offer courses to help students discover their purpose in life.

Well-meaning Christian authors and pastors seek to aid and inspire 
the sheep under their care through books, sermon series, and seminars 
on sanctified decision-making or discerning God’s will for your life. 
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CALLINGS

Peruse any Christian bookstore, and you’ll find dozens of items for 
purchase with this type of language: “God’s purpose for you,” “God’s 
will,” “hearing God’s voice,” “knowing God’s direction,” “discovering 
God’s will,” “purpose for your life”—or some combination thereof.

There is value in all of this, of course. People need focus and direc-
tion. It’s good to be inspired about what God has in store for us. Many 
people “discover” themselves in college and are led to do remarkable 
things in the world. A Christian university should support students’ 
spiritual discernment about their future. It is wholesome and even 
necessary to seek God’s will in making important decisions, such as 
whom I should marry, where I should live, what type of work I should 
do, or how I can make a lasting impact.

The myth of the “one great,” however, underlies many of these 
approaches. The problem is that we too often think in the singular 
rather than the plural: calling rather than callings. The urgency to dis-
cover and discern God’s singular, sacred, seismic purpose constantly 
harasses us; we’re afraid that if we miss out our lives will disintegrate 
into a fog of confusion and purposelessness. 

Neglect and Regret
Scott became a Christian later in life. Although he was raised in a 
good, loving home, his parents never wanted to push religion on 
him, thinking it would be better for him to make this decision on 
his own. His life was not miserable or out of control, but he describes 
it as having a pall over it—an overlying darkness or heaviness from 
which he could temporarily distract himself but which could never be 
completely lifted. Introduced to Jesus in college, through Christian 
fellowship and the work of the Spirit in the Word, Scott came to 
understand the forgiveness given at the cross and the promise of 
eternal life at the empty tomb. The pall was lifted, and after he was 
baptized, Scott said that a lightness and brightness replaced the dark 
heaviness of a life lived without God.

With this new knowledge of Christ Jesus, Scott’s life continued down 
a path of blessings and accomplishments. He graduated magna cum 
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laude; made a good career choice; has a wonderful wife and three 
smart, talented, and well-adjusted children; has enjoyed advancement 
at work; and has a nice home (with a manageable mortgage). But ever 
since his conversion, Scott became increasingly fascinated with what 
to do with his newfound life in Christ. Surely there must be something 
more, he thought. What amazing thing does God want me to do with my 
life now that I’ve given it over to Him? To not discover the single, central 
purpose for which God had saved him seemed to him like a waste of 
the salvation he’d been given. Scott had fallen prey to the myth of 
the one great thing.

Scott grew increasingly neglectful of his day-to-day responsibilities 
and relationships. His work at a secular company seemed like a worldly 
waste of time and energy. He read book after book that promised to 
unleash inner spiritual potential. Instead of going to soccer games 
or helping with homework, he took every opportunity to attend 
religious retreats or escape to seminars about discovering God’s 
hidden purpose for him. He eventually quit serving on the church 
council—the drudgery of budgets, performance reviews, and raising 
money for a new roof couldn’t possibly compete with the excitement 
of what God would call him to do. Even his marriage began to suffer. 
The hard work and perseverance required to sustain a relationship 
amid the piles of dirty dishes and dirty laundry seemed less attractive 
and exciting than the pursuit of this one, true, dramatic calling that 
God would reveal to him . . . eventually, if he just kept seeking. His 
wife grew understandably more hurt and resentful as Scott’s self- 
imposed sanctified quest for meaning became more important than 
a renewal of love, affection, and energy toward her. They grew further 
apart and emotionally isolated from each other, all while living under 
one roof and giving the pretense of a successful Christian marriage. 
A fractured home, a messy divorce, further isolation . . . and Scott’s 
still searching.

Scott’s life is Exhibit A in how an obsession with the one great 
thing results in a sinful neglect of the many worthy callings God 
gives. His dismissive attitude toward the seemingly mundane tasks 
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of home, work, congregation, and community stemmed from a quest 
to discover God’s singular central purpose for him—a quest more 
enticing the more elusive it became. If only he could have thought in 
the plural rather than the singular and embraced a life full of varied 
but worthy callings, rather than a singular calling. Scott could have 
avoided the tragedy of a life in pursuit of the illusory one great thing 
in careless neglect of the many great things already present.

Exhibit B: Sarah was meant for more. Since grade school at St. Mark’s 
Lutheran and all throughout high school, Sarah’s teachers regarded 
her as one of the best and brightest. Talented, smart, hardworking, 
and driven, even her friends’ parents knew she was destined for 
greatness. At the small, Christian college she attended, Sarah was 
involved in everything: sports, music, mission trips, student council, 
and the chapel worship team. Her selection to homecoming court 
senior year meant more than a popularity contest: Sarah’s friends 
and classmates saw Christ shining through her, knowing that her 
many gifts would be put to good use in God’s kingdom.

Fast-forward twenty years. Sarah is frequently moody and some-
times even depressed. Her life is great, on the one hand. She and her 
husband are still playfully in love, she’s running the local PTA like a 
drill sergeant, they love their new pastor at church, they’re involved 
in two different community organizations, and both kids love school 
while enjoying a birthday party or scouting event nearly every week-
end. But when Sarah looks back on her life, she’s filled with a sense of 
emptiness and regret. Wasn’t she supposed to do something great? 
She imagines her former teachers muttering under their breath, “She’s 
only a housewife? What happened?” Sarah attended her twenty-five-
year college reunion but avoided her favorite professor, fearful of 
disappointing him with an “I’m just a mom” life update (she didn’t go 
to graduate school as he had recommended). Sarah has even grown 
resentful of her husband, whose career has met with success and whose 
volunteer work at church and in the community is respected by all.

But Sarah “was meant for more,” and in her honest, quiet moments 
she worries that she has missed out on the one great thing for which 
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God had prepared her. She’s convinced herself that she’s missed her 
one true calling, and she grows more resentful and depressed, even 
while she fulfills the many vocations in which God has placed her 
with strength and grace. 

Both Scott and Sarah illustrate the consequences of believing 
the myth of vocation (singular)—the idea that God purposes each 
individual for a singular, dramatic job or accomplishment. Scott’s case 
ended in neglect. His family, congregation, and community needed 
his presence and energy—indeed, needed him to see the value of 
participating in the many vocations (plural) God had placed him 
in. Their lives suffered because of his distraction with the one great 
thing. Sarah’s situation ended in regret—she grew disappointed and 
even resentful because, in her mind, the many activities in which 
she participated paled in comparison to her destined greatness. Her 
life seemed a waste—unimportant and unaccomplished—with the 
haunting questions of “What if?” and “What next?” ever present. 
In both examples, the ultimate consequence is a disruption of a 
relationship with God: “Why didn’t I listen harder to His voice? Why 
doesn’t He reveal my life’s purpose to me? Why can’t I hear His voice 
with more clarity? Why didn’t God use me in more dramatic ways?”

Callings
The liberating truth, however, is that we do not have one great calling 
in life but instead are given many callings simultaneously. Although 
these may seem small and insignificant, they have sacred worth, 
given to us by God’s own hand. This truth is transformative in that 
it enables us to participate with joy in life’s many relationships, tasks, 
occupations, and responsibilities knowing that each is a fulfillment 
of God’s purposes. It is His will (or we might say wills) for us. To love 
and serve our neighbor by God’s grace and with Christ’s forgiveness 
is to do His will and accomplish His purposes. To be sure, there are 
many inspiring and dramatic examples of God accomplishing great 
things through people. One thinks of the lives of the saints, or of 
Christian leaders in our world today whose impact on the Kingdom 
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or society is far-reaching and long-lasting. Certainly, these are gifts 
to be extolled, sought after, and celebrated in thanksgiving to God. 
But the reality is, few of us receive such dramatic, earth-changing 
opportunities; and even the most impactful saints had many and 
various callings through which God worked His good and gracious will.

Five Heads and Ten Hands
Martin Luther’s recovery of the Gospel likewise led to a recovery of a 
biblical understanding of vocation. Luther redefined vocatio, applying 
it to the variety of God-given tasks, responsibilities, and relationships 
of the Christian life. Rather than confining it to the one great calling 
of church work (priests, monks, and nuns), he saw God’s Word bring-
ing spiritual significance to the many earthly stations in which the 
faithful were found. There is not just one great but many greats: our 
calling in life is better understood in the plural rather than the singular. 

Writing against the idea that those in the “spiritual estate” (those 
ordained or those who have taken on holy orders in the Church) were 
of a higher and holier class, Luther encouraged all Christians to open 
their eyes to the many ways God already works through them. It’s not 
necessary to encumber oneself with a great, arduous, super-spiritual 
task in order to be truly doing God’s will, Luther argued. In fact, if 
you begin to take seriously the many ways God already calls you 
to exercise diligence, love, and service, you might not have time or 
energy to do anything else.

How is it possible that you are not called? You have 
always been in some state or station; you have always 
been a husband or wife, or boy or girl, or servant. 
Picture before you the humblest estate. Are you a hus-
band, and you think you have not enough to do in that 
sphere to govern your wife, children, domestics, and 
property so that all may be obedient to God and you 
do no one any wrong? Yea, if you had five heads and 
ten hands, even then you would be too weak for your 
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task, so that you would never dare to think of mak-
ing a pilgrimage or doing any kind of saintly work.1

Luther’s point is not that we shouldn’t do important things for God; 
rather, he reminds us that we already are doing them: a five-headed, 
ten-handed creature couldn’t keep busy enough doing God’s work!

Some of the examples Martin Luther uses might seem archaic 
to us—most of us don’t have servants or operate farms anymore. 
All of us, however, have had times when, while seeking after God’s 
will and purpose, we’ve been blind to His action and activity already 
present. Mowing your elderly neighbor’s grass, getting up early to 
make a special breakfast for your son on his birthday, helping your 
little sister with her math homework, leading an extra study session 
before an important exam, encouraging a struggling teammate after 
practice—none of this seems particularly dramatic or even spiritual. 
All of it, however, is God at work. These activities are no less sacred or 
valuable than any one single thing we feel God calling us to do—no 
matter how dramatic or important it might be.

Indeed, most of the activities and responsibilities of the “five-
headed, ten-handed” Christian wouldn’t be listed on a resume. Many 
of them might be mentioned in a eulogy, however. In his book The 
Road to Character, columnist David Brooks from the New York Times 
makes a distinction between resume virtues and eulogy virtues.2 When 
we’re young and ambitious, we like to strive after accomplishments 
that advance our status, wealth, power, or influence—anything 
that might help us land the next big job, impress our friends, and 
intimidate our enemies. Indeed, many of these resume virtues can 
be good and God-pleasing. But when we’ve breathed our last breath 
and our bodies are laid to rest, for what things will our loved ones 
give thanks with the most affection? Undoubtedly, it will be those 
multiple moments through which Christ Himself was active in love 

1 The Precious and Sacred Writings of Martin Luther, ed. John Lenker, vol. 10 (Minneapolis: 
Lutherans in All Lands Co., 1905), 242. Reprinted in The Sermons of Martin Luther, vol. 1 (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1989), 242. 

2 David Brooks, The Road to Character (New York: Random House, 2015), xi.
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through us: our eulogy virtues, our callings done in His name, for His 
glory, and in response to His love. None of these can save us—that’s 
already been done through the blood of Jesus, which forgives us 
and makes us right before God. But all of them have sacred import 
and impact, giving us meaning and purpose regardless of how little 
they’re recognized by the world.

Meghan McCain delivered a moving eulogy for her father, Senator 
John McCain, at his funeral in September 2018. It is hard to imagine 
a more respected public figure or a more impressive resume: son and 
grandson of two great admirals; brave POW; decorated war hero; 
congressman, senator, and presidential candidate. There’s even a 
destroyer in the US Navy that bears the McCain family name. At his 
funeral, Meghan McCain spoke admirably of these great resume 
virtues. None of this, however, was of lasting importance to her: 
“I admired him for all of these great things, but I loved him because 
he was a great father.” Through tears, she listed the many important 
tasks and dramatic places of his illustrious career, then remarked, 
“But the best of him was somewhere else. The best of John McCain, 
the greatest of his titles, and the most important of his roles was 
as a father.” She went on to describe some of the tender moments 
they shared that would never make any resume: “I know who he 
was. I know what defined him. I got to see it every single day of my 
blessed life.” In her mind, John McCain was not defined by any of 
the accomplishments listed on a great resume. “John McCain was 
defined by love.”3

Not even the greatest among us (those whose families have ships 
named after them) and not even the greatest of resumes (those that 
qualify us for the highest of jobs) can outweigh the sacred worth of 
exercising love and service in the various callings of our regular life. 
Every father hopes his children will admire him. But after he is gone, 
his children will truly cherish the many simple, sacred moments 
shared in love. In Christ Jesus, we are freed to exercise vocations, 

3 “WATCH: Meghan McCain’s Complete Eulogy for Her Father, John McCain,” PBS News-
Hour, accessed November 2, 2019, https://youtu.be/gymd1CScQ88.
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callings, through many God-given relationships. Most of these will 
never be listed on a resume; all of them are fulfilling God’s purposes.

Faces, Places, and Spaces
Where, then, do we find our callings (plural), and how can we discover 
them? There are a dozen courses you can take or hundreds of books 
you can read; you could hire a spiritual advisor or take a year off to 
hike in the Himalayas. There is a simpler and better way to start, 
however. Look to the faces, places, and spaces of your life. Whom do you 
encounter on a daily basis? Where do you live, study, work, worship, 
and play? What roles do you have at home, school, work, church, 
and society? Because you believe in Jesus and have been baptized 
into His life, death, and resurrection, you are loved and freed for all 
eternity. What is more, God is already, even now, working through 
you in the lives of others. Your callings are plural, not singular, and 
they already have begun.

The People That You Meet  
When You’re Walking down the Street

Jamal’s phone woke him early for practice. His roommate was 
still sleeping, so he carefully and quietly put on his workout clothes 
in the dark and laced up his Nikes. It had been a rough weekend for 
his roommate—a couple of poor choices were made and a messy 
relationship finally came to a hard and hurtful end. Jamal took a 
moment to text him an encouraging Bible passage, knowing it would 
be the first thing seen before his 8:00 a.m. class: “Fear not, for I have 
redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are Mine” (Isaiah 43:1). 
Before he left the room, Jamal spent an extra few minutes in prayer 
for his friend, whom he knew had a tough day ahead.

After quietly leaving the room, Jamal ran into his RA (resident 
assistant) in the hallway. They were both in a hurry but paused 
long enough for Jamal to thank him for last week’s floor program. 
Not a lot of guys showed up, so Jamal thought he could use a bit of 
encouragement. Jogging out of the residence hall, Jamal saw one 
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