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‘Tis the season of graduation and new beginnings. At this time every year we mark the milestone for which students have labored long and hard at schools across the land. We celebrate with graduates and their families.

As someone who speaks publicly for a living, I’m fascinated by commencement speeches. It’s a difficult art. Think of it: the speaker is usually the last thing standing between anxious graduates and the rest of their lives. It’s not an enviable place to be. Who remembers the speaker anyway, let alone the speech? What can you say that hasn’t already been said?

At college graduations these days, students often show up in outlandish attire as a way, I think, to mock the pomp and satirize the circumstance. They may not know what happens next in life, but they’d just as soon find out by getting on with it, not by being told about it. 

Tom Hanks spoke at Yale’s commencement this year. He began by telling the assembled graduates to go ahead and turn on their iphones and blackberries and get out their hand-held devices and use them during his speech. He wanted them, he said, to be sure to launch all the wisdom coming from the podium in the next few minutes into cyberspace by Twitter or on YouTube or any other way possible. 

He was joking, of course, at least about the wisdom part. He knew enough about our hyper-connected world that whether or not he wanted it, the speech would be posted on the Internet as quickly as he gave it – and it was. We’re all so well-connected through social media, he said, that “boredom has been vanquished. There’s always something to do.”

He was suggesting that, in fact, it might be good to slow down a bit, to disconnect once in awhile, to rediscover each other face to face. Hanks was not the only commencement speaker this year to address the technologically-adroit Millennial Generation about the need to pay attention to the human dimensions of life. That’s advice all of us need to hear, even if our connection to technology is more tenuous. 

Jonathan Franzen spoke at graduation at Kenyon College this year. He described “the transformation, courtesy of Facebook, of the verb ‘to like’ from a state of mind to an action you perform with your computer mouse, from a feeling to an assertion of consumer choice. And ‘liking’ in general,” he said, “is commercial culture’s substitute for loving.”

At the risk of sounding like the member of the less techno-savvy generation that I am, it seems to me that Franzen makes good sense in his commencement speech. “If you dedicate your existence to being likeable” – he says not only to the Class of 2011 but to the rest of us, as well – “and if you adopt whatever cool persona is necessary to make it happen, it suggests that you’ve despaired of being loved for who you really are.” (NYTimes, Sunday Opinion, May 29, 2011, p. 10)

It’s sometimes hard and sometimes even risky for us to be who we really are, but in the end, it’s the only way we will be truly loved.

Franzen is right. In a nutshell, the issue raised at commencement is this: who am I and what am I to do? What should I do with my life? From the point of view of people of faith, that’s a theological issue, only we ask it like this: what does God want me to do with my life?

That’s a good question, and not one confined solely to newly minted graduates. It may not offer much consolation to those finishing their education and still not sure of where they’re headed to know that a similar state of restlessness stays with us all our lives. It’s as if the search for vocation never ceases. And why should it? Our life journey takes twists and turns. We age. We change. The world changes. Life doesn’t stand still. People today are likely to have a dozen or more jobs in their lifetime. You graduates will take on careers in a few years that haven’t even been created yet. And for those moving into “retirement,” the question persists: What am I to do with my life? 

What does God want me to do with my life?

Nearly five centuries ago, John Calvin wrote that each of us has a vocation that gives our life purpose and meaning. “Each individual,” Calvin said, “has his (or her) own kind of living assigned to him (or her) by the Lord as a sort of sentry post so that he (or she) may not heedlessly wander about throughout life… God has named these various kinds of living ‘callings.’” (Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book III, Chapter X, section 6, paragraph 1)

Even Jesus had to find the “kind of living” assigned to him by God, his calling, so that he wouldn’t “wander heedlessly through life.” It did not come easily for him. 

Jesus was probably educated in the same manner as most young men at that time. He never went to graduate school or seminary, never even to college or high school. He would have received on-the-job vocational training from his father Joseph. Jesus seems to have followed his father into the family business, carpentry. There’s a scene in Mark’s gospel where someone says of Jesus, “Isn’t this the carpenter, the son of Mary?” (Mark 6:3)
Jesus probably studied with the local rabbi, as was common for boys of his day. Of course, we know he did some teaching of his own as a child. Remember the 12-year old Jesus instructing the elders in the Temple? He must have learned to read along the way; most likely he understand several languages, but like the rest of us, Jesus, had to find his way into his vocation. 

He would’ve been expected by his family and the community to keep at carpentry his entire life, but apparently it didn’t make his heart sing. He defies the norm of the day when he gives it up. He breaks with what must have been his father’s assumption about what he’s to do with his life. Maybe his mother remembers all that happened around his birth; maybe she understands why Jesus chooses to do what he thinks God wants him to do. He follows his heart – and the people of Nazareth run him out of town – his own neighbors and friends – after he announces that he has come to fulfill ancient prophecy. It can be upsetting to our families and those near to us if we choose a vocation different from what they expect of us.

Jesus doesn’t begin his healing and teaching ministry until the age of 30. He’s a second-career Messiah, taking a sharp vocational turn in mid-life. It takes him that long to come to terms with where God is leading him. He probably began working in the carpentry shop as a young teen; he resists God’s call to his true vocation for many, many years. 

If you haven’t figured out yet what to do with your life, you’re in good company. 

In today’s passage from Luke, Jesus is coming into his own with this whole Messiah business. He’s trying on his new vocation. He’s just called his first disciples. He’s been teaching and healing – and now he gets to see what his vocation will cost him. He runs up against expectations that others have of him, and he decides to ignore them and follow his passion – a good lesson for all of us trying to find our way in life. 

Luke tells us it’s the Sabbath day, which means no one is to do any work – but Jesus realizes his people are hungry. He has a choice: don’t work and they stay hungry; or work and feed them. Defying custom, he picks some grain and offers it to his disciples. It may not be what the religious authorities think he should be doing, but it’s what Jesus feels called to do. 

On another Sabbath, in the synagogue during worship, he sees a disabled man and heals him – again, breaking the law of the Sabbath by working on it. He’s growing bolder in exercising his vocation; the text says Jesus sees the man, announces what he’s going to do and that it’s not lawful, and then looks around to be sure people are watching before he heals him. Jesus is discovering that his vocation is more than teaching and healing; it’s to push those in power to see things in a completely new way. His life assignment is to give people a glimpse of what God intends for us.

What does God want me to do with my life? The question as we often hear it is: what do others want me to do with my life? If Jesus had stopped there he would never have lived into his calling as Messiah. To ask what God wants us to do is to wonder where our passion lies, where we can make a difference, where the world needs us. Who we really are.

Vocation. The root of the word is the Latin vox, or voice – as if someone were vocalizing to us, calling to us, drawing us into our life work.  “Whom shall I send,” the voice cries out to Isaiah, son of Amoz – Isaiah, the not-yet prophet. “Who will go for us?” the voice asks.

Isaiah steps into his vocation as prophet, he accepts his calling, when he replies, “Here am I, send me.”

Our Reformed theological understanding of call is less about the specifics of career and more about direction in life, about our trajectory with God through all our years. God has high hopes for us – that we would live in a way that helps with God’s overall purpose, which is to make this world a better place. “Here am I, send me.”

On a mission trip to Cuba some years ago, I remember meeting a man in Havana, a stranger, and we began a conversation. In the course of our getting to know one another he asked me what at the time I found to be an odd question. It was only in retrospect that I’ve come to appreciate it: “Cual es tu proyecto?” he said. 

What is your project? 
At first I thought he wanted to know why I was in Cuba, a short-term question. Cual es tu proyecto? But then it dawned on me that he was asking about the longer-term, about my passion in life, how I wanted to make a difference in this world, where I would leave my mark. 

In a way, that’s what Jesus wants to know of each of us: cual es tu proyecto? What will you do with your life that pleases God? Will you be part of making this world a greener place? A place where justice flourishes and peace abounds? A place where science contributes to the betterment of all? Where medical advances bring new kinds of healing? A place where reconciliation happens and hope has legs? A place where beauty is created so that others might experience it? Cual es tu proyecto?

Jesus invites us to follow him into a mutual, grand proyecto, which is el proyecto humano, the human project, the Creation project, as assigned by God – to make this world more habitable by all. You who are graduating are now part of it in new ways. Rise to the occasion, please; we could use your help. 

What does God want you to do with your life? Make a difference. Serve the poor. Teach a child. Plant a garden. Work for justice. Open a business. Love your neighbor. Build community. Lead a movement. Run a machine. Write a book. Invent something. Create a new technology.

Be who you really are, and you will be loved. 

Do anything that makes your heart sing – because if your heart is singing, surely God has written the song.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
The Great Prayer of Thanksgiving, Douglas Mitchell
One: The Lord be with you.

And also with you.

One: Lift up your hearts.

We lift them to the Lord.

One: Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

It is right to give our thanks and praise.

One: Let us pray.

Holy and mighty God, Creator of heaven and earth,

with joy we praise you and give thanks for your mercy.

You commanded light to shine out of darkness,

divided the sea and dry land,

created the vast universe and called it good.

You made us in your image

to live with one another in love.

You gave us the breath of life

and freedom to choose your way.

You promised yourself in covenant with Abraham and Sarah,

told us your purpose in commandments through Moses,

and called for justice in the cry of prophets.

Through long generations

you have been faithful and kind to all your children.  You have

given each of us a call to follow in order to serve you in your world.

Great and wonderful are your works, Lord God almighty.

Your ways are just and true.

Therefore we lift our hearts in joyful praise,

joining our voices with choirs of angels,

and with all the faithful of every time and place,

who forever sing to the glory of your name:

Sanctus
We praise you, most holy God, for sending

your only Son to live among us, sharing our joy and sorrow.

He told your story, healed the sick, and was a friend of sinners.

Obeying you, he took up his cross and died that we might live.

We praise you that he overcame death and is risen to rule the world.

He is still the friend of sinners.

We trust him to overcome every power that can hurt or divide us,

and believe that when he comes in glory, we will celebrate victory with him.

Remembering all your mighty and merciful acts,

we break bread and share one cup

giving thanks for your saving love in Jesus Christ.

As you raised our Lord from death

and call us with him from death to life,

we give ourselves to you

to live for him in joy and grateful praise.

Gracious God, pour out your Holy Spirit upon us

and upon these your gifts of bread and wine.

Make them be for us the body and blood of Christ

that we may be for the world

the body of Christ.

Send us out in the power of the Spirit

to live for others, as Christ lived for us,

announcing his death for the sins of the world,

and telling his resurrection to all people and nations.

God of healing and comfort, we pray for those in our own community who are ill, who grieve the loss of loved ones, who suffer joblessness.  We especially hold before you this morning…
By your Spirit draw us together into one body

and join us to Christ the Lord,

that we may remain his glad and faithful people

until we feast with him in glory.

Through Christ, with Christ, in Christ, in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

all glory and honor are yours, almighty God,

forever and ever. Amen. 
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