
From time to time retreatants, inquirers, and other visitors to our houses say to 
us, “What a special blessing to be called to a monastic vocation!” When this 
happens, I am quick to remind them that every vocation is a special blessing 
for a particular person: the grace to fully become the beloved creature whom 
God has envisioned each of us to be from before creation. Vocation has its first 
beginnings before we are born, emerging from the mystery of divine Love.

The call of God is present in the birth of every child of any race or nation. 
Whatever the circumstances of parents and child, the wonder of a co-creation 
with God  – conscious or unconscious on the part of the human agents – has 
taken place. A new, fragile, and glorious human person comes into being. 
Each human being is then shaped by life circumstances, personal experiences, 
and choices. 

Conscious commitment to discerning vocation begins for Christians with Holy 
Baptism, when a covenant with God is established. The Rule of Life of the 
Society of the Society of Saint John the Evangelist reminds us Brothers that the 
men whom God calls into our community “have been drawn into union with 
Christ by the power of his cross and resurrection; we have been reborn in him 
by water and the Spirit.”1 Our common and personal vocations are realized 
through prayer, worship, and service as members of a community bound in 
mutual love – as it is for all members of the Body of Christ. Our founder Father 
Richard Meux Benson teaches us that in the profession of monastic vows, 
which are rooted in the vows of Holy Baptism, “the call of God…is continuous, 
abiding, and progressive. Continuous, because…the voice of the Spirit never 
ceases to call us into deeper union. Abiding, because the wisdom of God…
is absorbed into our hearts never to perish. Progressive, because God’s voice 
will come to us in the future ever new…bringing us gifts beyond what we know 

1 Chapter 1, The Rule of Life of the Society of the Society of Saint John the 
Evangelist.(Cambridge, MA: Cowley, 1997).
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now.”2 We brothers model in a very public way the same reliance on the voice 
of God, which leads people into their ‘several vocations.’

In his book, Crossing the Jordan: Meditations on Vocation, Episcopal priest 
Sam Portaro explores the similarities between Jesus’ sense of vocation and 
ours: “John’s gospel maintains that Jesus’ gift to us is that we might have life 
in all its fullness. God’s call, the source of our vocation, is a call to life’s fullness 
along a pathway charted by Jesus.”3 Portaro reads between-the-lines of Jesus’ 
recorded words and deeds in the gospels, and posits for him a lifelong path 
of growth into his particular vocation. For example, in the hidden years, Jesus’ 
“vocational” occupation seems to have been as a carpenter. His vocation as 
messiah only begins to dawn when he is drawn to John the Baptist at Jordan. 
Even then, it only gradually takes shape as Jesus moves from hearing John’s 
message of repentance, to performing acts of healing and exorcism in Israel 
and in Gentile territory, then moving on to the final journey to Jerusalem, to 
cross and resurrection and beyond. Growth into vocation as a child of God is 
unending for Jesus – and for us all.

In Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation, Quaker Parker 
Palmer teaches, “Before you tell your life what you intend to do with it, listen 
for what it intends to do with you.”4 Palmer bids his readers to view vocation 
not as a goal to be achieved but as a gift to be received. Every life experience 
leading us into selfhood, society with others, and service, becomes a vehicle 
for God’s call to be realized in vocation. In learning our limits and embracing 
failures, we can begin to recognize God’s particular gifts for us, which infuse 
our very being and form in us our unique vocation. The mistakes made and 
sins committed as we sought to come into our own are redeemed by being 
the means through which God comes to dwell within us, inviting us to embrace 
our true selves, which is the essence of vocation in Christ.

The grace to persevere in receptivity to and wonder at the ever-evolving gift 
of being itself comes only through prayer. Periodically I examine the depth 
of my engagement with the gift of vocation by praying and reflecting on The 
Book of Common Prayer’s rite of Holy Baptism, both the Baptismal Vows5  and 
the questions following the Creed in the Baptismal Covenant.6 The former 
immerse me in the renunciations of evil and the adhesions to Jesus Christ 

2 Chapter 39, The Rule of Life of the Society of the Society of Saint John the 
Evangelist.
3  Sam Portaro, Crossing the Jordan: Meditations on Vocation (Cambridge, MA: 
Cowley, 1999).
4  Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation (Jossey-
Bass, 2000).
5 Book of Common Prayer (1979), 302-303.
6 Book of Common Prayer, 304-305.
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as the font from which all Christian vocation emerges. The latter provide a 
form of examination – in the light of God’s love – of my desires and actions, 
achievements and failures, hopes and dreams as they transform my whole self 
into that image of Christ which God ever calls me to become.

Q U O T E S  to ponder

 “Lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all 
humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love.” 
    – St Paul to the Ephesians (Ephesians 4:1-2) 

“We all have a vocation. We believe that God has placed us in this life to fill a 
special need that no one else can accomplish.” 
    – St Francis de Sales (1567-1622) 

“Vocation is the place where our deep gladness meets the world’s great 
need.”    – Frederick Buechner (1926- ) 

“If you are what you should be, then you will set the world on fire.” 
    – St Catherine of Siena (1347-1380) 

“Many people mistake our work for our vocation. Our vocation is the love of 
Jesus.”     – Mother Teresa of Calcutta (1910-1997) 

“You will know your vocation by the joy that it gives you. You will know when 
it’s right.”    – Dorothy Day (1897-1980) 

P R A C T I C E S  to try

St. Paul instructs the Colossians: “Whatever you do, in word or deed, do 
everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 
through him” (Col. 3:17). As you begin your day and/or as you begin your 
work period, pause to offer God thanks for your vocation and ask God to help 
you to do it “for the Lord” (Col. 3:23). 
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Q U E S T I O N S  to consider

In what pursuits do you experience: being most fully alive? a connection with 
God? a sense of meaning and purpose?

Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann defines “vocation” as “a purpose 
for being in the world that is related to the purposes of God.” Consider the 
various roles and duties you have in the light of Brueggemann’s definition.

In your prayer time, consider what God’s call to you looks like during this 
particular season of your life. Reflect on how your sense of call has evolved or 
changed over time, and how it is changing now. Do you sense a new direction? 
Is there anything which God might be calling you to let go of in order to move 
forward?

Reflect on your personal history and sense of limitation. Of what personal gifts 
for loving and living do they make you aware?

Take time to gaze contemplatively at your surroundings – at work, at home, in 
nature. Look and listen for God’s call to fullness of life.

Pray for the presence of Jesus with you as commence any task. Ask that you 
may discern with him elements of vocation in whatever you do.

Most of us have several “vocations.” For example, a person may be called to be 
a parent, a lawyer, a parish vestry member and an advocate for environmental 
concerns. Each of these may come with a sense of “vocation” or “calling” from 
God. Write a prayer of oblation or self-offering for each of your “vocations.” In 
the prayer, be specific about the ways you want God to help you to fulfill this 
vocation to God’s glory. 

R E S O U R C E S  to explore
Os Guinness, The Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life 
(Thomas Nelson, 2003).

This Is Our Calling, Charles Richardson, ed. Foreword by Rowan Williams 
(SPCK, 2004).

Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life: Celebrating God’s Presence in the 
World (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2013).
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Almighty and eternal God, so draw my heart to you, so guide my mind, so 
fill my imagination, so control my will, that I may be wholly yours, utterly 
dedicated to you; and then use me as you will, to your glory and the welfare 
of your people; through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.

A  P R AY E R  for vocation

Br. Jonathan Maury lives at the Monastery in Cambridge where he serves 
as Brother Pastor for the worshipping congregation and Director of the 
Fellowship of Saint John. He delights in praying lectio divina with scripture 
and Dame Julian of Norwich (and sometimes with musical and pop songs – or 
even opera arias).

The Brothers of SSJE are a community of men giving 
our whole selves over to living the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. Rooted in the ancient monastic traditions of 
prayer and community life, and critically engaged with 
contemporary culture, we seek to know and share an 
authentic experience of God’s love and mercy. We live 
a common life shaped by worship, prayer, and our Rule 
of Life. 
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