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A

mong the bevy of books, both popular and academic, that
promise a path to purpose, a significant number have invoked
the concept of vocation to help chart the course. Their accounts
come in a variety of forms: Christian, generically religious, and even
studiously non-religious.Yet a substantial number of these accounts
share a common set of features. They define significance partly in
terms of the subjective experience of satisfaction, they embed significance within their account of vocation, and as a result they portray
vocation as a social or occupational arrangement not yet realized,
toward which we are being called.1 In order to find significance in
life, we must hear the call and follow where it leads. The present
becomes preparatory; fulfillment lies in the future.
Embedding significance into the concept of vocation in this
way generates a series of problems that sabotage the usefulness and
attractiveness of vocation as a means for finding purpose. If vocation
is a calling, then its starting point is the one who calls.Yet the starting point for the search in significance is the place of the atomistic
individual in a liberal social order. It thus falls prey to an excessive
individualism that ultimately undermines the search for significance
and denies our nature as finite beings created by a gracious God.
Other problems flow directly from this individualistic manner of
framing the search. Because “significance” involves an individual,
subjective experience not yet enjoyed, vocation points away from
the ordinary relationships so central to our identity and toward
some future state of affairs. Vocation is severed from the ordinary
social roles we inhabit, which (if vocation is the means for finding
significance) robs these social roles of significance. Consequently,
the account of vocation in view here denigrates the ordinary labor,
paid and unpaid, that is rendered by large swaths of the human population. Caring for children or aging parents, driving a truck full of
food from a nondescript warehouse to an equally nondescript distribution center, and numberless other forms of labor can no longer
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be understood as vocations, because they do not provide the significance that is sought. The final problem is the direct corollary of this
denigration: because vocation (that is, a life of significance) is not
available within the context of ordinary labor, it becomes available
only to those whose socio-economic status permits them to find
and retain paid or unpaid positions in which truly meaningful labor
can be rendered. This account of vocation is thus hopelessly elitist.
An understanding of vocation inspired by Martin Luther can avoid
these problems. The first part of this essay examines the problems in
more detail.The second part argues that Luther used the doctrine of
vocation to resolve a potential crisis in meaning that arose because
of the disintegration of the medieval social order under the pressure
of the evangelical reforms in the sixteenth century. The third part
develops Luther’s understanding of vocation to show that it not only
avoids the problems associated with using vocation to search for significance, but also provides its own answer to the problem of significance in the modern world. This approach takes seriously both the
one who calls and the concrete relationships into which he calls us.
Problems
Using the concept of vocation as a means for helping people find
significance in life is not new. Max Weber addressed the search for
meaning at the turn of the previous century in his lecture “Science
as Vocation.”2 The roots of this search lie deep in the soil of the transition to modernity. While a variety of historical factors contribute
to today’s obsessive search for meaning, two are particularly relevant
for the purposes of this article: the breakdown of the well-integrated
medieval social order and the gradual relocation of authority from
outside the subject to within the subject.3
The medieval European social order was characterized by relationships that integrated nearly everyone into a coherent, meaningful whole in which each could understand him- or herself to play
an important role—the so-called corpus Christianum. The twelfth-
century thinker John of Salisbury compared this social order to a
human body, likening the prince to the body’s head, officials and
soldiers to the hands, and common laborers to the feet. “So long as
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the duties of each individual are performed with an eye to the welfare of the whole,” he wrote, “so long, that is, as justice is practiced,
the sweetness of honey pervades the allotted sphere of all.”4 What is
important here is not simply that everyone has a place in the social
order, but that “otherwise disparate individuals and interests are reconciled and bound together. John adopts a ‘physiological’ approach
to the political organism, according to which all of the organs cooperate reciprocally in order to achieve a common purpose.”5 Two
elements of John’s depiction are striking. First, John considers even
common laborers to be part of the body politic, unlike Aristotle,
who presupposed that a certain class of individuals will live in the
polity without being members of the body politic.6 Laborers are
not, in the medieval social order, outsiders who contribute to the
body politic without enjoying its benefits. They are full members
who are to enjoy the benefits precisely because they are organs vital
to the functioning of the body politic. Second, the body politic
is united into a body by virtue of the common purpose at which
all the organs aim. That common purpose, in turn, extends significance to the labor of each member of the body politic. The labor
of common laborers is different—and has a different dignity, on the
medieval understanding—than the labor of rulers or clergy, but their
labor nonetheless makes a vital contribution to the well-being of
the whole.
This social order cohered well with an understanding that moral
authority is located outside the subject. Moral authority—that is,
the standard that determines what is good and ought to be pursued
over against what is bad and ought to be avoided—was thought to
lie in scripture or the nature of goodness (a more Platonic articulation) or the nature of human beings (a more Aristotelian approach).
The kind of life one ought to live, the kinds of goods one ought to
pursue, and the way in which one ought to structure one’s relationships were not matters for the individual to choose; they were given
by scripture and reality. According to both revelation and reality, on
the medieval way of thinking, the individual flourishes by directing her life to something higher than herself, particularly the body
politic and contemplation of God. Accordingly, the medieval social
order provided each individual with a social context for directing

LU T H E R , VO C AT ION , A N D T H E S E A RC H F OR SIG N I F IC A NC E

53

herself to something higher and thus for flourishing as a human
being. Certainly not everyone submitted to scripture and reality in
their actions. One could, and many people did, choose the wrong
kind of life, pursue the wrong kinds of goods, or structure their
relationships improperly.Yet in departing from scripture and reality,
these individuals also fell short of full human flourishing.
The transition from the medieval to the modern world involved
a gradual relocation of moral authority from outside the individual
to within. People came to understand themselves as arbiters of truth
and as free choosers of their ways of life. And this is precisely the
point at which a crisis of meaning begins to plague the modern
subject. If the meaning of my life is no longer established by my
conformity with an external authority, because I myself am the
authority in my own life, then I must establish the meaning of my
own life. The situation is aggravated by the modern liberal social
order. Unlike the medieval social order, which (in theory at least)
provided a common goal toward which all human labor directly
or indirectly contributed, the modern liberal social order explicitly refuses to stipulate a substantive common goal toward which
all labor contributes, because doing so would create an authority
external to the individual, which would undermine the individual’s
status as a free chooser.
These two changes leave the modern subject seeking meaning
in or for herself because it is not provided by external authorities
or the social structure. A significant body of literature suggests that
vocation can fill the significance gap.7 This use of vocation is particularly evident in literature on higher education, which has suffered
its own crisis of significance over the past century or more in the
United States.8 The underlying problem that this body of literature
seeks to solve is the lack of meaning that afflicts people in contemporary society, particularly in the workplace—a lack of meaning
that takes the form of failing to experience work as a component of
a flourishing and integrated life. The solution is to help individuals
identify work that contributes to the flourishing of other people
while giving them what Weber calls “inner satisfactions.”9 Frederick Buechner’s definition of vocation as “the place where your
deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet” represents well
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this use of vocation to reclaim significance in the contemporary
context.10 The key claim is that significance is to be understood as
an inner sense of satisfaction that can be achieved by pursuing one’s
own interests and passions in order to meet the needs of others.
Thus, certain occupations can be understood not merely as jobs but
as callings,11 and universities can help students with the process of
vocational discernment so that they find significance not merely in
career success but in occupations and civic roles where their talents
and abilities can be employed for the common good.
This body of literature aims at two laudable goals: helping people
find work that is meaningful to them and encouraging people to
find meaning in work that helps others. The structure of the argument, however, makes a personal sense of satisfaction constitutive
of vocation along with service to others. To understand why, it is
helpful to reflect on the phrase “vocational discernment.” The goal
of vocational discernment is to help individuals attend to the voice
of the caller, as it were—to identify and interpret the clues that
indicate which direction one ought to proceed in one’s life. One
important clue is the needs of others. However, what sort of work
an individual will find fulfilling is another important clue. This
point is not necessarily explicitly maintained in the literature, but
it is abundantly reinforced by the exposition. For example, David
Cunningham contends that finding one’s vocation can be understood in terms of exploring “the inner world of the person who
is exploring, . . . and the outward realm.”12 To draw on language
from ecclesiology, this account of vocation makes the individual’s
feeling of significance part of the esse of vocation. If an individual
does not experience a personal sense of significance in a particular
occupation or social role, then, by definition, the individual is not
in a vocation, even if the individual is serving others. Yet some of
our vocations arise without any inner soul searching, quite apart
from any act of discernment on our part, and absent a sense of significance about our work in those roles. In such cases, “vocational
discernment” might mean coming to understand an existing relationship as an opportunity to find significance in providing care I
would not have chosen to provide on my own. Significance might
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thus belong not to the esse of vocation, but to the bene esse of the
individual in a vocation.
The underlying problem is that the understanding of vocation in play here remains overly individualistic despite its salutary
emphasis on helping others. Its focus on the individual’s “personal
meaning and happiness” caters to an understanding of our roles in
the world as places of individual satisfaction rather than places of
responsibility, to use Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s phrase.13 Such descriptions of vocation cast us as beings who can optimize the mix of
our own personal satisfaction and the good we do for others by
choosing to whom we will relate. These views of vocation are a
perfect fit for Christians seeking a place in the liberal social order
because they reassure the individual that seeking an inner sense of
satisfaction can, in fact, coexist with helping others. Yet they also
carry within them the individualistic assumptions of the liberal
social order—namely, that the task of the individual is to choose
the kind of life and the kind of relationships that will generate a
subjective sense of significance the individual could not find in
any externally imposed social order. They portray human beings as
atomistic individuals who choose which relationships to enter in
order to find meaning.
A second danger flows from this individualistic assumption.Vocation understood in this way hides from view the relationships we
cannot choose—precisely those relationships, in fact, such as kinship,
which cannot generally be abandoned without harm and yet which
require our time and energy. It leaves the impression that vocation
arises only outside of the ordinary social roles we inhabit. “Vocational discernment” as described in the body of literature described
above turns out really to be discernment of what kind of occupations or full-time volunteer work college students should pursue
when they graduate.14 While the literature certainly focuses on the
philosophical and theological questions related to significance, and
while it encourages a kind of liberal arts reflection on the sorts of
occupations and volunteer work that might prove to be significant,
its focus on occupation and civic roles directs attention away from
other social roles and activities that we have typically also taken
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to be central to human flourishing (our own and that of others):
friendship, intimate partnerships, parenting, caring for aging parents,
participating in local voluntary associations, being a good neighbor,
and the like. It thus runs the risk of severing those ordinary social
roles from our human search for significance.
Because this understanding of vocation obscures the importance
of the ordinary social roles we inhabit, it likewise risks devaluing the
paid and unpaid labor of a large swath of the human population. It
is within these ordinary relationships that we expend much of our
labor—not simply the work for which we are paid, but much of the
time and energy that we expend for the benefit of others. This is
Luther’s point when he suggests that a father who changes his child’s
diaper is carrying out a work of great significance both to God and
to his fellow human being.15 The significance of changing a child’s
diaper cannot be overstated—the infant who cannot care for himself
relies on the labor of others to remain clean and healthy. Likewise,
the servant girl who milked cows in a late medieval home was an
integral part of the economic well-being of the household, providing services that kept children and adults nourished and healthy in
exchange for the wages she earned, and enabling other members of
the household to carry out activities that likewise contributed to
its well-being.16 Much of our labor is expended in the most ordinary of ways that may or may not generate any “internal sense of
satisfaction” but that are nevertheless of the greatest significance for
those for whom our labor is expended. The significance of human
work—whether paid or not—may therefore arise as much or more
from outside the one who labors than from within.17 Yet, if significance is less about a sense of inner satisfaction and more about the
way in which our labor contributes to the flourishing of those we
serve in our various social roles, then any account of vocation must
surely make a place—perhaps a prominent place—for the very ordinary acts whose significance, while rarely noted or appreciated, is
nevertheless undeniably grounded in benefits we provide to others.
A final danger follows upon the previous ones. Understanding
vocation as significance entails a kind of elitism. If nursing, for example, is a calling and not just a job, then what of accounting? Or driving a waste collection truck? And, to heighten the tension, if higher
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education is to help students identify their vocations, then what of
the students who attend an institution that has no such center to its
curriculum and provides no overarching account of the significance
of work? And what about those who do not have the opportunity
or desire to attend college at all? Vocation, it would seem, is either
restricted to certain jobs, or it is attainable only by those with the
time and resources to obtain a bachelor’s degree from an institution
with a strong liberal arts foundation.18 So limited, vocation is no
longer a calling which anyone may hope to hear and follow, but a
privilege arbitrarily distributed to a select few on the basis of accidents of history such as economic status or social capital. Vocation
so understood is hopelessly elitist.
Luther’s Use of Vocation
Luther used the doctrine of vocation to address a different
potential crisis of meaning in the wake of the evangelical reforms
in Lutheran territories. In the medieval social order, as mentioned,
each estate contributed a particular kind of labor for the well-being
of the whole: rulers directed, soldiers protected, serfs fed, and so on.
However, what we might call spiritual labor also had an important
place in the social order. In fact, spiritual labor was tightly integrated
into the overall economic functioning of the late medieval social
order, because grace, understood as a substance, could be given a
value and transferred from one party to another. A closer look at
the value of spiritual labor in the late medieval social order will help
illuminate Luther’s use of vocation.
According to late medieval theology, certain acts by Christians
earned merits. Merits above and beyond those needed for salvation were added to the treasury of merits, which was administered
by the church. Naturally, some Christians earned more merits than
others. The saints had contributed a substantial number of merits
to the treasury, but the monastic men and women who could keep
the counsels of perfection likewise contributed to the treasury. The
work of the spiritual estate was therefore not merely to mediate
God to human beings, but also to do the works that earned merits
and so increase the size of the treasury.

58

LU T H E RA N QUA RT E R LY

For such spiritual labor to contribute to the common good, however, the benefits had to be available to all. At the same time, the
spiritual estate needed freedom from other forms of labor to devote
themselves to spiritual work. Thus, spiritual labor found a place in
the overall economy as one form of specialized labor. Nobles and
wealthy landowners could provide funds in exchange for merits
from the treasury—sometimes in perpetuity if they endowed masses.
Those with fewer means could gain access to the treasury of merits
in a variety of other ways, most notoriously by participating in crusades, but most frequently by purchasing indulgences.Thus, the labor
or wealth of those who could not keep the counsels of perfection
could be traded, via the universal form of exchange, money, for the
labor of those who could keep the counsels of perfection.The result
was that those who could not keep the counsels of perfection could
nevertheless see their labor as contributing to the kind of spiritual
ends that were so important in medieval life.
The Lutheran reformers’ understanding of justification thus inevitably led to social and economic changes in evangelical territories.19
Understanding grace as God’s favor shown to sinners for the sake of
Christ rather than a substance granted by God for the performance
of certain acts implies that it cannot be transferred from one party
to another. It can no longer be the object of an economic exchange.
Whatever makes an individual’s life more rather than less Christian
was no longer located in the religious practices of the monastic institutions but rather in the faith of each Christian. Once the monastic
institutions could no longer claim any particular significance in the
economy, the need to maintain them dissolved. The role of priests
changed from that of retailers of grace (to put the matter crassly)
to proclaimers of grace—a change, in economic terms, from selling
goods to selling services. Spiritual labor as it had been conceived in
the late medieval social order no longer held any value in Evangelical territories.
The new social and economic order that arose on the basis of
this theology stood at a significant distance from the late medieval
social order. Christian life was secularized, as it were, when it was
moved out of the monasteries and into the everyday world. It would
no longer be entirely clear to any given individual how his or her
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everyday life contributed to spiritual ends, since Luther’s maid milking the cow no longer milked to produce the kind of goods that
could be exchanged for the spiritual goods she could not acquire
in her current way of life. The question of significance could thus
arise, because the new social order opened a rift between Christian
life and economic activity—that is, between faith and work.20 In
fact, it could be argued that Luther’s theology helped to secularize
society by separating questions of faith from other domains of life.
On this reading, Luther becomes the progenitor of the transition to
modernity that has created the very lack of significance for which
the doctrine of vocation is supposed to provide an answer.21
However, reading Luther in this way misses an important aspect
of his theology. Luther knew well that economic activity could be
separated from faith; his understanding of the first commandment
showed him that any human activity—economic, social, political, or
even religious—could be separated from faith in Christ. Economic
activity is not unique in this respect. Even as Luther secularized
the Christian life, therefore, by collapsing the distinction between
those who kept the counsels of perfection to earn grace on behalf
of the entire Christian community and those who benefited from
this treasury of grace by confessing, receiving the sacraments, and
endowing religious communities for the performance of masses, he
likewise sanctified everyday life by arguing that the life of faith is
embedded in concrete social and economic relationships—or, rather,
that the concrete economic and social relationships in which human
beings live are precisely the context in which Christians “fear, love,
and trust God above all things.”22 His two theses in The Freedom of a
Christian (“A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all”23) capture not only the freedom of Christians, but also the divine significance of our everyday activities. Changing diapers does not merely
provide one’s cottage industry with future workers, but also enacts
God’s love toward the vulnerable and helpless. Thus Luther writes
that faith sees the “divine approval” that adorns all the “insignificant,
distasteful, and despised duties” that go with childrearing. It prays,
“I confess to thee that I am not worthy to rock the little babe or
wash its diapers, or to be entrusted with the care of the child and its
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mother. How is it that I, without any merit, have come to this distinction of being certain that I am serving thy creature and thy most
precious will?”24 For Luther, everyday life is imbued with sacred
meaning.
Thus, Luther emphasizes our existing relationships as the site of
our vocations. For Luther, vocation does not arise only where one’s
deep passion happens to meet the world’s needs; rather, vocations
are constituted by the concrete social relationships in which one
finds oneself.25 Wingren expressed the point this way: “But in reality
we are always bound up in relations with other people; and these
relations with our neighbors actually effect our vocation, since these
external ties are made by God’s hands.”26 As much as we might
like to discern whither God is calling us, we must always be mindful that much about our lives is already given prior to and apart
from any choices we make. Luther defined vocation to include these
existing relationships, because it is precisely in our loving service to
these neighbors that we are called to trust our gracious God. This
point becomes explicit in Luther’s argument that monastic vows are
invalid because they violate the fourth commandment.27 Before one
can choose to become a monk, one is the child of his parents and
owes his parents whatever the fourth commandment requires. If his
pursuit of monastic vows leads him to treat his parents with less love
and honor than God requires, then he is failing to love and trust the
God who gave him those parents and called him to honor them. I
should not see my existing relationships as a kind of platform from
which God wishes to launch me into a vocation.28 Rather, they just
are my vocations, and God unfolds further vocations from within
the existing ones. This emphasis on the ordinary encourages us to
pay attention to the relationships that constitute so much of our
identities apart from any decisions we make.
Further, on this account, vocation—or, to transpose the concept
into a modern key, a life of significance—is in principle available to
anyone. The qualifier “in principle” is important here. As Miroslav
Volf has pointed out, the doctrine of vocation has been abused to
justify dehumanizing labor conditions.29 We live in a sinful world
in which people treat one another poorly—and worse. However,
Luther does not claim that every Christian will always find an
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internal sense of satisfaction in every vocation. He claims, rather,
that every individual lives in association with other people whose
needs call forth the same kind of loving response from us that God
has shown us in the face of our own needs.30 If the significance of a
vocation lies first and foremost in the loving service I render to my
particular neighbor in that vocation, and if the God who loves us
both has given me all I need to serve this person, then my labor is
not in vain. It has meaning—first, for this person whom I serve, and
second, as an expression of God’s love for the person I serve. Luther’s
doctrine opens our eyes to the myriad ways in which each of us
already has specific, significant callings from God within our existing relationships.
Vocation for the Modern Age
Understood in these terms, Luther’s doctrine of vocation avoids
the problems of excessive individualism, the devaluation of ordinary
social roles and labor, and the elitism that plague certain accounts
of vocation, as outlined above. For Luther, human personhood is
grounded in the God who created and redeemed us, and it is always
bound up with the creation in which he created us.31 We are not
first and foremost self-subsisting, atomistic individuals who decide
which social roles we wish to inhabit; rather, we are individuals created and sustained by a gracious God who has placed each of us into
a specific social context with a specific family and specific neighbors
in a specific time and place. In the words of Alasdair MacIntyre, “I am
someone’s son or daughter, someone else’s cousin or uncle; . . . I
belong to this clan, that tribe, this nation.”32 Precisely because we
are procreated, none of us exists apart from these objective relationships. We are conceived as sons and daughters. The reductionistic
word “offspring” would be too weak in this case, because our biological origin always stands within a social context. Older, derisive
words that designated children born out of wedlock bear witness to
the importance of social context, as do the contemporary phrases
“genetic parents,” “gestational parent,” and “social parents.”33 Whatever else I may wish to be, and even if I wish it were not true, I am
always at least someone’s child. And as someone’s child, I am also
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therefore a grandchild, a neighbor, and often also a sibling, cousin,
and so on.
While I certainly make decisions over the course of my life, such
as whether and whom to marry, and whether and when to have
children, there is much in even these decisions that is not subject to
my choice: how close my friends remain to me, how the individual
I marry changes over the years, what our children will be like, and
so on. And it is precisely within these sometimes and somewhat
unchosen social roles that I live out my life as a Christian. Or, more
precisely, it is precisely within these social roles that the God who
reconciled me to himself in Christ uses me to care for the other
human beings he has created. Any claim to independence from these
social roles and their responsibilities is a claim to independence from
the God who called me into them. It is a rejection of my creatureliness, and therefore of my very humanity. Luther’s doctrine of
vocation highlights the relationships which are an inescapable part
of my existence. As a result, it protects against the kind of atomistic individualism that underlies many contemporary concerns about
finding significance in life.
By locating the source of significance in the divinely granted
privilege of caring for the concrete human beings whose needs confront me in the specific roles I inhabit, Luther likewise offers an
account of significance that is inherently social. Take, for example,
his account of how faith views raising a child, cited above. Luther
was aware that most human beings do not spontaneously imagine
themselves to be unworthy of smelling an infant’s full diaper, much
less of actually reaching into the mess in order to clean it up. At
best, human beings are likely to view changing diapers as one of
the necessary but unpleasant tasks that accompanies the other benefits associated with raising a child. At worst, we shirk the task as
an unwelcome and unpleasant interruption of other activities we
would rather be doing. However, in both best and worst case scenarios, the focus remains on us: on the benefits I, as a parent, derive
from my role as a parent. Such a focus on my own satisfaction stems
from the very nature of our human sinfulness; the sinner is incurvatus
in se, curved in on her- or himself. The unpleasantness of changing diapers becomes one variable in the utility calculus the sinner
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utilizes in striving to live the best possible life.34 Yet Luther invites
the Christian to understand changing diapers not as a necessary
burden associated with some more pleasant good, but as the divinely
granted privilege of caring for another human being. Not, “Is it
really my turn?” but “How could I be counted so worthy?”
On this account, significance consists not in Weberian “inner satisfactions” but in the needs met as we care for others in our vocations. While it takes faith greater than a mustard seed to find inner
satisfaction in changing a dirty diaper, it does not take much faith to
see how significant the task is for the child whose diaper is changed.
Even when the recipient of our labor is not so helpless as an infant,
our labor nevertheless has great significance for the recipients. The
truck driver is presumably not in a position to raise food for his
or her own family or to sort out which load of oranges should go
where. The logistics personnel, however, support the truck driver
by connecting growers with wholesalers, who themselves support
growers, drivers, retailers, and consumers by distributing food with
greater efficiency (and therefore greater benefit to all parties) than
any one party could do alone. Likewise, “faithful neighbors” (to use
Luther’s phrase from the fourth petition) render labor that is significant to one another in their talks across the fence—and, if there is
any truth to the proverb that “good fences make good neighbors,”
even in respecting their neighbors’ property and privacy. Examples
could be multiplied, but the point is simple: human labor finds its
significance first of all in the human needs that it helps to meet and
in the human community that it helps to build. Significance arises
objectively, from outside of ourselves, in caring for those whom
God has placed into our care.
On the other hand, this account of vocation does not denigrate
the inner sense of satisfaction so often sought by those living in the
modern social order. It provides a path for integrating the individual’s inner sense of satisfaction with his or her social context. While
Luther does not embed the feeling of significance into his definition
of vocation, he is open to individuals’ pursuing particular occupations or civic roles because they will find them fulfilling.35 Moreover,
faith sets its eyes on Jesus Christ, “who for the joy that was set before
him endured the cross, despising the shame” (Heb. 12:2 ESV).36 Faith
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perceives that Jesus gave his life in obedience to the Father—but in
willing obedience, out of love for us sinners. Fulfilling his vocation
to reconcile sinful humanity to the Father gave his work the deepest significance, because it is of the deepest significance for us. And
despite the personal cost of fulfilling that vocation, and despite the
depth of suffering it would cause him, he understood that it was in
fulfilling this vocation for sinful humanity that he would experience
joy at the right hand of the Father. Christian faith is formed by
this act of vocational fulfillment; and by God’s grace the Christian
begins, however haltingly, to find joy in undertaking the divinely
given privilege of meeting human needs.
It is this feature of Luther’s account that prevents him from denigrating ordinary labor—the labor of changing diapers or milking
cows, for example. The individual who changes an infant’s diaper,
like the individual who milks cows or governs a nation or even
proclaims the gospel in public worship, is a means by which God is
effecting his reign (left-hand or right-hand, as the case may be) in
this world. It is true that a national leader affects more people and
can effect greater good in the world than someone with a more
limited vocational scope, but it is a mistake to assess the importance
of vocations in terms of a utility calculus. Doing so would lead to
problematic—and somewhat paradoxical—conclusions. For example, if it is the duty of each individual to effect the greatest possible
good in the world, then each individual should strive for a vocational scope that is as broad as possible. Family life, domestic work,
blue collar jobs, and even low-level management jobs have rather
limited scopes, and thus it would be our duty to strive for something
greater than these jobs. If, however, everyone attained the broader
scope, then there would be no one left to accomplish the ordinary
tasks that provide basic supplies and ensure the health of those too
young, frail, or ill to care for themselves.Yet if children are not cared
for and raised, if food is not raised and transported, if goods are
not exchanged, then the world is less good. Thus, as Gilbert Meilaender observes, the utilitarian vision of acting always to increase
the amount of good in the world is possible only when most people
do not directly pursue that goal.37 Changing diapers is, it turns out,
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important for the good of the world, even if I am changing the diapers of only one or two children at a time.
There is no paradox, however, if the tasks associated with various vocations are the tasks necessary to sustain us human beings as
the kinds of created beings we are. Changing diapers is important
precisely because we are physical creatures who eat the fruit of the
earth and digest food.The same is true for milking cows and driving
trucks loaded with food. Likewise, teaching students is important
precisely because we are social creatures who attribute meanings
to our actions and social structures, who are born with only the
most basic of instincts and yet can both transmit and also enrich
our theoretical and practical knowledge structures from one generation to the next. Governing is important precisely because we are
not merely social creatures, but creatures whose social organization
requires the voluntary cooperation of a significant majority of society’s members (and, because of our now fallen nature, incentives to
render such cooperation).38 The nature with which God has created
us necessitates certain forms of labor which preserve and extend the
life which God has given us. Even ordinary labor is thus valuable,
because through it God preserves us and reigns in this world.
Luther’s doctrine of vocation therefore militates against the kind
of elitist consequences that arise when vocation is defined in part by
finding an inner sense of satisfaction in one’s work. The significance
of labor arises from the fact that God uses it to preserve, extend, and
enrich human life in this world out of his “pure, fatherly, and divine
goodness and mercy.”39 Once we no longer measure the significance
of labor by the inner sense of satisfaction that it elicits or by the
amount of good that it effects in the world, vocation is no longer
tied to certain subjective experiences or certain socio-economic
privileges. A sense of vocation—which means simply an understanding of the significance of our labors as a calling from God to
care for the people whose needs confront us in our specific social
roles—is available to anyone to whom the Holy Spirit reveals how
God uses the individual’s labor to preserve, extend, and enrich the
life of the person’s neighbors. This account of vocation offers a life
of significance to anyone with eyes to see.

66

LU T H E RA N QUA RT E R LY

Conclusion
Several important points about the search for significance follow
from the understanding of vocation defended in this article. For
one, the search for significance arises not merely out of a sense of
alienation from one’s work or from society, but also out of alienation
from the God who created and redeemed us. The desire to find a
sense of satisfaction in one’s work (paid or unpaid) arises when there
is a rupture between the work one does and the good one hopes to
accomplish in the world. The rupture manifests itself in a variety of
subjective experiences, ranging from the desire to put one’s talents
to better use to, in extreme cases, moral distress.40 The rupture often
has a social component—sometimes because of the (lack of  ) value
that a given society assigns to certain forms of labor, sometimes
because a given form of labor is remote from those who benefit
from it, sometimes because the labor demanded of one in a vocation
violates the norms of that vocation.Whatever its cause, and whatever
its social context, the rupture is a symptom of a deeper disconnect
of one’s labor, one’s faith in God to use that labor for his good purposes, and the social context surrounding one’s labor. What should
have come together as subjectively and objectively meaningful work
well received by others instead results in dissatisfaction. The possible reasons are many, but the underlying cause is the same: having
disobeyed God, we no longer love one another, and our labor is
subjected to frustration because of the curse.
Further, the subjective experience of significance is not by itself
sufficient for gauging the significance of one’s life. This observation cuts two ways. On the one hand, those who experience a nagging sense of insignificance may underestimate the good that God
accomplishes in the world through their labor. A parent who foregoes a professional career in order to spend more time with children
during their school years may well experience a subjective feeling
of dissatisfaction. Parenting is challenging, but it is not intellectually challenging in the way that many professions are, and as each
year passes, talents and training sink more deeply into the soil of a
fallow field. The parent’s labor is nevertheless significant, precisely
because children are the kinds of beings who need to be cared for,
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and God has used this parent to care for these children. On the
other hand, those who experience deep satisfaction in their labor,
paid or unpaid, may overestimate the importance of whatever it is
that gave them so much satisfaction. Another parent who stays home
with children during their school years without any dissatisfaction
or regrets, and who finds nothing but joy in caring for them, could
well have made family the idol which is supposed to provide life
with all its significance. Yet such a life—however satisfied the one
who lived it and however richly it is eulogized—is thus cut off
from the one who gives the gift of family, the one whose love was
unknowingly expressed through the parent’s care for those children
over those many years, and the one who reconciles even this sinner
to himself in Christ. Neither the feeling of satisfaction nor the feeling of dissatisfaction with one’s labor adequately captures whether
one has lived a truly, fully, significant human life.
Finally, living in vocation requires faith, in four ways. First, to live
as one called by God through Christ Jesus requires faith in Christ
Jesus. Apart from faith in Christ, one simply cannot live as called,
because it is only by faith that one hears the call. The work of the
Spirit is thus central to vocation, because the Spirit mediates the call
from the Father by creating faith in Jesus. Second, living as one called
by God within specific vocations is a form of faithful confession:
a confession that the God who has placed one in these vocations
is likewise providing whatever is necessary to carry the vocations
out. This includes not only everything included in the phrase “daily
bread,” but also our very eyes, ears, members, reason, and senses.
There are no self-made men or women.What we have is from God,
and those who live in vocation—who live as people called by God
into their specific relationships—live in faith that God has provided
and will provide what they need in their vocations. Thirdly, living
in vocation means the faith to entrust the results of our labor to the
God who calls us to it. The outcome of a person’s labor is deeply
contingent upon forces beyond the individual’s control.Viewing the
bombed remains of St. Michael’s Church in Coventry, England, or
the ruins of the Basilica of St. Benedict in Norcia, Italy, can certainly
convince one of this truth, but even parenting a three-year-old may
have the same effect. But this truth need not lead to fatalism. Instead,
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living in vocation means trusting that God will use my labor to
accomplish what he wishes to accomplish in this time and this place.
As Meilaender notes, “we do not seek to understand the meaning
of neighbor-love apart from such trust.”41 Finally, living in vocation
may mean trusting that the God who has reconciled me to himself in Christ will one day overcome the rupture I now experience
between my labor and a sense of significance. Not every form of
labor in this sinful world generates a sense of satisfaction, and the
human heart, beset by sin, may fail to find satisfaction in perfectly
significant labor. But God has promised to make all things new.
Living in vocation means living in that promise.
This work was supported by the Harry and Caroline Trembath Endowment
at Concordia University Irvine.
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