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INTRO

It’s a pleasure to be here at Baylor this morning. I’d like to talk with you today about a topic I think will be of interest – and that’s vocation. As young adults, you are at that stage of life where you are thinking about important choices about work– what kind of work to do and who to work for. Those are big questions, and we need some good guidelines to help us make vocational choices.

Now there are a couple of guidelines that I assume you already know. One is that there are certain professions that are just out-of-bounds for us as Christians. I’m assuming that as smart students here at prestigious Baylor University, you already know that God would not be too pleased with you giving yourself to careers in making pornographic movies or running casinos in Las Vegas or becoming a mercenary soldier.

The second guideline that I assume you already know is one that I heard quite a bit about when I was in college, and it’s this. That you don’t have to be an African missionary or a preacher in order to do “Kingdom work.”  I assume that you have been taught here at Baylor that this is no sacred/secular dichotomy and that going into the vocation of business or engineering or law or art can be just as “spiritual” as becoming a preacher or a missionary or going into urban ministry.

These two guidelines are good and necessary. But they are not sufficient. Additional critical thinking is needed.

You see, followers of Jesus Christ should understand that they have already been given their principal vocation, their principal calling, for this life. 

If you are a Christ-follower, then your vocation is to use all your God-given power –your abilities, your skills, your education, your wealth, your experiences, your social networks, your citizenship, your passions—and you are to employ it in advancing His Kingdom purposes. 

You see, Christianity is all about the Kingdom of God. Unfortunately, often in our churches we have narrowed the “gospel” down to a very individualistic thing about Jesus dying on the cross to pay for our sins so we can go to heaven. That is a very crucial part of what the Gospel is, but it is definitely not the whole Gospel. Jesus came preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom. Jesus defined salvation as “entering the Kingdom of God.” Biblical Christianity teaches that Jesus is a lot more than my personal Savior, or your personal Savior. He is that –and that is marvelously good news--but He is also much more. The Gospel of the Kingdom isn’t just about making you and me right; it’s about making all things right. It’s about the creation of the new world—what Revelation calls “the new heavens and earth”—a world ruled by God with perfect love and justice. It’s a world where, the Bible says, there will be no suffering, no pain, no tears, no war, no hunger, no oppression, and no death.

The truncated gospel that it often preached in our churches, unfortunately, does not capture the full and grand and glorious reality of Jesus’ redemptive work. Jesus’ work is not exclusively about our individual salvation, but about the cosmic redemption and renewal of all things. God’s grand plan is nothing less than the restoration of paradise and the bringing into being of the fully consummated Kingdom of God in the New Earth and New Heavens. God’s plan is to advance all His kingdom values – the values of justice and peace and truth and health and grace and solidarity and many other beautiful values – here on earth. That’s why Jesus told us to pray: “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on EARTH as it is in heaven.”

[Hold up J Choung book]
Now if this is an unfamiliar way of thinking about the Gospel, I’d like to commend this book to you, called True Story. I think it’s the best thing that’s been written for college students on what the Gospel of the Kingdom really is. It’s from InterVarsity Press and it sells for $10. I bought 100 of them expressly for the purpose of making them available for poor college students. So if you want a copy, come see me. If can offer a couple bucks for it, great, if not, it’s my gift to you. 

So let me repeat. Being a Christian means that you have entered the Kingdom and your principal vocation in life is to bring foretastes of the consummated Kingdom into this broken world. The Kingdom is marked by shalom – by health, and wholeness, by beauty, and justice, by sufficiency and security. There is no despair, no oppression, no disease, and no warfare in the consummated Kingdom. Jesus taught us to pray that His Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven. Our principal vocation as Christ-followers is to give people foretastes of that Kingdom.

The ways we do that by advancing the values of the Kingdom. 

Therefore, we another guideline in order to make good vocational choices. It is this:

We should seek to choose jobs that offer the best opportunities for directing your creative talents toward the end of advancing the values of the Kingdom of God. 
You see, it’s not enough to just NOT go into pornography or gambling and it is not enough to say: I don’t have to go into “full time Christian ministry” in order to advance the Kingdom. It’s OK for me to get a secular job.” 

It is true that so-called sacred vocations aren’t inherently superior to so-called secular vocations. But saying that does NOT mean that any and all secular vocations—as long as they’re not on the morally prohibited list—are created equal. A job at Company A may provide you with more opportunities to advance Kingdom values than a job at Company B.

You see, we are made in God’s image and God is a creator. That means we are fundamentally creative beings. God has endowed each of us with creative talents. We need to be investing those creative talents in places that use them to advance the Kingdom. You see, some secular organizations and companies are engaged in putting creativity to work in innovations that are substantive and important, innovations that advance health or environmental stewardship. Other secular companies and organizations display tons of innovation that simply produces more needless things and new waste. 

In some companies, creative talent is directed toward the end of finding answers to important problems in our broken world. In other companies, creative talent is directed toward providing answers to “problems” that are not really problems. I’m thinking of the endless efforts that go into cosmetic changes in packaging; I’m thinking about the development of new flavors of cat food, or new colors of lipstick. Now, working for a company that directs the bulk of its creative energy in these directions isn’t morally wrong. But why as a follower of Christ would you choose to give your creative talents to these sorts of exercises, when you could employ them instead in businesses or organizations that are actually making substantive improvements? 

In a world as broken and needy as ours, with all the talent and privilege that God has granted you, are you going to give 50 years of working life towards creating new flavors of cat food?

Our creative talents should be deployed in advancing the values of the Kingdom of God. I’ve been working on a list of Kingdom values and I’ve come up with 15. I’m sure it’s not an exhaustive list, but it provides a starting point for reflecting.

· Solidarity

· Equity

· Community

· Compassion

· Justice

· Creation care/sustainability

· Accessibility

· Economic Sufficiency

· Beauty

· Health/wholeness

· Peace

· Reconciliation

· Creativity

So what I want to do now is show you some examples of companies and nonprofits that advance some of these Kingdom values. Most of them are secular organizations. My hope is that this exercise expands your horizons, broadens your vocational boxes a little bit. So let’s jump in.

My first example is a good one for all you future scientists and engineers out there. 

EXAMPLE:  Waste Management Technology: PyroGenesis

In Montreal, a firm called PyroGenesis has refined a process, called plasma arc gasification, in which solid waste is shredded and fed into a furnace where extreme electrical charges bring the temperature above 3,000 degrees. After an hour or so, waste material breaks down into its molecular building blocks, leaving three usable byproducts: a combustible synthesis gas that can be converted into steam or electricity; metal ingots that can be resold and melted down again; and a glassy solid that can be processed into material for floor tiles or gravel.

I don’t know who is behind this good idea and whether they’re Christians or not. I do know that PyroGenesis is advancing some important Kingdom principles.

In the kingdom of God, we are to value the creation. We are to emphasize sustainability over disposability. 

American society has been described as the “throwaway culture.” In 2005, Americans threw away about 250,000 tons of cell phones that were still usable. (Papanek, 264) This “e-waste” leaks toxins into the water and take up lots of space in landfills.

As Christians committed to environmental stewardship, we should be imagining pursuits in business or engineering that we can take to fight the “disposability culture.” We need Christians to figure out how to make products that are longer lasting and that are composed of elements that can be disassembled into reusable constituent parts. In short, there is a huge place for Christians to do the kind of stuff that PyroGenesis is doing.  As engineers, perhaps you’ll be able to work for a company like them. And if not, and you have a choice between two different engineering firms, at least you should think about what those firms do and whether one of them is more shaped by an ethic of sustainability than the other, and let that fact help guide your employment decision.

Here’s my second example. This one is for all you creative arts folks out there:

EXAMPLE: Creative Arts: BuildABridge International Build A Bridge

In Philadelphia there’s a very creative nonprofit organization called BuildaBridge. Its mission is to “Bring hope and healing through the arts and engage artists in service to others.”


-- BuildaBridge’s “Healing Place” initiative is an 8-week program using the dramatic arts to teach parents and teachers about how to help children who have experienced trauma. They work with kids who have been victims of disasters or crime or abuse. Using drama and the visual arts and music they bring restoration and healing to these kids and empower the kids’ parents with new tools for opening up communication and caring for their children.


Some of you may be thinking of going into the arts. Now there are some Kingdom principles that hopefully you have considered as you think about relating your faith to a vocation in the arts. For example, Christians in the arts should do a lot of good thinking about the Kingdom values of beauty and of truth and how through their art they can advance beauty and truth. What I love about BuildaBridge is that it has also thought about another Kingdom value, which is the value of healing. Think of the central role that healing played in Jesus’ ministry.  

My 3rd example is for all you pre-law folks. I hope some of you will come up today and ask me about my work with the International Justice Mission, a Christian human rights agency that rescues children from forced prostitution and bonded slave labor around the world. I’d certainly like a lot of you to consider one day putting your law degree to work for us. But I wanted to share a different example of creative lawyering today, one that comes from Atlanta, GA.

Law: Hernan, Taylor, and Lee’s LawyerMobile

In Atlanta, three 30-something lawyers left their corporate jobs and began offering legal service to immigrants. They have a 32-foot mobile office that they take to soccer matches and into apartment complexes and Hispanic grocery stores to reach out to immigrants, legal and undocumented, to aid them. The firm has defeated anti-immigration ordinances in several Georgia counties. 

These men are advancing the Kingdom values of justice and also of solidarity, because they recognize the vulnerability of immigrants in our present, ugly anti-immigration climate and they are choosing to stand with the alien and the stranger. They are also advancing the Kingdom principle of accessibility by going out to where the immigrants are to offer them a helping hand.
My next example is for you economics and finance majors:

Banking: ShoreBank


ShoreBank is the U.S.’s largest and oldest bank focused on community development. Since 1973, it has invested $2 billion dollars in underserved, low-income communities. It has helped make possible 43,000 units of affordable housing and has made $40 million in small business loans to mostly inner-city businesspeople. One of the really creative things it has done is invent an investment vehicle called “Development Deposits” – these are money market and CD-type investments that offer the same features and rates as regular deposit accounts and are backed by the same protection of the FDIC, but the money is used specifically for community development investing.


ShoreBank is advancing the Kingdom values of economic sufficiency and of equity, by creating economic opportunities for low- and moderate-income people. 

For you business majors and marketing folks, and communications people, this next one is for you.

EXAMPLE: Social Compact

Social Compact is a Washington DC-based firm whose mission is to catalyze business investment in the inner city by providing city officials and potential investors with more accurate information about urban communities. You see, most often the information about distressed innercity neighborhoods is one-sided – it is a catalog of all the deficits and problems of the community, like aging housing stock or overcrowing or high crime and unemployment rates. Well, that picture doesn’t tell the whole truth about these neighborhoods. And telling the truth is important. Social Compact goes into communities and maps their assets. It looks at publically available data and tells the other side of the story – it tells about the purchasing power of residents and about the true population size and the market value of housing. And by presenting this fuller, more truthful and accurate picture of the inner city, they point out the emerging markets offered by these neighborhoods. This had led to new business investment in these communities, creating new jobs and spurring economic growth.

And here’s my final example:

EXAMPLE: Criminal Justice: Genesee County Police Department

Perhaps you are interested in a career in law enforcement or some kind of political or legislative career. If you wanted to advance the Kingdom values of safety and of reconciliation, you might consider getting involved in the Restorative Justice movement. 


In Genesee County, NY the police department has adopted a restorative justice approach and is partnering with several local congregations and nonprofits in their Genesee Justice initiative. It involves 3 basic things:

1. Faith-based services to crime victims. This includes grief counseling, church-based prayer and memorial services, and several avenues for victim involvement in the criminal justice process—such as victims speaking at sentencing or at parole hearings. 

2. Second, Genesee Justice sponsors victim-offender conferences in which the two meet face to face, along with a trained mediator from the faith community. In these sessions, victims have opportunity to share their feelings about the crime and the harm it caused and to ask the offenders questions. Offenders have the chance to apologize and to talk about their experiences in the past and how the crime has affected them. This can be an amazing, intense avenue for reconciliation.
3. Third, Genesee Justice oversees special “alternative sentencing” programs through which justice officials, offenders and victims devise community service sentences rather than jail time (or with a mix of some limited jail time).
Concluding Recommendations

Well I hope that this presentation has broadened your vision a bit for what you can do in your chosen vocation to advance Kingdom values. Let me conclude by mentioning a few pieces of advice.

1. Pursue Community

The first piece of advice is although I hope you feel excited about deploying your creative talents in Kingdom pursuits, I suspect that when you begin moving in that direction you will encounter some obstacles. Frankly for some of you, the biggest obstacle will be your parents. 

Taking seriously the things I’ve talked about today means that you may find yourself deciding to take a lower-paying job because it is with a company or nonprofit that is advancing Kingdom values more than some other firm that may have given you a better offer. Your parents may have a hard time approving of this. Or perhaps you’ll get a very tempting employment package offered you by the cat food companies. Choosing to sacrifice in order to pursue a job that better facilitates the use of your talents in a Kingdom direction may not be easy. So you need to put yourself in a community of like-minded Christians who will support you. You need some peers who will help you make the tough decisions, and you will challenge you and speak into your life when they see you wanting to simply make the easier choice of money and comfort.  

2. Get Involved in Professional Societies

Secondly, in order to find out more about Kingdom-centered opportunities in your field, and in order to talk with other people who are in your same career field, you should join the professional societies that may be available to you. 

This slide lists a number of such fellowships. Now at least in theory, these should be places where you can join a conversation about what it means to be a Christian journalist or a Christian doctor or a Christian engineer. In reality, some of these organizations do a better job than others of focusing their associational life on the topic of how to advance the Kingdom as engineers, businesspeople, or journalists. Some of these groups are just about fellowship and praying for each other. But then you could help launch vigorous conversations about the creative ways Christians in your particular field can advance Kingdom values.

3. Be Intentional 

My final word of advice is simply this. Be intentional. Don’t just drift into a career or a job, following your parents’ desires or your wallet. 

The scriptures teach us that to whom much has been given, much is required. I don’t pretend to know everything that verse means. But I do know this. You and I have been given an amazing amount of power to choose vocationally. I couldn’t make this presentation in most places in the world, because it wouldn’t be very relevant. Billions of people on this earth have no real vocational options. They get up and do a job everyday that is the same job that their parents and grandparents and great-grandparents did. They don’t have the privilege, the luxury that we have been given. You and I have power – we have education, we have wealth, we have social networks, we have opportunities. We have vocational choices. We have been given much.

So be wise in how you choose. Be intentional. Take your privilege seriously and don’t waste it or think too lightly of it. Don’t take it for granted.
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