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Second Sunday after the Epiphany—Year A 

Isaiah 49:1-7 

Psalm 40:1-12 

I Corinthians 1:1-9 

John 1:29-42 

 

Everywhere we turn today, we are dealing with call and vocation.  

 

Call often has this sense of something external compelling you to some action. The tricky thing to tease 

out here is who or what is the voice calling you—is it God, Spirit, Jesus, Presence, one’s own ego, the 

dictates of society, the haunting whisper of proving oneself?  

 

Vocation has more to do with the work itself. Spiritual teacher Frederick Buechner describes it as the 

work God calls you to do, and he goes on to say that it usually meets two requirements: (a) the work 

that you need most to do and (b) the work that the world most needs done. He notes, “The place God 

calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  

 

I’ve always loved this Buechner quote—it’s a lovely way to frame vocation—and yet, it’s also important 

not to romanticize this or make this the only standard by which to measure vocation. Sometimes, the 

work that you most need to do may not be a place of deep gladness—it may be hard work, and yet, 

this hard place is where you are called by God to be. The prophets definitely had a call and a 

vocation, and yet, Jeremiah, looking up from the bottom of the cistern where he was sinking in the 

mud, might be the first to say that this work was not a place of deep gladness for him. And both call 

and vocation get even trickier when we add a third, and sometimes troublesome component, how life 

actually unfolds in reality. 

 

Isaiah lays this out before us beautifully. The Lord called me before I was born, while I was in my 

mother’s womb he named me. Isaiah definitely has a sense of God calling him, from even before he 

took his first breath, and shaping him for the work of bringing Jacob back and gathering Israel to 

God, i.e. guiding God’s people back to God. Isaiah has a deep sense of call—something laid upon him—

and he understands his vocation, his work. 

 

And then life unfolds as it does, and he comes to understand that he has utterly failed: I have labored 

in vain; I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity—not the words of one who is feeling 

successful in his vocation.  

 

Sometimes, when we are at the lowest of low points, ready to give up on the work that we understand 

is ours to do or simply feeling how life has derailed the path that we thought we were to pursue, 

sometimes, it is at that point that we receive our call anew. God says to Isaiah: “It is too light a thing 

that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the survivors of Israel; 

I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 

 

God is on a roll: “Oh Isaiah, your call is sooooo much bigger than you thought it was going to be—it 

isn’t just to bring Jacob and Israel back to me, but you’re like a beacon shining out making known my 

desire for wholeness for all people reaching all the way to the end of the earth. And by the way Isaiah, 

your vocation isn’t about your success or your failure or even how they respond to you at all, your 

vocation is about YOU—YOU’RE to be light; YOU’RE to shine a light on what wholeness looks like.” 
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“And, even more,” God says, “your vocation is actually about me—[I] the Lord, who is faithful, the 

Holy One of Israel, has chosen you.” 

 

The psalmist has a little different take on call and vocation, a much more personal and embodied 

approach. Here, things are clearly not going well; in fact, things are quite desolate. Think about all the 

things that can lay us low—illness, injury, death, loss, or any of these events afflicting those we love; 

think about those things over which we have no power—the impacts of floods, fires, brutal cold, storms, 

hurricanes; think about those things that have the capacity to shake our foundations and shatter our 

confidence—a whole lot of things can put us in the desolate pit. Got a feel for what this pit feels like in 

your own life? 

 

The psalmist takes it from there: I waited patiently upon the Lord; he stooped to me and heard my 

cry. He lifted me out of the desolate pit, out of the mire and clay; he set my feet upon a high cliff and 

made my footing sure. The psalmist knows the pit, but he also has a sense of God’s presence. And 

this doesn’t mean everything is hunky dory, smooth sailing; no, God sets the psalmist’s upon a high 

cliff. I, for one, am afraid of heights; I can feel the breath go out of me and get dizzy just thinking about 

standing on a high cliff, but the psalmist has this sense of God making his footing sure. There is 

something solid here, even amidst the hard stuff.  

 

And from that solid place in the scary place, the psalmist hears a new call: “He put a new song in my 

mouth…” People are watching us, and they stand in awe when they see us come out of the pit and risk 

the high scary places—and watching this process, they are then willing to put their trust in God. 

 

The thing about making these kind of journeys—down into the pit, up the high scary places—is that all 

the nonsense gets stripped away. The psalmist gets super clear, God doesn’t want his sacrifices and 

burnt-offerings and sin-offerings; God wants him: “Behold, I come.” “I come.” 

 

There’s nothing to buffer here between God and us; there is an intensity and an intimacy—the psalmist 

simply brings himself; we are the offering that God desires most. 

 

This out-of-the-pit journey changes us; it loosens our tongue; it causes us to speak of God’s 

faithfulness and deliverance; it causes us to not conceal God’s faithfulness and love; something wells 

up in us, and we have to tell the story of what we have experienced and moved through and how we 

have sensed God’s presence with us. The psalmist ends with understanding that God’s compassion 

is everything and that God’s love and faithfulness are what keep us safe forever.  

 

Again, this doesn’t mean that things won’t be hard or that we won’t suffer, but whatever befalls us, in the 

big, big picture, at the 30,000-foot level, we are safe, enfolded in that Divine compassion, love, and 

faithfulness that holds us throughout eternity. 

 

Paul adds his two cents into this reflection on call and vocation today. I Corinthians keeps it pretty 

simple: You are not lacking in any spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus 

Christ. He will also strengthen you to the end.  

 

Paul is under no illusion—our call and vocation are not always clear; sometimes we have to wait for 

the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ—but Paul is emphatic that we have what we need right now 

in the waiting time and that we will be given all the strength we need all the way to the end. When 

you have no idea where your journey is heading, this is a powerful place to fix our gaze and our hope. 
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And then we come to John’s gospel with a bit different call story than we get in Mark, Matthew, or 

Luke.  

 

Here, John the Baptist keeps pointing to Jesus and saying, “Look, here’s the Lamb of God.” Kind of 

a weird way to describe somebody, but it does pique two of John’s disciples’ curiosity, so they follow 

Jesus. When Jesus turned and saw them following, he said to them, “What are you looking for?”  

That perennial question: “What are you looking for?” Put yourself into that scene—how would you 

answer Jesus? It’s okay if you don’t have a clue—John’s disciples didn’t know. All they could come 

up with was to ask this Teacher, “Where are you staying?”   

 

Whether they knew it or not, their answer had given their heart’s desire away. They weren’t seeking a 

WHAT, they were seeking a WHO.  

 

Jesus saw straight through to the desire of their soul: He said to them, “Come and see.” They came 

and saw where he was staying, and they remained with him that day. The WHAT they were seeking 

was a RELATIONSHIP with a WHO. 

 

Our call will always be intertwined with a WHO; our vocation will always work itself out in 

relationship with other WHO’s, both in the discerning of it and in the living of it. While our call may 

compel us, at its heart, at its best, it comes to us as an invitation, “Come and see, come and experience, 

come and dwell, come and remain, drink deep first of me, and then we’ll be about the work together.” 

 

Life rarely unfolds as we picture it will; life often throws us a curve; and sometimes, lands us in the 

desolate pit. Call and vocation are no strangers to these territories, and yet, even here, we have every 

reason to hope and rejoice. It doesn’t matter what our outer conditions are—God hasn’t given up 

on us; God is with us in deeper ways than we ever would have imagined, maybe even in ways we 

wouldn’t have known were it not for the time in the pit.  

 

God has placed a new song in our mouth; God is equipping us with all we need—we’ll have the 

strength we need, all the way to the end—and even while we search and search for our path and the 

meaning of our life, even search for the meaning of this one they call the Lamb of God, even while 

we have no idea about so many things, our heart yearns for Jesus and he answers, inviting us to 

come and see and 

 delighted when we decide to remain with him.  

 

He’s no stranger to the pit. He’ll remain with us when it gets Good Friday dark, and we feel 

absolutely forsaken. He’ll remain us when we move through the veil of death; he’ll hold onto us in 

the tomb while we wait; and he’ll put a new song in our mouth as we greet the resurrection dawn.  

 

The details of our call and vocation may change over the course of our lives, but Jesus is the same 

yesterday, today, and tomorrow—he is the Alpha and the Omega.  

 

As we remain with him, our footing will be sure—no matter our call, no matter our work, no matter 

what we most need to do or the world most needs to have done—and we will have all the strength we 

need to sing the new song God places in our mouth. Amen. 
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