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I fell in love with the ideas of discernment and vocation or calling when I began discernment for 
the priesthood—or at least that’s when I received the language to describe it.  
 
The “discernment process” for Episcopal clergy is fairly intense. It varies slightly across 
dioceses, but I participated in several group discernment sessions and multiple interviews with 
the bishop, the vestry, and others; did a lot of writing; went on retreats with the others in 
discernment; completed physical and psychological evaluations; and checked a lot of other 
boxes. It took about three years before seminary and then three years at seminary to complete 
the many phases of the official discernment process—and then I was ordained a deacon, and 
not quite a year later, a priest. 
 
But that’s just one small part of the story, for me and everyone. In the Episcopal Church, we do 
sometimes use “discernment” and “vocation” just to talk about clergy and discernment for holy 
orders—it’s true that the words were used so many times during those years that it’s a wonder 
they didn’t lose their meaning, or become distasteful to me. But the truth is that we all have 
vocations, more than one, and that discernment, the art of making good decisions, is vital for all 
of us.  
 
Can you identify your vocations, current or future? We all want to know what God wants us to 
do—and, more than that, the person God wants us to become. One of the most common ways 
God communicates calling is through longing and excitement. That may sound strange, 
depending on what you’ve learned in the past. Christianity sometimes has the bad habit of 
telling us that if we want something, that isn’t what God wants. But what God wants us for us to 
live full, abundant, joyful lives. God wants us to find what makes us come alive and then do 
more of that. God wants us to nurture the spark in ourselves that could set the world on fire with 
love and life. 
 
Can you think of a time you’ve seen someone on fire this way, passionately living into their 
calling? I’m sure I could think of plenty of churchy examples—any one of the saints depicted I. 
Our stained glass would probably do—but this weekend I’ve been thinking of actor and producer 
Chadwick Boseman, probably best known for his role as the Black Panther in the Marvel 
Cinematic Universe films. Boseman died at home on Friday at age 43. This came as a surprise 
to fans, but not to those close to him. Boseman had been battling stage III and then stage IV 
colon cancer since 2016, filming between chemotherapy and surgeries—and as a result helped 
create a number of powerful and meaningful films. He had a vocation, and lived it to the end. 



 
Moses, in our Old Testament reading, also has a vocation, a calling, and this morning we hear 
his call story. It’s one of my favorites, for several reasons. First, the burning bush. How long do 
you think God tried to get Moses’ attention before getting to the point of “I need a tree in the 
wilderness that burns with fire but isn’t consumed by the flames”? Anyway, it works: Moses just 
has to investigate. And as he grows closer, God speaks to him, in a back-and-forth we get 
multiple times in Old Testament stories: God calls someone by name and they reply, “hineni,” 
“here I am.” 
 
This space of calling is holy. Moses needs to remove his shoes and stand grounded on the 
earth. And God tells Moses God’s plan for liberation. But—and this is another of my favorite 
parts—Moses feels inadequate. “Who am I to go?” He asks. Why me? Why not someone 
smarter, stronger, more well spoken, a better leader? God doesn’t tell Moses he’s better than he 
is, God just tells Moses that God will be present. And when Moses presses, wants to pin God 
down, wants a name to share, God’s answer is the famously ambiguous “I AM that I AM”  (or, ”I 
will be that I will be”)—not really an answer.  
 
And yet, because we know the story, we know that Moses does lead the Israelites to freedom. 
Not without obstacles along the way, but still, Moses looms large in Jewish history. And even 
so, here we see his ignorance, his reluctance, his fear, his uncertainty.  
 
We can be called to do something without being confident or certain. Call stories are almost 
never easy or simple, and they aren’t always happy and exciting, either. For a real wake-up call 
here, consider today’s Gospel. It’s a doozy. If you remember last week, Peter identified Jesus 
as the Messiah: Jesus' vocation. In this rating, Jesus begins to reveal to the disciples just what 
being the Messiah is going to mean: suffering at the hands of the chief priests and elders, death 
in a cross, and resurrection. 
 
We know the story, so these words don’t give us much pause. We decorate our churches with 
crosses, sign them on our bodies, wear them around our necks. But try to imagine for a moment 
just how ludicrous these words must have sounded to the disciples. 
 
They had been following Jesus for three years. They saw his miracles. They saw his charisma, 
the way he drew a crowd everywhere he went. They heard him proclaim the coming of a new 
kingdom. They hoped he was going to lead an uprising that would overthrow Roman rule—and 
yet here he was talking about willingly submitting to a painful and shameful death?! To offer 
himself up for disgrace and end his ministry?! 
 
Can anyone blame Peter for pushing back on this? And yet Jesus responds with a sharp verbal 
slap: “Get behind me Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human 
things.” And then Jesus turns to the others and offers a two-sentence summary of his teaching: 
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and 



follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my 
sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” 
 
But what does this mean? What does it mean to take up our cross, to surrender our life for the 
sake of the gospel? 
 
When we say, “ah, well, that’s his cross to bear,” we’re talking about burdens—big ones, like a 
difficult diagnosis, or small ones, like a petty annoyance. And the cross surely was a burden on 
that long road to Golgotha, but I don’t think enduring life’s burdens is what Jesus meant here. 
And this passage is sometimes used to encourage the kind of self-denial that sucks the joy out 
of life and can even be harmful in certain situations.  
 
What if carrying your cross isn’t about enduring life’s burdens, but about following God’s call to 
what makes you and the world come alive, even if it isn’t what people might expect? In a culture 
where we largely don’t have to worry about literally dying for our faith, what if losing your life for 
the sake of the Good News is about promoting justice, peace, and love in the world, no matter 
what the neighbors might think? 
 
This is harder than it sounds. It is hard because we might not feel up to the task. Because we 
might not trust God enough to take the leap. It’s hard because while God creates our longings 
and desires, they can become twisted and warped by the world, and lead us astray rather than 
in the right direction. It’s hard because it can feel like losing our life: giving up on a 5-year plan, 
having to rethink a retirement plan, risking relationships with those who don’t understand, letting 
go of a job or a home or a relationship. It’s hard. Jesus doesn’t say it will be easy, but when we 
follow the Spirit’s tug, when we turn to investigate the burning bush, when we take up our cross, 
we take the first step toward life that is more abundant than we can imagine: the life we find in 
Jesus.  


