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Christian coll ege students have some @ncern for vocaion, though typically with alimited
understanding of what that means. Christian faculty can help students reframe that concernin
terms of amore cwmplete framework. Doing so in away that brings gudents’ practice of
vocaioninto the present has immediate benefits not just in their understanding of vocaion bu
also in their understanding d educdion.

The natur e of vocation

Lee Hardy has call ed for restoring the breadth and depth associated with vocation in the early
Reformation* Most use of the term vocation has narrowed it to paid occupation. Hardy points
out that eath of usis subjed to na one but avariety of particular cdlings, correspondng to our
various roles and oligations. Paid occupation may be among those calli ngs, but the relationship
between employment and cdli ng can vary grealy. In addition, we have missd the depth
asciated with vocation by faili ng to link it to the work of God. That link is more evident if we
substitute the plainer word calling: it makes no sense to spe&k of a cdl without adknowledging
the Caller. Hardy points out that the language of particular vocation (calli ng) was originally
intended to expressthe understanding that the believer’s day-to-day work and resporsibiliti es are
part of God s adivity in the world to serve those aound s.

Thereisathird dmensionin which we often truncae our understanding of vocaion, especially
asit relates to the mllege years: we speak of the search for our onetrue cdli ng (“what God
wants meto dowith my life”) asif it were aone-time decision. Coll ege students commonly look
at choosing amajor as a step toward choasing a career that they will pursuein “real life” after
college. Evenif we make the mistake of narrowing vacation to caree, we have to concede that
caeer choiceisnot aone-time event: many writers have noted that in the mntemporary climate
most individuals sroud exped to make several career changes over the murse of his or her
working life. The dynamic nature of God's call shoud be even more evident if our
understanding is appropriately broad and deep. The several particular cdli ngsto which each of
usis sibjed at agiven time aisein part from the drcumstances (including relationships) in
which we find ouselves. Changesin ou circumstances can give rise to changed ar altogether
new cdlings.

The multiplicity of cdlings can also be described in terms of the Christian’s ministry in different
areas of life. Robert Slocum frames his discusson d lay ministry in terms of having a
developing heart, a @ncept that he developsin some detail > Slocum describes four spheres of
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life (church, family, work, and government/society), concluding that if we have adeveloping
heat, “When we step into each arena, we must ask what it meansto be Christ’s personin that
place”® We can expressthis question in the language of vocation as “To what serviceis Christ
cdling meinthis tting?’ The developing heart, then, is characterized by a habitual sensitivity
to this question d cdling, and so we seethat vocaion—dscerning and respondng to God's
cdl—must have its foundation in a habit of the heart.

Collegeand “real life’

The misunderstanding of vocation identified here corresponds to a misunderstanding of the
nature of educdion. It iscommonpace to contrast coll ege with “the red world,” viewing the
former as atime and dacefor aaquiring skill s and tedhniques for future use in the latter. The
split between college and real world is often described in terms that suggest that the student
spends the allege years buil ding up an apparatus that remains inadive until graduation, when he
or she expeds to throw the switch and finally put al of the learning into action.

Educaion, havever, isnat just the transfer of knowledge and skill s. The tradition o liberal
educaion emphasizes that educationis about the formation d persons, including attitudes and
habits. Even professonal education (in which students may be espedally focused on knavledge
and skill s) can be framed in terms of formation, for gaining expertise can be cnceived in terms
of becoming an expert. Becoming an expert must include devel oping the habits and attitudes of
agoodpraditioner. Both skill and hebit are not leaned by study about, but by practice of. We
need, then, to communicae to our students—baoth explicitly and viathe manner of our courses—
the broad educaional perspedivethat “rea life” has aready begun, and that the llege years are
time to pradicethe habits needed after graduation.

Vocation during college

Most students arrive & coll ege with vocaion—in at least a shrunken form—already ontheir
agenda, in the form of questions abou selection d major or carea. Faculty have achanceto
addressthese questions, espedally in arientation courses and as advisers; in ddng so, we need to
go beyondthe questions gudents are asking to make the case for afull er understanding of
vocdion. Students exped to spend at least part of their coll ege years working ou their vocation.
Goodteadting abou vocaionwill makeit clear that this “working out” will be alife-long
pradice What the student is doing now is developing a set of habits to continue dter
graduation.

In addition, if vocationis an ongoing process then each student must ask the question o what
his or her cdling isnow, as astudent. A cal isdiscerned in circumstances, and the @llege
student—espedally the full-time, traditional undergraduate—isin some spedal circumstances.
When coll ege is viewed through the lens of vocation, the question d “what kind d person Christ
would have me bein this place” suggests that a caeful stewardship of the oppatunitiesthat are
peauliar to coll ege, especialy the oppatunities for learning. To the degreethat collegeisatime
of preparation, the student shoud view that preparation as God s work of preparation for service
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that He has not yet reveded. The dhange to a perspective of stewardship and d listening for
cdlsin urexpeded dredions has the potential to transform the perception d unwelcome
constraints (such as degree requirements) into blessed oppatunities.

This represents afundamental shift in approach to vocaion. What was a question for the oll ege
yeasabou what to doafter graduation has been transformed into a habit to begin practicing
now, and which will continue beyond gaduation.

Branching out: college asreal life

As we guide students to a deeper understanding of vocation, this sift provides us with a chance
to further transform their attitude @ou their coll ege educaion. If one needsto begin practicing
in the present the life-long habit of attentivenessto God s cdli ng, what does that say about other
habits one will need after coll ege? Making this question explicit opens a breach in the asssumed
wall between college and“red life.” By how they live and work during coll ege, students are
learning habits and attitudes that will persist in life dter college.

Some extra cae may berequired in order to bring the sense of real life dl the way into the
classoom. We dl have atendency to partition ou lives, and ore way to ded with bringing
vocdaioninto the present is to shift it from the compartment labell ed “schod and work” to the
one labelled “spiritual.” Students at a Christian college likely encounter plenty of
encouragement to think of spiritual matters, including practices and habits, as matters to culti vate
in the present.

But vocdionis aspecia oppatunity to integrate wllege and later life predsely because it cuts
aaoss sich bourdaries, integrating the spiritual with the everyday. Addressng vocaionin the
context of ordinary academic courses brings the formation d habits and attitudes by current
practice into dred contact with the work in those murses. Vocaion lringsinto view the fact
that students are establi shing patterns—Iearning habits—by their current pradices, and that the
habits they are now establishing will remain with them after graduation. Thisis an excdlent
oppatunity for faaulty to draw students’ attention to the formative nature of their coll ege
educaion.

This broader view of education clearly alows gudentsto get more out of their coll ege
experiencein the long term. But we have noted that their are immediate benefits for students
when they discern their present cdli ng as dudents, and there ae short-term benefits to this
broadened perception d educaionaswell. The avarenessthat they are forming enduring habits
with resped to work gives gudents some alditi onal motivation for self-discipline in managing
their time and assgnments. The éundant spiritual, service, and social activiti es that compete
with acalemics for students' time provide an excdlent oppatunity for the creful practice of
vocaiona integration—the need to balance our multiple cdli ngs.*

Conclusion

Teading our students abou vocaion povides us as faalty with awonderful opportunity to help
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them gain aricher understanding of their educational experience. Vocation kridges the gap
between faith and everyday life. Bringing the pradice of vocaioninto the present provides a
way to conrect the mllege experiencewith therest of lifein away that benefits our studentsin
the short term as well aslong.

To servethe present age,

My calli ng to fulfill ;

O may it all my powers engage
To domy Master’ s will

— Charles Wesley



