Called Well in a Broken and Fearful World
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Caldwell Memorial Presbyterian Church

OT - Exodus 3:13-15

NT - Ephesians 4:1-8, 11-13

Today we consider the second half of our theme 
for this stewardship season, “I am Caldwell.”  
Last night, several groups of members gathered 
for a second round of stewardship dinners, 
and we talked about what the theme means 
to each of us. 
If you were unable to attend any of the dinners, 
we’ll be mailing you some information 
and a pledge card this week … and asking you 
to prayerfully consider what you have received from God
 … what you need to keep … and what you can return 
to God for the work of the Gospel in the world. 
Then, on October 19, we will bring our pledges 
of time … talent … and treasure 
as an offering during worship.
If you came to worship today not knowing 

you were in for a stewardship sermon, 

well, too late.  

If you get up and leave now, everyone will know.  

Last week, we considered the first part of our theme … 
the words, “I am.” 
As I said last week, the “I” in that statement 
is not about me or you, at least primarily. 
It is about God. 
It is the name God gave Moses when God 
called Moses to lead Israelites out of bondage. 
The full name God gave Moses, “I am who I will be,” 
stands as a promise and pledge that God 
has been … is .. and always will be with us … 
that nothing can separate us from 
God’s love and grace and blessing. 
No matter who we are, whether we think our faith is strong 
or weak … or somewhere in the middle …

God is the “I am” with us and for us always.
After a week like last week, that is indeed 
the best news we can ever hear.

Today, we consider what it means to be called … 
and how we might know just what it is 
that we are called to do.

We learn a lot about God and God’s covenant promise
 by paying attention to the verbs in scripture.  
The language of “call” resonates throughout scripture.  
God calls to God’s people. 
And God’s people call to God.

In the Old Testament: God calls the patriarchs, 
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and Moses.  
God calls the judges and God calls the prophets 
to speak the truth when Israel falters. 
In the New Testament:  God in Christ calls the disciples …
 and the apostles call a people that become 
the Christian church.  
God also calls Paul, who gave us about half 
of the New Testament.  
Some of our favorite passages of scripture likely refer to “call.” 
The writers of the Psalms call on God in both times 
of joy and of suffering.

Isaiah speaks for the Lord in saying: 
“Do not fear, for I have redeemed you. 
I have called you by name; you are mine.”

In Romans, Paul writes that “the Lord is generous 
to all who call on him.”  

We could go on and on.
Biblical scholars have studied the call stories of scripture 

and they see a consistent pattern. 
It begins with a theophany, which is a big word 

for God’s way of getting someone’s attention. 
Then, God tells the chosen servant he or she 

has been called and commissions the person 


with whatever task God has in mind.

Next, the person being called rejects God’s call. 
Finally, God reassures the chosen servant 

and closes the deal with a sign that God 


will always be there. 
Well, John, that’s all well and good, you might say. 
But how do we know whether we have been called?  
Then, for that matter, can we tell God “no?” 
Can we politely decline … or maybe just defer?  
Can we say, “Thanks, God.  
I appreciate it and everything. 
But maybe I am not really the person you want.” 
Or “This just isn’t the best time.”
Moses tried that.

In fact, Moses second guesses God eight times.

He tells God he is not worthy of the job of liberating Israel.  
God says to Moses:          I will be with you.

Moses says he does not have enough information about God.  
God responds with a name that is a promise: 
“I am who I will be.”

Moses says the people of Israel will not listen to him. 
God promises to send signs that will convince them.

Well, Moses says, “I am just incompetent.” 
God promises to be Moses’ mouth.

“Well, I am still not sure,” says Moses.  
“Fine,” God says, “I will get your brother Aaron to help you.”

Finally … Moses gives in.

In Psalm 139, the Psalmist writes, “God hems us in” 
and lays a hand on our shoulder.  
I guess Moses knew what that felt like.
Well then, we might ask, if we think we are being called, 
does the experience have to be 
one of “Biblical proportions?” 
Do we know it it’s a call if it’s not?

After all, God sent an angel to wrestle with Jacob all night.  
When God called Saul on the road to Damascus, 
Saul was struck blind for a while.  
And Moses had that bush that burned but was not consumed. 
Heck, those are all no brainers. 
I have to admit that I am a fan of the British comedy group
 Monty Python, which was masterful at showing us 
how to laugh at just about anything.  
When they wanted to be truly silly, 
they would splice goofy cartoons images 
into their television programs and movies. 

In their spoof of the King Arthur legend, there is a great scene
 where God calls King Arthur to his quest.  
King Arthur is going down the road and hears a voice.  
When he looks up, he sees two giant cartoon clouds that part,
 like curtains on a stage, to reveal a cartoon God 
looking down, as if God has opened the kitchen window
 and called out to the back yard.
Unfortunately – or fortunately, depending on how you see it –
 that’s not how it happens for most of us.  
We aren’t given a quest or a crusade 
by a time-stopping divine intervention. 
Instead, we squint at life … and scratch our heads …

and stumble along.  
Like Jacob with the angel, we wrestle with how 
to understand God’s purposes for us.  
Some calls may be for the moment and in the moment.  
But more often than not our attempt to understand 
and fulfill our call is a long journey.  
Along the way, we may torture ourselves with questions 
about how we respond to God …

and, at the same time … do the things that the world
 seems to insist on … like putting food on the table
 … paying the mortgage … saving for retirement 
or sending kids to college.

With me, it took a chorus of family members, 
friends and mentors to get me thinking about ministry 
in the first place. 
I listened to them for more than a decade,

all the while feeling a sense of call in what I was doing at the time.  
Then God opened a seminary two miles from my front door
 and offered Saturday classes 
so I didn’t have to leave my job. 
And God gave me a wife and two children 
who gave … and gave … and gave 
in order for me to wander down this road and explore this new call.
One thing is clear to me, though, and it is this.  
Each call has its own particular circumstances … 
and those distinct circumstances often tell us a lot 
about what we are called to do, 
if we are listening … with openness and courage.

Each of us can think of those called 
for something unusually grand or noble.  
We think of great leaders such as Abraham Lincoln 
and Martin Luther King Jr., people who seemed to be 
so clearly called for a particular purpose 
in a given moment in time.  
But God calls … and uses … people in vitally important ways 
in everyday life and in everyday jobs and circumstances. 
At least we better hope that’s the case, 
because most of us work for a living outside the church. 
God’s work surely better not be left only in the hands 
of church ministers and educators and choir directors 
and secretaries.
We can find a sense of call in our vocation or in our avocation.  
We can find it in our one-on-one relationships …

or in being part of a larger community 
that is doing something good in the world.  

Most of all, we find it when we have taken inventory of our gifts 
and blessings … and our particular circumstances 
of time and place … and offered our efforts 
and contributions up to God. 
The great Christian writer Frederick Buechner said it well: 
“The place God calls you to is the place where your 
deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”
 *     *     *

So, where does the deep gladness of Caldwell church 
meet the world’s deep hunger today?

In a few minutes, we will use a portion of 
the Brief Statement of Faith as our affirmation of faith. 
Its authors included these lines: 
“In a broken and fearful world, the (Holy) Spirit 
gives us courage.”
We are experiencing that “broken and fearful world” 
so profoundly, aren’t we?

After a year when the Dow Jones Industrial Average 
dropped 40%, the financial markets appear 
to be in free fall. 
Economists now call for a prolonged recession 
of perhaps global scale.
 None of the best and brightest of our era can find a way 
to begin to restore confidence in the financial system. 
Americans are asking questions about their future 
that would have seemed unreasonable only a year ago.
While anxieties are on the rise in just about 
every American household, it is the developing nations
 that stand to lose the most.  
Let’s face it. 
The world’s poor are likely to become more of an afterthought
 when so many in the developed world 
are worried about losing jobs, paying the mortgage 
and running out of cash themselves.
Beyond finance and economics, the nations of the globe 
are re-aligning politically and ideologically, 
creating new alliances that concentrate 
power and resources. 
In America, the one thing on which 
our two presidential candidates agree 
is that things here are woefully broken. 
So many hopes for a change hang in the balance 
as we enter the final weeks of the campaign. 
We live, in so many ways, in a nervous and broken 
and fearful world. 
       *    *    *

But what of us here at Caldwell?
Well, I don’t know about you, but there are days 
when I reflect on the state of the world …

and the state of things here on Fifth Street …

and I feel conflicted.  
It’s almost as if we are living on an island 
of unexpected blessing and joy that is surrounded 
by a sea that has suddenly grown turbulent and stormy.
Over the last two years, as that turbulence and fear 
have spread, we have been given so much.  
God has been so good.  

The doors that were almost padlocked 
are now flung open to our city.  
The tiny remnant that fought to save this church 
is now multiplied 15 times over … and growing. 
After years of solemn quiet, the voices of children 
fill our sanctuary and hallways again. 
New relationships form every week in worship 
or Sunday School … or fellowship … or mission work.  
Deeper understanding takes root across race, 
neighborhoods, socio-economic standing 
and sexual orientation.  
Energy and excitement radiate out of this place.  
And we are just getting started.
That is not to over look the fact


that many of us are facing personal trials.

We are. But even they we celebrate the fact that 


we are surrounded and sustained by a church family

           that stands with us.

It is that church family – and all that it does for us and 


for others that is the source of our deep gladness.

So, then, in our particular circumstances, our time and place,
 our unimaginable state of grace, 
how do we define our call?  
How does our deep gladness meet the world’s deep hunger?  

Friends, I believe we are called to be a beacon to this city, 
a voice of hope in what may well become 
a time of deep doubt and discouragement.
I believe we are called to demonstrate that 
11 o’clock Sunday morning does not have to be 
the most segregated hour in Charlotte. 
 Indeed, that the Holy Spirit seems to dance here 
in a way so many of us haven’t experienced elsewhere.
I believe that we have an opportunity to be a distinct voice 
for social justice, fairness and equity, 
according to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, 
if we are prepared to sacrifice and take risk.
In a city that is having serious doubts about what comes next,
 I believe we are called to tell the story of a God 
who is in the business of making a way out of no way
 … because we have seen it with our own eyes.

So many of you are already engaged 
in our growing ministries.
In that sense … you are Caldwell. 
This is the time to take inventory of what more you can give 
in your time and talent … and creativity and passion.
So many of you made a financial pledge last year 
and many others give on a regular basis … 
to help pay for our ministries …

to support our outreach … 
to help maintain this lovely old campus.  
Thanks to you, we are in sound financial shape.

But there is so much more to do.

I know you may have your own doubts and concerns 
about what 2009 may hold for you personally.  
I ask only that you reflect on the unexpected blessings 
you have found here and commit the portion 
of your financial resources you think 
is the right response to God’s unconditional love. 

Our world hungers for what we have been given. 
We are called to share the source of our deep gladness.  

Whatever we commit next Sunday 
when we bring our pledges forward, 
we will continue to act out of that deep gladness 
as a testimony to God’s love and grace that never ends.

And if we do that, we are indeed … called well.

Thanks be to God.

Amen 
� Summary from Interpretation Commentary, by Terence Fretheim
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