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 This qualitative study examines the impact of a Theological Program for High 

School Youth on Baptist participants two years after their exposure to theological 

reflection in a summer academy emphasizing vocational exploration.  Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted and the results reveal a burgeoning vocational imagination 

with participants displaying a personal relationship with God, a growing engagement of 

participation in Godôs purpose for the world, a willingness to engage actively in 

vocational discernment, an ability to connect understandings of self with life 

commitments of vocation, and a passion to meet the needs of others.  A model of 

vocational imagination emerges with the themes of explore, connect, and understand. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 Recent attention has been given to a pressing problem in the church; namely, the 

dearth of rising Christian leaders, ready and eager to lead congregations and faith 

communities in a rapidly changing world.  Predictions of a future clergy shortage,
1
 as 

well less effective recruitment strategies, have propelled denominations and churches to 

consider how to train a future generation of pastoral leaders. Such attention has resulted 

in focused programs for young people, specifically high school youth. 

 The Lilly Endowment offered grants to establish Theological Programs for High 

School Youth as an ñexperiment.ò In the first grant round, a basic rationale asserted ñhigh 

school aged youth are capable of asking deeply penetrating theological questions and 

long for opportunities to engage in sustained theological discussion about personal and 

social issuesò (Lytch, 2005:7).  A second round awarded in 2001 emphasized the idea of 

pursuing a church vocation (Lytch, 2005:8).  The M. Christopher White School of 

Divini ty at Gardner-Webb University in Boiling Springs, North Carolina,
2
 as a second 

grant recipient, established a Youth Theology Program in 2002. 

 The Lilly Youth Program at Gardner-Webb University attracts Baptist students 

primarily, although other Protestant groups are represented.
3
  A week-long summer 

academy (referred to in this paper as the Forum) includes theological reflection, an 

introduction to principles of biblical interpretation, spiritual formation, and ministry 

service.  Group discussions focus on reading The Cost of Discipleship by Dietrich 
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Bonhoeffer. Utilizing language and concepts familiar to Baptists, the ñcall to ministryò is 

used in both a general sense (ñevery Christian a ministerò) and a specific sense (ñI feel 

called to be a missionaryò).  Many students who participate in the Forum continue to seek 

opportunities for service and ministry. 

 Two important foci in the youth vocation program at Gardner-Webb University 

involve theological reflection and vocational exploration.  Matthew, who feels called into 

ministry, informed his parents after the Forum how wonderful it was to be with young 

people who had read C.S. Lewis.  Matthewôs desire to engage in deeper theological 

conversations mirrors Joyce Ann Mercerôs description of sixteen-year-old Jana who ñis 

practically starving for opportunities to have in-depth discussions of theological 

questions.ò (53)
4
 

 Why would the Lilly Endowment invest in theological programs for high school 

youth?  One clue is in the greeting many presenters offer our Forum students:  ñI wish 

there had been a program like this when I was your age.ò  Add this comment to older 

seminariansô regrets for not following up on initial inklings toward ministry at a younger 

age and the church is reminded that we have to attend to serious conversations about 

vocation for persons at every life stage.  Adolescents are asking questions about their 

future, how they will live their lives, and how they will express their faith in a changing 

world.  If we hope to harness some of these reflections toward service in the church, we 

must attend to the questions of the Matthews and Janas who are longing for deeper 

theological conversations, while they are exploring vocation. 
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 The research question behind the study of seven students who participated in Lilly 

Youth Program activities in 2005 inquires into how the student articulate the concepts of 

vocation and call to ministry.  Students express the opinion that ñall Christians are 

ministersò but are somewhat vague in how they place themselves in ministry.  

Nonetheless, the study identifies ways in which students connect their faith life toward 

their burgeoning sense of calling toward ministry or Christian vocation.    

 Gradually, it became more clear that the students participating in this study 

exhibit characteristics of ñvocational imagination,ò a term playing off the ñpastoral 

imaginationò Craig Dykstra describes in pastoral leaders as ña way of seeing into and 

interpreting the worldò and ña peculiar intelligence that involves specific capacities of 

mind, spirit, and actionò (2001:1).
5
  Dykstra attributes ñthe constant interplay of attention 

to Scripture, sorting through the gospelôs call and demands on them and their 

congregationsò as well ñmeeting the needs of all persons through the entire life-cycleò to 

the distinct qualities evident in good pastors (2). But, where does ñpastoral imaginationò 

begin?  How does it develop?
6
 

 ñVocational imaginationò as the precursor to Dykstraôs ñpastoral imaginationò
7
 is 

described in this qualitative study of seven students, interviewed one to two years after 

their Forum experience (Appendix V).  The participants display a personal relationship 

with God, a growing engagement of  participation with Godôs purposes in the world, a 

willingness to engage actively in vocational discernment, a willingness to connect 

understandings of self with life commitments of vocation, and a passion to meet the 

needs of others (gospel-telling, service-making).  Evidence of an engagement of 



4 

  

intentional growth in the life of faith, personal connections to scripture of how their story 

relates to Godôs story, and the capacity to act on this emerging ñvocational imaginationò 

are revealed in the words of the students who were interviewed for the study. 

 This report describes the ñvocational imaginationò which emerged when students 

discussed their concepts of vocation and ministry in connection with their experience in 

the Forum (and the resulting learning emerging from sessions on theological reflection 

and biblical call narratives).  This study probes and seeks to identity the key connectors in 

how Baptist students appropriate the concept of vocation into their own lives. A review 

of literature on call to ministry and vocation will be presented, as well as a brief mention 

to insights gleaned from a study of biblical call narratives.  A model of vocational 

imagination emerges with an emphasis on exploring, connecting, and understanding. 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON CALL TO MINISTRY AND VOCATION 

 Since the Reformation, understandings of vocation as exclusive to religious 

vocations have expanded to include all Christians.
8
  Biblical concepts of call involve both 

a call to faith and a task in Godôs service (Placher:4).  Puritan William Perkins (1558-

1602) articulated a general calling as one all Christians share to be called out of the world 

to live as a child of God.  Yet, God uses particular callings for individuals to serve and to 

ñexecute an officeò (Placher:264-265).  Modern authors describe vocation as more broad 

(all Christians) and calling as more specific to a function or task (Farnham:17). 

 A more comprehensive understanding of vocation beyond life occupation 

includes spiritual dimensions and life commitments. Douglas Schuurman quotes Karl 

Barth in that the places of responsibility God calls persons to are both in the religious and 



5 

  

non-religious spheres (28).  Gordon Smith further states that vocation is not an 

occupation, but an engagement with God as response to Godôs initiative (Smith, 1999: 

10).  In Smithôs argument, thinking vocationally includes retrospection and the capacity 

to be fully present and engaged (Smith, 1999:107, 111).  Miroslav Volf describes a 

theology of work, vocation, and self as ñdouble vocationò with a spiritual vocation 

(vocatio spiritualis) and an external vocation (vocatio externa) involving the call to 

salvation to enter Godôs kingdom as well as the call to serve humanity and the world 

(105).  Thus, a focus on the spiritual aspect of vocation merits its own attention and 

connectivity to life work. 

 The personal nature of vocation surfaces when individuals seek to know self and 

identity as well as ask how they can contribute to the needs around them.
9
  Understanding 

the interplay in this process of discernment involves entering into the questions 

individuals pose, reflecting the present (ñwho am I?ò and ñwhose am I?ò) (Palmer:17). 

and future (ñwho ought I to be?ò) (Badcock:10).  Pointing to God as the source of calling 

to specific tasks, Gary Badcock comments that calling ñis not primarily about self-

discovery or self-fulfillment at all, but about finding oneôs life by losing it for Christôs 

sakeò (73). Badcock concludes that vocation relates to the greater issues of the spiritual 

life; consequently, points of connection in the spiritual life that make a meaningful mark 

on the self must be identified.  Such ñdepth experiencesò might include the Bible in 

which texts can bridge the chasm from Bible to life and find a place in the individual 

(75).  But this is far more than a single answer to ñwhat will I do with my life?ò 

(Badcock:10).  Badcock, Smith (1997:15), and Schuurman (125) argue against an 
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understanding of calling as a single blueprint for life.  The reality is much more complex 

and requires discernment on the part of the individual, assisted by the community of faith. 

 Discernment as ñthe task or process of distinguishing the spirit or presence of God 

at work . . . forces us to think about our understanding of God and the ways in which we 

see God at work in the worldò (Schmidt:9).  Two questions emerge:  ñWhat is right for 

me now?ò and ñWhere am I willing to be led?ò (Levoy:7).  Discernment is the attempt to 

hear and respond to a call that reflects a commitment to Christ, a relationship with God, 

and a way of abiding in faith that creates a more likely possibility ñto hear and distinguish 

calls.ò (Farnham:23, 25).   

 Different writers have attempted to describe the stages of call, based on the 

recollection of individuals, often many years after an experience of call.  Such 

descriptions may appear to be linear, but these stages overlap and repeating without being 

bound to absolute ñstepsò that all individuals experience. Harry Moody/David Carroll and 

William Myers
10

 show a similar pattern of early religious exposure (unique to Myersô 

study), a call (summons or urge), a search or struggle, a breakthrough or sanction, and 

finally, a movement toward commitment.  For persons in the midst of these processes, 

such studies help them identify and understand aspects of their questions as well as 

possible points of motivation (Collins:113).  However, more can be learned in studying 

individuals who are experiencing vocational questions in the present, even without 

resolution of their search. 

 Dealing with youth who are asking questions of life direction, who experience the 

ñpersonalò nature of a relationship with God, and have sought opportunities to explore 
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calling brings this review to some particular observations. Clearly, youth are in process 

with consideration of life direction and vocation that is not yet resolved.  It may be a bit 

presumptuous to think that a Theological Program for High School Youth might assist 

students in the discernment of vocation. In one study at Pittsburgh Theological 

Seminaryôs Youth Program, Helen Blier observes that participants lack the ability to 

discuss vocation.  Blier concludes that students who have just completed a youth 

theology program are not yet ready to discern vocation, but they have been given tools 

that will help them in the discernment process.  Blier observes:  ñthe ability to discern 

vocationðthat is, the unique response one is able to make to perceived need in the 

worldðrequires knowledge of self, understanding of the world, and the ability and 

resources to imagine a specific course of action.ò
11

  Thus, high school students who 

participate in a program designed to encourage them toward vocational exploration 

require more engagement with other kinds of resources, as well as more time and 

experience to understand the particular direction of their life vocation.
12

  But what can be 

observed in students who have had the experience of such a theology program? And what 

kind of engagement is effective? 

 The students in the Gardner-Webb study were in high school when they attended 

the Forum, but the interviews in this study were conducted one or two years after the 

initial summer experience.  More than half of the participants in this study are now in 

university, and the movement from adolescence to ñemerging adulthoodò (Arnett) creates 

key markers such as ñthe capacity to take self-aware responsibility for choosing the shape 

and path of oneôs own fidelityò (Parks:63). Mentoring communities and networks provide 
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possibilities of ñrecomposing truthò in the presence and care of others who recognize and 

identify gifts in young persons (Parks:93, 204).  The relationships that emerge as a result 

of the Forum create networking communities among participants which serve to reinforce 

and support on-going questions as individuals continue to grapple with their particular 

calls.  At the same time, the students who persist in this process display the ability to 

visualize and imagine serving in ministry settings, making the leap of imagination as a 

process and power ñby which we move from faith to faithò in transformative processes.
13

  

Such acts of imagination involve naming through the use of images that help give form to 

faith (Parks:104-105), another reflection on the images the students in this study 

appropriate and connect to their process of vocational discernment.  

 The focus in this study on students from the Baptist tradition reveals an 

appropriation of biblical texts and concepts that are part of the image making and 

connection building that is a vital part of the language and understanding of call for 

students. An observer of the Lilly Youth Program noted the participants were prepared 

with Bibles and notebooks and attentively underlined key points in their Bibles. Thus, 

one might expect biblical images and insights to be included in the language of these high 

school students grappling with call and vocation.
14

  

 The ways biblical images connect to the lives of students reflects Robert Colesô 

observation of children who use Bible stories as a way to ñlook inward as well as 

upwardò (121). Coles finds that children embrace religious stories because such stories 

inspire and help children develop a sense of personal maturity, contemplation, and 

confidence.  Coles identifies the strong fusion of religious practice and ritual in the 
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family of origin as inculcating spiritual values which children struggle to consolidate into 

a life of faith
15

 (127).  Building blocks of faith from childhood to adolescence to young 

adulthood can include images from the community of faith as relayed through biblical 

stories and texts.
16

   

 At different faith formation stages or transition points, James Fowler describes the 

sources of authority which change and expand when persons seek to validate their ñmost 

significant felt meaningsò (1986:36).  The locus of authority emerges among adolescents 

and young adults from the transition of parental authority to the group and ideologically 

compatible communities (1986:34-35).  In the realm of faith-meaning, scripture and 

meaningful relationships may function as loci of authority.
17

  

 How do the young people in this study compare to a broader population of youth?  

The National Youth Study of Youth in Religion (NYSR) reveals four ñreligious ideal 

typesò of which ñThe Devotedò (youth who attend church weekly and engage in spiritual 

practices) is descriptive of the students in this study.
18

  The most engaged youth in the 

NYSR study were more likely to have a sense of meaning and purpose.
19

  In another 

study, Carol Lytch describes a typology of religious loyalty among churched teens which 

includes a religious experience or an encounter with God.  These experiences might be in 

the home church, but more commonly they occur ñon the boundaries, in locations away 

from homeðat camp, on retreats, and even in parking lots located literally on the 

boundaries of the churchò (2004:59). A personal experience with God along with ñthe 

larger process that builds knowledge of the symbols, rituals, narratives, texts, and 

habitsðsuch as church attendance, praying, and Bible readingò (2004:60)
20

 is also 
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reflected in the experiences and stories of the students in this study.  All of these markers 

(regular engagement of spiritual practices, religious experiences, and a sense of an 

encounter with God) create significant points of connection. 

 Finally, two studies of seminary students reveal significant influences on persons 

who eventually enroll in seminary.  Mark Washingtonôs study of seminary students 

shows that doing ministry has a positive impact on both the considering and committing 

stages and scripture plays an important role in studentsô discernment process (with 

reliance on texts about trust).  Douglas Wingeier observes the influence of other people 

on persons who feel a call to ministry as well as the influence of religious practices 

(including Bible study, prayer, and corporate practices). Wingeier notes that the students 

he studied in the Samoan context see parallels between Biblical stories and their own, 

often using biblical language to describe their call (105). 

 This review of call and vocation considers general and particular callings, the 

personal nature of vocational discernment, and typical questions asked.  In addition, the 

somewhat unique exposure youth theology programs provide with language and concepts 

(biblical stories and texts) as well as opportunities for service-learning inspires student 

imagination and invites further vocational exploration.  Usage of biblical concepts and 

the connection of such ideas to new life commitments may well reveal how ñGod is using 

the Bible not only to inform us but to form us and re-form us, to shape us into Godôs 

ownò (Dykstra, 2005:155) Such language and images may give insight into student 

vocational leanings in the ways they interpret and appropriate their experience into Godôs 

story. ñVocational imaginationò in its genesis connects individuals to known symbols and 
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images and challenges individuals to form new insights, resulting in the formation of 

vocational life commitments. 

 

BIBLICAL CALL NARRATIVES AND CALLING  

 Extended narratives of Godôs call for individuals as evident in both the Hebrew 

Bible and the New Testament invite us to consider how persons today glean insights from 

these texts.  The stories in biblical texts are the product of a communityôs preservation of 

a story that connects to its story. Biblical call stories narrate significant teachings about 

God as well as an individualôs confrontation with God, the commission of a task, and the 

resultant fears of the individualôs ability to complete the task.
21

  Kathleen OôConnor notes 

that prophetic calling in the Hebrew Bible arises from the interrelatedness of three roots: 

the realities and challenges of the world, a steadfast relationship with God, and specific 

circumstances of a particular community (130).  God, the individual, and the community 

of faith are significant facets of interpretation for these texts.
22

  The interplay among 

these elements display understandings of God, the place of the individual in Godôs 

purposes, and the role the community plays in how the individual responds to God.   

 

God 

 

 Call narratives
23

 contain various elements regarding God and Godôs character or 

care for the Godôs creation.  Call narratives must be considered for what they teach about 

God and how God acts with and through human beings in accomplishing Godôs purposes 

in the world.  First, God responds to present needs and circumstances.  One example of 

this is Mosesô call story.  When the call of Moses includes the text in Exod 2:23, a full 
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reading of the story now frames the text as ñthe voicing of Israel and the response of 

Godò (Brueggemann, 1994:705-706).
24

  Thus, the action of the call of an individual to 

perform a task begins with a need.  God is the agent of response to both the need and the 

means to answer the need. In another example, the book of Samuel opens with an 

extended narrative reflective of ñthe crisis of leadershipò which sets the stage for a 

ñreligious awakening into a call that is made during a time of spiritual desolationò 

(Birch:994). The calls of Jeremiah and Ezekiel reflect the crisis of the exile as well as 

post-exilic challenges when the people wonder how God will respond to their desolation.   

 Second, the revelation or reception of the divine word or message comes in 

different circumstances and in various forms.  Godôs purposes are revealed in non-

traditional and non-religious settings. Everyday circumstances are reflected in the Moses 

story (sheep-herding), the Gideon story (beating out wheat in a wine press), and the 

Samuel story (sleeping).  Different manifestations of God occur (Moses: angel of 

Yahweh in a flaming bush; Gideon: angel of the Lord/Yahweh; Samuel: voice of 

Yahweh). Two groupings of call forms are observed: the word of God (Moses, Gideon, 

Jeremiah) and theophany (Isaiah, Ezekiel).
25

 A vision or theophany form presents a 

commission arising from the description of the vision (Zimmerli:98-99).
26

  The fluidity of 

form and setting invite readers to consider different aspects of God and the different 

circumstances in which God responds to needs and calls persons to participate in Godôs 

purposes. 

 Third, God responds to and answers the objections or questions an individual 

poses when thrust into a prophetic role.  Direct objections/questions may be found in the 
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accounts of Moses, Gideon, Jeremiah, and Paul. The objections Moses poses in Exod 

3:11-4:13 include inadequacy, questioning the source of help, lack of belief, lack of gifts, 

and finally, a lack of receptivity to being Yahwehôs envoy (ñsend someone elseò).  

Yahweh answers the objections with assurance of presence, self-identification as THE 

ancestral Being, promise of resources, assurance of empowerment, and finally, anger at 

the truculent Moses. This is a story of ñvocation and resistanceò (Brueggemann, 

1994:720) as well as a story of Godôs patient and creative response to limited human 

beings.  However, Moses reacts honestly to Godôs plans.  Fretheim comments: 

The recognition of holiness (3:6) does not lead to passivity in the presence of 

God.  Disagreement, argument, and even challenge play an important role.  The 

divine holiness is of such a character that it invites rather than repels human 

response, inviting Moses into genuine conversation.  God does not demand a self-

effacing Moses but draws him out and works with him ñwarts and all.ò (52) 

 

Yahweh exhibits the capacity to hear and respond to human questions, concerns, and 

fears and grants people the freedom to voice their genuine objections. 

 In Jeremiah, Yahweh reveals an intention for Jeremiah that predates Jeremiahôs 

birth. (Paul makes this point in Gal 1:15: ñGod set me apart before I was born and called 

me through his grace.ò) Jeremiahôs commission to be ña prophet to the nationsò is met 

with the response of lack of gifts (speech; like Moses) because of his youth.  Yahweh 

reassures Jeremiah with promise of presence and deliverance (1:8).   

 Fourth, God confirms the commission and call in various ways.  The request for a 

sign is part of the response/objection raised by the called one or offered by Yahweh as a 

message of judgment (such as Samuelôs message to Eli). Another pattern seen in Judg 

6:14 (and 1 Sam 10:1) is a sign revealed in an extraordinary event, given to confirm the 
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office to ñlegitimate the authority of the one doing the appointingò (Childs:58-59). Signs 

that confirm the call also come in the form of visions.  OôConnor (135) notes that 

Jeremiah receives two signs to confirm his call which include assurance that Yahweh is 

present (ñI am watching over my wordò Jer 1:12; ñI am with youò Jer 1:19).   

 What, then, do these texts say about God?  First, God responds to needs and 

initiates responses accordingly.  Second, God enlists the aid needed to address the 

situation.  Third, God uses different ways to reveal Godôs being and Godôs purposes for 

the world and Godôs covenant people.  Fourth, God confirms the message and promises 

presence in the midst of adversity. 

 

The Individual  

 

 The interaction between God and the one called to do Godôs work is dialogical 

and reveals much about both parties.  First, the individual has the freedom and ability to 

talk to God, question God, and reveal genuine objections or reservations. At the same 

time, the encounter with God is met with awe, reverence, or fear (i.e., falling to the 

ground) and an initial receptivity to what God has to say (Moses/Samuel/Isaiah/Ananias: 

ñHere I amò).  In the case of Moses, receptivity turns into a lengthy conversation of 

Mosesô objections and Godôs responses, with accompanying signs. 

 What is the difference, then, between dialogue and disobedience?  One might 

expect that a prophet who disobeys Yahweh will face punishment (1 Kgs 13:20-32 

describes the demise of one such prophet).  The book of Jonah provides another example 

of a disobedient prophet and the unfolding events that occur after the word of God comes 

to Jonah with a commission (1:1-2).  Jonah does not wait to object or discuss this 
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commission with God, and flees from the presence of the Lord (1:3).  Jonahôs second 

chance to fulfill Yahwehôs commission is reflective of Godôs compassion and patienceð

all the more ironic given the Ninevitesô repentance (Limberg:75).  Jonahôs resistance to 

call and commission is based not his inadequacies, but on his judgment of the 

inadequacies of others he considers not to be worthy of Godôs grace. Nonetheless, 

Yahweh communicates personal care for those beyond Israel (ñand should I not be 

concerned about Ninevah?ò), revealing an aspect of Yahwehôs nature that Jonah struggles 

to accept. In the honest, and even flawed, interaction between the individual and God, 

Godôs greater purposes and intentions for the world are revealed. 

 The intensity of personal interaction with God in these texts also suggests, as 

OôConnor says with reference to Jeremiah, that a ñsteadfast relationship with Godò is 

evident (135). Some prophets were already engaged in the work of God (Jeremiah ñson 

of Hilkiah of the priests who were in Anathothò; ñpriest Ezekiel;ò Samuel serving at 

Shiloh; Saul the Pharisee).  They ñknowò God; presumably, God knows them. Beyond 

these professionals, ordinary people like Amos the shepherd respond and relay Godôs 

message to a nation not his own.  In the positive response to Godôs call, the connection 

between messenger and God is ongoing, intense, and personal. It includes and surpasses 

professional office or status.  God can call anyone at any time. 

 Another observation is that individuals respond to God and want to serve God 

faithfully, perhaps without knowing what their response will mean.  The setting of Isaiah 

in the heavenly court and the prophetôs presence in the holiness and majesty of Yahweh, 

with the question posed: ñWho will go for us?ò is one in which the prophet steps forward 
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and offers his services. God accepts.  The commission and message follows the 

unreserved offer to go on Yahwehôs behalf (before Isaiah even knows the commission).

 One important aspect of following God faithfully, even when one does not know 

what to expect, is the element of suffering.  Lukeôs account indicates that Saul is shown 

how much he will suffer for Jesus (Acts 9:16), and the lists of hardships Paul records in 

his different letters
27

 are extensive enough to imagine that no one is fully prepared for the 

future unknowns. The connection to Paul and Jeremiah displays the same quality of 

suffering as a result of fulfilling Godôs call (Gal 1:15/Jer 1:5).  In the Samuel story, 

Samuel is afraid to tell Eli the entire message of judgment.
28

  Jeremiah, whose suffering 

intensifies during the devastation of Jerusalem, curses the day of his birth and rejects his 

initial call (Jer 20:14ff; 1:5). 

 What do these texts say about the ñindividualò who finds himself or herself 

responding to the present challenges and the purposes of God?  First, the individual is 

free to interact and question their ability or suitability to do as God commands.  In this 

dialogic give and take, new insights emerge and the individual may see a path they could 

not have seen without an honest engagement with God.  Second, a person may volunteer 

for service before knowing the full nature of that service (or what it will cost).   

 

The Community 

 

 The community of faith, and members within the community of faith, are 

recipients of and participants in Godôs purposes and Godôs response to particular 

challenges.  The call may involve others in the community of faith who serve to interpret, 

guide, support, aid, or encourage the one called. The story of Samuel is rich with 
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examples of Hannahôs faithfulness and Eliôs mentorship and role as interpreter.  Humans 

mediate divine messages and it takes Samuel, Eli, and all of Israel to hear and understand 

Godôs word (Birch:995). The element of discernment requires a person to seek out help, 

or accept help offered by one who might recognize something that the called one cannot 

yet see or understand. 

 The community receives the story of call from a person, judges the reliability and 

veracity of the call, and interprets its meaning for what it teaches about God and Godôs 

purposes. These call stories are connected to the larger stories and conditions besetting 

the community in its time.
29

  In the preservation of these call stories, the community of 

faith has something significant to say not only about the prophetic office, but also about 

itself and its understanding of God.  The relationship of the individual to God is 

preserved and reveals an inner connection to God.  R. E. Clements comments:   

The experience of inner self-discovery and sense of call belonged to [Jeremiahôs] 

inner private world as part of his personal understanding of God.  Yet it had to be 

a public and openly declared part of his self-understanding, since it alone could 

explain his declarations and his perceived authority to declare them. (16)  

 

The call is a personal event with public significance and consequences. Thus, the 

community has a part to play in the hearing, telling, and re-telling of the stories of call. 

 The community of faith is a part of the call.  It nurtures the call, receives a word 

from God through the persons entrusted to deliver it, and like the called one, makes a 

choice to listen to that word or resist it.  Persons within the community aid the called one 

as interpreters, guides, discerning spirits, and partners in the tasks.  The community also 

hears the story of the called oneôs experience and engages in the task of interpreting the 

story in its own setting and with its own challenges. 
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Summary of Call Narratives 

 

 These texts of call narratives create various types of tension:  between command 

and assent, commission and objection, persuasion and agreement, vision and 

commitment.  There is considerable overlap and interaction among the three elements 

described (God, individual, community).  There are hints of the kind of ñvocational 

imaginationò that a dialogical and relational experience of God engenders when one is 

open to hearing God and open to responding to Godôs initiative. At the heart of the 

stories, though, are examples of individuals who have a profound experience of God and 

display a willingness to engage in Godôs work.  These biblical insights provide a 

foundation for the study conducted among students who have participated in a program 

geared toward vocational exploration and discernment.  In reflecting on their sense of call 

or sense of Christian vocation, these students display similar characteristics as the biblical 

characters along with the ñvocational imaginationò to see the possibilities of response to 

the needs before them. 

 

VOCATIONAL IMAGINATION AMONG BAPTIST STUDENTS 

 

 The seven Baptist participants in this study attended the Summer Forum (or a 

related activity) in 2005.  The students were selected after a potential sample was 

identified of Baptist students who were exposed to the teaching at the Forum related to 

biblical texts of call narratives (Appendix I). A survey was sent to potential candidates 

(Appendix II), as well informed consent forms (Appendix III). All parents were contacted 
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to ensure parental approval.  The format for the interviews included a semi-structured 

interview with open-ended questions (Appendix IV). 

 The interviews were coded with HyperResearch, generating 34 themes with 135 

reformatted pages of comments.  Meta-themes under a model of vocational imagination 

were arranged around three concepts:  explore, connect, and understand (Appendix VI).  

These same three themes also relate to the three perspectives observed in the discussion 

of call narratives:  the individual (explore), the community (connect), and God 

(understand).  This is a loose relationship, however, but with similar details.  The over-

arching concept of vocational imagination emerges in the convergence of themes.  

 

Vocational Imagination 
 

 One of the known challenges before embarking on this research is the prevalent 

slogan ñevery member a ministerò common in many Baptist churches.  It was also 

presumed that students would understand a general sense of call to serve God as 

Christians, but display lesser degrees of certainty in terms of particular call (see Blierôs 

study).  These assumptions are revealed in the participantsô definition of ministry as 

living the Christian life faithfully and well. Amelia defines ministry in this manner:   

Ministry is who you are no matter where youôre at.  The experiences and 

circumstances God puts you in and thatôs your ministry. Your family, your 

friends.  I see ministry as the way you are supposed to live.  No matter who you 

are, no matter if you are called vocationally to a ministry or not, itôs your life.  

Interviewer: So who are ministers?  AMELIA : We all are. Christians. 

 

Jane echoes a similar sentiment:  ñI consider myself a minister before I knew I was a 

minister.  Before I knew I had any sort of call, I ministered.  I did my best to do that.  

And I think anybody should and can.  I think thatôs our call as Christians, personally.ò 
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Lou comments:  ñYou should be doing ministry in everything.  In your job you should be 

doing everything for Christ.  Your job, your family, it is all done for Christ.ò Teddy, 

discusses his fatherôs vocation as a pastor and his motherôs vocation as a schoolteacher:   

I think my mom is just as much as minister as my dad.  Sheôs a public school 

teacher.  But I guess my dad is paid for it.  I donôt know.  Itôs weird. I think that 

weôve defined it too much.  Weôve over-defined it.  It shouldnôt be.  We are all 

ministers, some get paid for it and some donôt.  But like Paul said, the worker 

deserves it.  He deserves his pay.  So I guess that my dad deserves his pay from 

the church because thatôs who he serves all the time.  And my mom deserves the 

pay for the students that she serves all the time.  To serve as Christ-like is a 

Christian vocation. 

 

When the discussion moves from general considerations to ñwhat about you?ò students 

describe ñinklingsò of particular direction, reflective of their passions (Amelia, Chris), 

interests (Teddy, Victoria, Jane, Lou), or gifts (Beth). 

 The movement from the general call as Christians to the particular call in 

vocational ministry or other vocations takes an interesting path with these students.  It is 

at this point in the study where ñvocational imaginationò emerges. Through a number of 

influences (mission trips, involvement in the Forum, learning more about the study of 

theology and reading theological books, and encouragement from other Christians, 

including parents, ministers, and Sunday School teachers), students begin to connect a 

beckoning toward specific types of vocation.  From students who felt ñcalledò from an 

early age (Teddy and Amelia), to Beth whose mother encouraged her to attend the 

Forum, or to Jane who after a mission trip began to sense a call toward missionary work, 

the specificity of call is described in a number of ways.  Chris calls it a journey. Jane calls 

it a process. Beth says that other people are significant guides. Teddy describes the call as 

ñcontinuousò and that one should never stop wondering or asking.  All of the participants 
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attribute their sense of call to the action of God, connected with their willingness to 

explore and be shaped for specific areas of service.  But the most striking theme related 

to specific calls to ministry or Christian vocation is the ability to imagine oneôs self in 

ministry. 

 The point of connection to doing ministry and being a minister comes through 

experience, encouragement, and community support.  Beth, reluctant to attend the Forum 

initially, was transformed by the experience.  She literally found her voice and was the 

first student to share her experiences on mission service day.  Beth says, ñIt was easier to 

talk about things I had done in ministry once I had met other people that could talk about 

things they had done in ministry.ò  In the fall after the Forum, Beth was hired to be a 

pianist at the church she now attends due to the encouragement of a high school music 

teacher, her piano teacher, her mother, and other mentors.  A mission trip was also a 

formational experience.  Beth describes her mission experience in this way:   

When I went to Savannah, Georgia and ran a Bible school there for anywhere 

from two year olds to teenagers, I did the music. When I was doing the music 

there, I felt just right.  I felt thatôs where I needed to be for that exact moment. 

There was something that told me this is what you are going to be doing forever.  

This is what your calling is.  This is what you are good at. 

 

Jane echoes Bethôs comments with her own:  ñAll of a sudden now I could see what I am 

supposed to do.ò  Similarly, Ameliaôs experiences in mission service helped ñto open my 

eyes to see all of the things I could get involved with now.  And the ministry I could do.  

It made me more likely to take advantage of those opportunities.ò 

 The element of imaginative consideration of life possibilities combined with 

experiences in other cultures and contexts has propelled Victoria toward a vocation as a 
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public health nurse.  Victoria does not think of herself in vocational ministry; rather, she 

sees herself as living out her vocation to serve Christ working as a nurse.  She uses the 

language of ñcallò but does not yet connect this call to the church with the same depth of 

expression she uses with biblical connections (see p. 25 for more examples). Chris 

displays the same sense of Christian vocation.  Chris wants to be a ñChristian 

photographerò and hopes to use his creative gifts to show others the world as he sees it.  

Like the others, Chris has had experiences with mission trips, but he does not speak of the 

experiences as being transformational. Chrisô transformation has occurred through 

exposure to theological works in the Forum.  After being introduced to Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, Chris reports that he has read a number of contemporary theological works, 

as well as more classical writers.  Along with Teddy, Chris displays a curious and open 

mind toward other Christian thinkers.  He comments: 

I was impressed and overwhelmed with all I learned about what theology was 

about because I really didnôt know too much and then they gave us the 

Bonhoeffer book and I started reading that.  And was I was like:  oh, my gosh, 

this thing is so rich and it is filled with all of these questions and answers that we 

have as Christians.  When I was there [at the Forum], I learned what my theology 

was and how it was shaped and how to look at the Bible and draw things from 

different scriptures and meaning from passages.  

 

Chrisôs imagination has led him to further theological exploration. 

 Another hunch guiding this study of vocational imagination is the hypothesis that 

with the exposure to theological reflection, methods of biblical interpretation, and 

detailed teaching on call narratives (see Appendix VII), the students would display the 

ability to make personal connections to scripture beyond what is normally seen in 

students of this age (Jones, 144-146). The evidence of such connections between their 
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stories and scripture is surprising in scope, rich in detail, and revelatory of the journey of 

self toward vocational discernment.
30

 

 At the present time, Amelia connects her life to Jeremiah--not the Jeremiah of the 

call narrative, but the Jeremiah whom God calls ñto minister where he was.ò  Amelia 

reflects on Godôs directive to Jeremiah to ñstay here with these people who wonôt listen, 

who are just like you.ò  Amelia thinks of herself as a Jeremiah who is called to minister 

where she is now.  Like Esther, she hears God saying ñAmelia, you are here for this time.  

And this is why you are here.ò  Amelia feels called to be a missionary and is impatient to 

embark on that work.  But she knows that years of school and training lie ahead.  Amelia 

has found meaning for her present place of service and ministry. 

 Beth, who was hesitant to attend the summer program because she didnôt want ñto 

do it just to be somebodyò relates to Amos because ñhe was some little guy who worked 

all the time. He was nothing.ò  Beth makes a further connection to I Cor 1:26-27 for those 

Corinthians who were not of noble birth; nonetheless, God uses them ñto shame the 

wise.ò  Another significant scripture for Beth is Ps 139 (which she has taught to her youth 

group) with an emphasis on ñfor you are fearfully and wonderfully madeò as well as ñyou 

created my innermost being.ò Beth says ñI like that because it reminds you that there is 

not a single part of you that does not have a purpose.ò Beth is beginning to realize that 

God wants to use her for service in the church.  Her growing confidence, commitment to 

serve God, and a sense of support from significant persons enables Beth to point toward 

scripture in the discovery of a dynamic interplay between her life and the word of God. 
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 Chris, who is less certain of his vocational direction, talks about Joseph as a 

person who didnôt know what God wanted him to do; nonetheless, Joseph was faithful to 

God.  Chris cites scripture about trust (Prov 3:5-6) and calling on God (Jer 32:3).  Jane 

talks about Mary, mother of Jesus, and the aspect of obedience that she finds in Mary 

along the element of suffering in Maryôs life (watching her son die on a cross). In 

addition, Jane finds a connection in Jonah of avoidance of doing Godôs work, reflecting 

some of her own ambivalence.  Janeôs desire to be taught by an older, wiser person comes 

through in her discussion of the books of Timothy. She connects these books and the 

biblical characters with her mentoring relationships with her Sunday School teacher, her 

youth ministers (a couple currently in divinity school), her father (a minister), and her 

mother (who is not as supportive of Janeôs calling, out of concern for her daughter). 

 Lou uses the story of Jonah to discuss a year of ñrunning away.ò  After significant 

experiences on mission trips, Lou found himself in his senior year of high school 

avoiding ministry service.  Louôs parents are bi-vocational ministers, and Lou has their 

full support, but the critical element for him is ñwhy me?ò and ñhow?ò
31

  Lou was offered 

the opportunity to assist a traveling evangelist, but avoided the specific possibility.  A 

story Lou relates in the interview indicates that he now feels ready to tell the evangelist 

that he will help him in his ministry. 

 Teddy, who grew up on the mission field, and wants to return to a Spanish-

speaking country one day, finds strong connections between his life and the book of Acts.  

Paulôs story has great meaning to Teddy in terms of the intimacy and personal nature of 

Paulôs call.  Teddy connects to Paulôs experience of Christ speaking to him on the 
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Damascus Road, combined with Paulôs response to change his life completely. In 

addition, the story of Philip ñthe ordinary guyò who ñyou donôt hear a lot aboutò is 

exemplary as ña normal guy and a servant.ò  Philip was called to spread the gospel, ñjust 

like meò says Teddy.  ñHe was a quiet guy but full of the Holy Spirit.ò  Teddy, too, could 

be described as a quiet guy. 

 Victoria is the most prolific and detailed in her connections to scripture.  She goes 

into great detail in the story of Samuel, Hannah, and Eli beginning with Samuel who ñhad 

a sense of God.ò  In the text, the aspect of Samuel being called in the night and by name 

stands out to Victoria.  ñSo the fact that God called Samuel by name and he knows our 

names because without a name what are we?ò she comments.  In addition, Victoria likes 

the story of Moses at the burning bush and how Moses is free to express his sense of 

inadequacy for the task God describes.  She says that is a good way to approach God and 

likes ñMosesô humility in that and knowing his weaknesses.  But at the same time, he was 

willing to do it.  And God provided ways for him to do it.ò  Finally, Victoria relays a 

meditation on Ps 23 with the translation ñsurely goodness and covenant faithfulness will 

pursue you.ò  She is comforted with ñthe thought that God is pursuing us and cares about 

us so much.ò Many of Victoriaôs insights parallel those described in the earlier review of 

call narratives.  Victoria exhibits the freedom of the individual before God to interact, to 

question, and to learn as the purposes of God to meet needs in the present time are 

revealed and understood among individuals and in the community of faith. 

 The richness of connection to scripture is one aspect of vocational imagination 

that sets these students apart and stands in stark contrast to general critiques of young 
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people as being biblically illiterate.  The connections to scripture for the students in this 

study are intensely personal and reveal a sense of seeking identity with God (Moses: 

inadequacies; Amos: a nobody; Jonah: an avoider) as well as the freedom to question 

oneôs task and call (Jeremiah: stay where you are).  Something about God is reflected as 

well (Samuel: called by name; Ps 23) as well as the nature of ministry (Mary: suffering) 

and the significance of community (Timothy and Paul).  Some of the ñlessonsò of 

scripture these students narrate relate to the themes discussed in call narratives, with 

variation on details (for example, Jane replaces the ñyoung youthò image of Jeremiah 

with ñlet no one despise your youthò).  The students display an ease and facility with 

texts in applying them to their own struggles, questions, and insights (Jones, 145).   

 From this overview of some of the main findings in this study, vocational 

imagination can be described in three streams:  explore, connect, and understand 

(Appendix VI).  This arrangement is accompanied by periods or experiences of 

reluctance, disconnection, and ambiguity.  Thus, vocational imagination is not without 

challenges and obstacles (Myers), but significant points of connection offer opportunities 

for new insights (ñI can do itò) as well as encouragement (ñI could see myself there.ò) 

 

Explore 

 

 The element of exploration begins with an experience of faith.  The participants 

report that prior to the Forum they had inklings of deeper questions of their faith, but did 

not always recognize the implications.  In retrospect, some of them realize that they were 

frustrated in asking questions that those around them (peers) were not asking or could not 

be answered (by teachers).
32

  Exposure to theology opens up a world that most have not 
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encountered, accentuating the realization that they were more isolated in their path of 

exploration than they realized. Exposure to a larger group of students who are asking 

similar questions helps program participants absorb the shock of this discovery.  After the 

Forum, many of the students in this study sought out new and deeper conversations with 

friends, or became leaders of Bible studies where they had more freedom to explore their 

own questions.  Exploring faith is also evident in a desire to learn more about other faith 

traditions (Chris and Lou), learn about other ethnic groups (Lou), explore the nature of 

Christian service (Jane), appreciate the experience of new spiritual practices (Teddy), and 

become aware of culturally bound aspects of Christianity and church traditions (Amelia). 

 The new open door to theology has had a profound impact on these students.  The 

rationale behind these kinds of programs that youth are capable and eager to engage 

theology (Lytch) has proven to be true. Students realize that they are capable of engaging 

theological material and all report reading other Christian writers.  Most finished The 

Cost of Discipleship upon their return home, with Jane reporting that she has read the 

book four times. Chris, who is the most uncertain of his vocational direction, discovered 

ña hunger for theology.ò Victoria had a taste of deeper theological conversations at home 

through a gifted Sunday School teacher and came to the Forum expecting challenging 

teaching.  As a college freshman, she can now discuss how sometimes ñout of itò she felt 

in her youth group.  Although Victoria is a leader, she is aware that her questions and 

interests place her outside of the typical youth group member. 

 The element of exploring calling brings students to the Forum, but most admit 

that they were not sure what determining vocational direction really means (see Blierôs 
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study).  Many have experienced moments of ñcallò at an evangelistic event or at a camp 

(Lytch, 2004:54).  However, the Forum presents a completely new and different 

experience for virtually all of the participants. Beth was particularly impressed with 

exposure to peers who display a strong sense of vocational direction.  She realizes now 

that a high school student can have a leaning toward vocational ministry and can make 

progress in following this call.  Teddy already knew he was being called to be a 

missionary and says that he was one of the few at the Forum with such a level of 

certainty.  Teddy shared his Forum experiences with friends who did not attend and now 

they read theological works together.  Amelia had been introduced to the work of 

missionaries through an annual Missions Conference held at her church, but at the Forum 

she learned: 

One of the things they really stressed [at the Forum] is that ministry is not 

convenient and service is not fun.  A lot of times our ministers and our 

missionaries get put on this pedestal and itôs like this is the life to be lived for 

Jesus in these cultures, but so many times you are going to do some stuff that you 

absolutely dread and for the first time I heard people talking about it:  this is 

ministry, this is ministry.  Not all ministry is great.  Because it is not always going 

[to be great]. And at first, that is how I thought it would be. 

 

With this insight, Amelia recognizes the element of suffering contained in some call 

stories.  This is not a deterrent to Amelia, but a matter-of-fact assessment of reality. 

 The process of exploration of faith, theology, and calling within an environment 

designed to be educational, informational, inspiring, and realistic encourages student to 

seek out other opportunities for ministry, offering leadership skills to their churches and 

responding positively when asked to engage in new projects and mission trip.  However, 

a period of reluctance may ensue (Louôs hesitancy to ñgo the next stepò or Victoriaôs 
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decision to pull back from some leadership opportunities in order to be more reflective 

about her life direction).  Doubts and fears are described.  (Lou:  ñI had a panic attack and 

was afraid of everything.  Fear was eating me away.  I had to go back to God.  He was the 

only thing that could help me.ò) Like the biblical characters who questioned Godôs 

purposes and how they could accomplish Godôs work, the students both embrace and 

resist involvement in ministry in their process of exploration. 

 

Connect 

 

 Connections are the most fruitful aspect of this study as already described in the 

rich reflections on scripture.
33

  The variety of texts and characters cited show the fruitful 

imagination of these students and their desire to connect scripture to life in meaningful 

ways.  One can envision these students continuing to apply insights from scripture into 

their lives and the lives of others.  In this respect, the ñmeaning-makingò of scripture is 

accomplished as a connection between the individualôs search for direction and the word 

of God.  Application for the broader community is evident, but still developing. 

 Spiritual practices are important points of connection, especially in revealing 

openness to the broader Christian tradition.  Teddy and Victoria make specific references 

to a particular spiritual practice at the Forum which opened them up to the mystery and 

awe of God.  Teddy makes the connection of new spiritual practices to historic Christian 

traditions and expresses a desire to engage in further practice and discovery.  Lou and 

Chris describe their theological reading as a spiritual practice.  Amelia, Beth, Jane, and 

Victoria mention theological reflection as opening their eyes to theological themes 

present in the movies they watch.  All of the students describe prayer and worship as 
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significant spiritual practices.  For Lou, music has special significance and he describes 

an experience at a Brazilian worship service in English and Portuguese where ñI felt so 

close to God and worshipped him.  I felt completely open to him.ò  Journaling is 

important for Teddy who has completed six journals which he intends to turn into a book.   

 The theological significance of this deepening spirituality through traditional and 

new spiritual practices is best expressed by Victoria:  ñI donôt think I thought about 

working to be spiritual.  Or working to be closer to God.  I thought about doing good 

works, but not actually practices like specifically sitting down and praying.ò  One of the 

counselors gave Victoria a copy of Richard Fosterôs Celebration of Discipline.  Reading 

the book at home became an overwhelming challenge.  ñDo I need to pray three hours a 

day?ò asks Victoria.  ñI couldnôt do it,ò but ñright now Iôm going back to that and really 

feeling that that is something important that I want it to have in place in my life.  So that 

is something that has transferred to now, but it went through a middle place of trying to 

figure that stuff out.ò The lack of encouragement from a guide or mentor through what 

was a new and daunting challenge, resulted in a ñmiddle placeò for Victoria who 

expressed regret that she did not seek out help. 

 The point of connection with mentors is direct and indirect.  All of the 

participants mention significant supports and mentors:  parents, youth ministers, teachers, 

and mentors from the Forum.  Only Beth mentions a former pastor whom she keeps 

apprised of her spiritual journey. Parents are mentioned more than ministers, supporting 

Basdenôs observation that the family is an important support for students interested in 

ministry.
34

  Of the ministers mentioned, it is youth ministers who have the most impact 
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on the student.  Pastors are more remote figures, except for Teddy and Jane whose fathers 

are pastors.  Teddy and Jane (as well as Lou) are aware that their minister parents are first 

and foremost their parents.  Consequently, these students look to other ministers for 

support and mentoring (Teddy: missionary friends who allowed him to work with them in 

the summer).  Parksô discussion of mentoring communities for young adults is a 

particular challenge as these students enter university studies, seeking support and 

mentors in a new environment. Who will be their mentors in college? 

 The negative aspect of mentors is mentioned as lack of support on the part of 

church members who do not know how to support young people as they explore calling 

(see Washingtonôs study).  This is more obvious for the female participants, especially if 

their vocational direction moves toward pastoral ministry.    

Interviewer: What if you had felt called to preach? Could you imagine that the 

reactions might be different?  BETH:  Yes, because my family is very Southern 

Baptist.  They wouldnôt hate me for it, and they would understand because they 

know that God doesnôt discriminate in that way, but it would be kind of hard 

when I got to the stage that I needed to lead a church or pastor a church.  It would 

become a stumbling block in the midst of my family as a wholeðmy extended 

family. 

  

Interviewer: What would happen if God did call you to be a pastor?  BETH: Iôd 

do it anyway.  Not that I would try to be defiant to my family, but my family is 

rooted in their beliefs enough to know that if I say I feel I am called to preach that 

there is no disagreeing with it. It is there. They canôt do anything about it.  My 

mom would say, Well, I wouldnôt do it, but if God is calling you to do it, then go 

ahead. 

 

When asked what she would do if called into pastoral ministry, Jane said ñThat would go 

over real well around here. HA! It would have to be a God thing.  And I donôt necessarily 

say that because Iôm a woman.  Itôs just because it is me.  I donôt see it.ò  At the same 
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time, Janeôs youth ministers are a clergy couple who were recently ordained together.  

Teddy has a great deal to say about lack of encouragement or support from the church.  

Teddy:  My local church hasnôt really done it [affirmed me] a lot. Theyôll say it 

and theyôll license me to preach, but I think they think Iôm just a kid.  

  

Interviewer: So what do you feel is lacking from your church?   

Teddy:   Investment.  Opportunities.  Respect. I donôt know.     

 

Interviewer: What you would like to have from them?  Teddy: For example, I 

really wanted to preach.  Iôve only preached twice in English ever because thatôs 

the only opportunities Iôve ever been given.  But Iôve been to meetings with 

pastors in my home town, Iôve been on the pulpit supply list, Iôve spoken with the 

director of missions, numerous occasions and never had opportunity.  I donôt 

know why that is.  But they say they want men to go into ministry, they say they 

want men to have experience, but they donôt do anything about it.  My dad is the 

only American pastor who has given me a pulpit.  And heôs my dad.  

 

Females and males experience (or perceive) some lack of encouragement which could 

thwart living out vocational imagination toward service in the church. 

 The last point of connection is in the area of practical experience, specifically, 

mission trips. Baptists place a high priority on mission experiences, and with the 

exposure to theological reflection, these participants know the value of reflection and 

how it contributes to their faith, understanding of ministry, and understanding of 

vocational direction (Roehlkepartain, 2000:76; Badcockôs  ñdepth experiencesò).  The 

impact of these experiences cannot be emphasized enough (Scherr:3). The depth of 

meaning and significance holds a strong influence for persons actively engaged in 

ñvocational imagination.ò  The students sense the something ñmoreò that occurs through 

these experiences.  Mission trips offer points of connection to God, recognition of self in 

ministry settings, and bonding with others committed to ministry. 
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Understand 

 

 The call narratives which reveal profound insights about God are echoed with 

insights along the path of vocation.   When asked:  ñwhat have you learned about God?ò 

the students respond with affirmation of Godôs sovereignty (Amelia: ñthat he knows what 

he is doing even when I donôtò), Godôs providence (Chris: ñI know he is looking out for 

me and provides situations for meò), the personal nature of God (Chris, Beth), and a 

sense of closeness to God that is intimate and found in a variety of circumstances and 

settings (Lou, Teddy).  All speak of their understanding of God as growing and dynamic.  

These students describe a trustful relationship with God without restriction.  For instance, 

none of the subjects describe a motivation toward trust in God as being a precondition of 

ñfiguring out my life path.ò  Lou speaks of listening for God ñfor whatever heôs got to say 

to me.ò  Victoria says: ñGod has always been faithful in my life and I think that has given 

me peace about trusting his call. And trust that he has given me the people that I needed 

in my life at the right times and the books that I needed in my life at the right times.ò   

This sense of understanding is open-ended toward the future, but based on an experience 

with God in the past as the students reflect and think about how such experiences relate to 

the present. 

 Another point of understanding concerns the self.  One survey question asks the 

students to rank their image of themselves with gifts and abilities to be in ministry.  Many 

of them struggled with this question and were too humble to acknowledge gifts in 

particular areas or did not want to say much about their gifts for fear of not being 

humble.
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 (This is the ñambiguityò shown on the lower dimension of the model in 



34 

  

Appendix VI.) Amelia says:  ñLately God has been showing me that he has given me 

specific gifts and I should use them and not just say Iôm not good at that because God has 

given them to me for a reason.ò  Beth is discovering ñwho I amò and her personality has 

changed somewhat:  ñI am a lot more out-going, a lot more open about things.  Iôm not as 

quiet as I was before.ò  Jane realizes that she has people skills and acknowledges a love 

for people that was already evident in her life and actions before she felt called to 

missions.  ñAll of a sudden now this could be what Iôm supposed to do,ò Jane says.  She 

has connected her gifts and personality with a greater purpose for the use of those gifts. 

 Further understanding of others is an area of connection that is developing and 

growing.  Lou relates a question from a friend who asked Lou: ñHave you ever thought 

about going into ministry?ò Louôs interpretation of this ñrandomò question is that ñGod 

was speaking through him [my friend] at that particular moment.ò  For Lou, this story 

functions as a sign from God, since the messenger was not a religious person or a person 

from his church. 

 The last aspect of understanding related to vocation involves making some 

tentative or provisional decisions about discerning life direction.  Of the seven 

participants in this study, some have made preliminary decisions toward vocational 

ministry (Amelia, Jane, Beth, Teddy) while others have a strong sense of Christian 

vocation in their chosen professions (Chris,Victoria, Lou).  In the latter group, however, 

the possibility for vocational ministry exists for Chris and Lou but tentative decisions are 

not yet on the horizon.  All of the participants share common characteristics of vocational 

imagination evident in the kinds of questions they ask of their faith and life 
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commitments, the connections they make to scripture and experiences that inform or 

reveal their discoveries, and the passions they exhibit to offer their gifts to meet the needs 

of others. 

 

Implications for the Church and Ministry to Young People Exploring Vocation 

 

 The most important contributions the church can make to young people exploring 

vocation is to help students identify appropriate questions, serve as guides and 

conversation partners, and help students put the pieces together.  It was striking in these 

interviews that after the tape stopped and students debriefed the experience, many of the 

students commented that they had never shared this much of their spiritual journey and 

spiritual quests with another person. One student said:  ñBefore now [my] story was in 

pieces.  But now Iôve put the pieces together just by talking to you about it.  Next time I 

tell my story it will have more of these pieces.ò   Another student added: ñI hadnôt put 

this all together.  Some of what I said surprised me.ò These young people have a yearning 

to tell their stories more so than to answer the question ñwhat are you going to do with 

your life?ò  But are we asking?  And are we listening? 

 Another implication for the church is that some young people do not always have 

a strong sense that their church, as a whole, is listening or supportive of their exploration 

of vocation. Chris appeals to the church to ñelaborateò and ñhelp us see ministry as more 

than being a preacher.ò  While Teddy and Amelia benefit from the missions emphasis 

commitment in their local church, Teddy feels more can be done for individuals who feel 

called to ministry.  Exposure and limited practice in ministry are good starting points, 

says Teddy.  Lou had such exposure when he was invited to share his Forum experiences 
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at his church.  Louôs questions and struggles are more personal and he takes the 

communityôs support for granted, not realizing that others do not have the same support.   

Beth seems to have experienced a happy medium in her service as evening worship 

pianist; she feels that she has been given an opportunity to ñtestò her gifts and calling in a 

supportive environment.  Church leaders need to be aware that support for students is 

essential, but it can also place tremendous pressure on the student.  Providing 

opportunities for service and learning is vital, and attention must be given to learning 

from ministry. 

 Church leaders and ministers may not be aware of the spiritual journey that these 

students are exploring with questions about a vocation in ministry.  Perhaps Carol 

Lytchôs observation about significant decisions and experiences taking place ñon the 

marginsò might spark a more intentional process of listening to the stories young people 

tell about their experiences.  The Lilly Youth Program senior fall retreat was such an 

occasion; most of the participants in this study were also part of the retreat experience (in 

either 2005 or 2006) and were exposed to learning from spiritual autobiography as well 

as how to engage processes of discernment.  Churches should be encouraged to provide 

juniors and seniors in high school with retreats and programs geared toward exploring 

vocation as well as discerning life commitments and direction.  In addition, ministers can 

direct students to programs like the Lilly Youth Program to encourage students to explore 

these issues with like-minded young people.  The immediate pay-off is increased 

commitment and the desire to serve in the local church, in addition to the positive impact 

on youth ministry and youth groups. 
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 The church needs to continue to fan the flames of youthful passion and vocational 

exploration.  These flames (or perhaps, coals and embers!) accompany students when 

they begin university studies.  Consequently, the potential to impact campus ministries 

increases with the number of students who have started to consider vocation.  

Consequently, the church needs to realize that encouraging and supporting youth in their 

theological questions is an investment in developing young people for leadership and 

ministry in the church and society. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 The most recent literature on best practices for educating clergy (Foster with 

ñformational re-imaginationò) and Craig Dykstraôs thought-provoking description of 

ñpastoral imaginationò make some assumptions. Both concepts deal with persons who 

have decided to enter ministry and with those who practice ministry. It is as if one opens 

the door of a theological school, and lo and behold, a group of people is waiting to enter 

the hallowed halls and embark on a course of study that will prepare them to be the best 

ñpastoral imaginersò on the planet.  But what happened to bring these people to the door?  

How did they find the way?  Why did they want to come in the first place?    

 This study invites further exploration of ñvocational imaginationò as a precursor 

to the ñformational re-imaginationò and ñpastoral imaginationò Foster and Dykstra 

describe.  Such vocational imagination is observed among persons actively engaging 

questions about vocational discernment in conjunction with experiences of faith and 

reflective of profound and growing relationships with God.   
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 One significant contribution to this process for some high school youth has been 

the introduction to theological language and theological reflection, as evident in the Lilly  

Youth Program at Gardner-Webb University.  The theological school contributes 

theological teaching to the spiritual formation occurring in the church.
36

  One result is 

that students display ñvocational imaginationò and take the best that both of these 

formational opportunities offer to put substance to driving questions and passions.  The 

pattern that emerges in this model of vocational imagination is one of exploring, 

connecting, and understanding.  These elements interrelate and create a web of being and 

spiritual formation, providing a strong foundation for persons seeking to develop creative 

and sustainable patterns of ministry. 

 The students in this study have come a long way from a glib ñI feel called into 

ministryò and have now entered into the spirituality of vocation as a way of life, a process 

of discovery of God, self, and others that will beckon and guide their faith and life 

commitments in ways they do not yet know.  The imagination awakens. 
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APPENDIX I 

 The initial group of possible participants who attended the 2005 Forum included 

54 new students and 7 alumni (2004 participants).  The criteria established included 

Baptist participants living within a geographical radius of 2 hours (or college attendance 

that allowed the same). Students had to be in college or at least a senior in high school.  

Consideration was given to include 60% female (to represent Forum attendance) and 

cluster groups (at least one cluster group from the same church).  From this criteria, a 

possible group of 17 students emerged.  Two students were determined not to be 

attending church, one was in basic training, three were outside the geographic range but 

were included in case a cluster could be studied, one student who agreed to be 

interviewed transferred to another college outside of the geographic range, and one 

student could not be reached.  Nine students agreed to be interviewed, but only seven 

were actually interviewed based on the gender percentage established at the onset.  The 

sample intentionally included students who were not certain about vocational ministry as 

a life direction. 

 Two of the students participating in the study (both female) are seniors in high 

school.  The five college students (two female and three male) attend two different 

Baptist universities (one more middle of the road, and one more conservative).  All the 

students interviewed were eager to participate in this study.  All are Anglo-Americans, 

reflecting the predominant group attending the summer program.  A possible eighth 
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interviewee (male, African-American high school senior) was not included in the final 

sample due to time constraints as well as the large amount of material already generated. 

 The students were contacted by phone initially and sent a survey (Appendix II) 

which they returned prior to the interview.  An informed consent form was required 

(Appendix III).  All parents were contacted, even those with children over the age of 18. 

This was done as a courtesy to the parents, who have also been part of the Lilly Youth 

Program. All of the parents quickly agreed to give permission and were pleased to be 

asked.  Parents with minor children signed the informed consent form. 

 The format for the interviews included a semi-structured interview with open-

ended questions (Appendix IV).  The interviews were conversational and after each 

interview, other information was gathered in the de-briefing process.  This information 

proved to be extremely revealing and was incorporated into the notes of each transcript.  

The location for the interviews was either in the interviewerôs office (with an 

administrative assistant in an outer office) or on site (as in the case of two students with 

whom the interviewer attended church, ate lunch, and conducted the interviews in a 

public location).  At the conclusion of the interview, each student expressed appreciation 

for the process and the opportunity to talk about their sense of call to ministry. 

  




