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In sorting out a call of God on our lives, the experience of Paul offers a good beginning point for us.  
Before reading further take time to study 
Acts 7:54-8:5; 9:1-30; Gal. 1:15-20.
Soon after Saul of Tarsus’ conversion when he met the risen Christ on the road to Damascus, he goes off to Arabia.  I imagine he spent those three years there learning from Christ and reflecting on how the Holy Spirit had been at work in the three most recent events in his life in 

* studying at the feet of Gamaliel in Jerusalem

* becoming the chief persecutor of the church 

* encountering Christ on the road to Damascus

Even if in reflection he had skipped over those early years of living in a Jewish home and worshipping in the synagogue of Tarsus, thinking about the three most recent events in his life would have taken up large spans of reflective time.  





During that time of reflection, Saul surely wondered why he had been chosen.  These experiences became the primary material for his reflection.  But the contemplation of these most recent events didn’t obliterate the proceeding years in which the Spirit of God had been working, shaping his life for this missionary task.

Saul’s response to Christ’s invasion of his life provides a model for all of us.  The call of Christ isn’t separate from the other dimensions of our lives – our history, our background, our training and experiences.  We may not have the leisure to take three years and go to Arabia, but we can set aside time to reflect on the call that has invaded our life story.

Verification of Your Call: The Fingerprints of God on Your Call

An authentic call of God to missions will always have His fingerprints all over it and they will be in dozens of places in your life. As you review your life and seek verification that your call is from God the question arises, “How do I identify and evaluate the marks of an authentic call of God to missions – the fingerprints, so to speak, of God?”

There are several traditional marks of God’s activity in an authentic call to missions.  However, to claim a call, or to identify God at work in your life, you don’t need all of these signs.  On the other hand, it’s highly unlikely that your call will exclude all of them.  

Clarity

When the call of God to missions is authentic, it doesn’t come to us in a fuzzy, unintelligible form.  Sometimes it can come in startlingly clear form, like God’s direction to Saul of Tarsus in Acts 9:6, “Get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.”  But not all calls are this clear and specific.

Where are you in your discernment of a call to missions?  If your call to missions is unclear at first, wait to respond, but don’t use vagueness as a reason to procrastinate.

Persistence

When God calls us to missions, the call comes continuously. We need not fear that God will depart if we don’t hear the call at first.  Most of us who have had dealings with God know that He doesn’t give up easily.  After all, Jesus has told us in Rev. 3:21, “Listen!  I am standing at the door and knocking.”

How persistent is God’s call to you today?  How persistent has His call been lately?

Progression

A progressive call to missions is one that meets us where we are in our lives.  God speaks to us in our present context in order to guide us where He wishes us to be.  The story of Peter in Luke 5:1-22 provides an excellent example of this unfolding call.  Andrew, Peter’s brother, had brought him to Jesus for early conversations.  Then Jesus encountered Peter washing his nets after an unsuccessful night of fishing.  After Jesus directed Peter to the miraculous catch of fish, he invited him to become a learner, “a fisher of men,” and follow Him.  During the next three years Jesus proved Peter with an apprenticeship, until finally the Resurrected Jesus directs Peter in John 21 to “feed my sheep.”

Do you see the progressive unfolding of events in your life leading you from one experience of God’s will to another?
Congruence of Call and Circumstances

When God calls, He opens doors.  He brings the right people into our lives.  When God calls us to a task things fall into place, and when they don’t, it’s time to pause and reflect, “Is this truly a call of God on my life?”  Experience teaches us that when we have difficulty putting things into place, God may be giving us a “wait” signal.

What kind of signals are you getting?  Are the lights in your life red, yellow, or green?

Convergence of Events

This sign of God’s call to missions can be seen only when we see that we’ve been on our journey with Him for awhile.  Convergence points to a “coming together” of influences or choices that seem to be more than mere coincidence.  Take the case of Saul of Tarsus.  Was it purely accidental that he was born in a Roman province and so was born a Roman citizen?  Was his diligent study with the greatest scholar of his day a happenstance?  Or was there divine providence at work in his life from his earliest days to prepare him for his call to missions as the apostle to the Gentiles?

As you think about your life journey and your call, do you see any convergence of events?

Conviction

This sign suggests an intuitive knowing that originates in a spiritual encounter with God – an “I know that I know,” as John Wimber so often said.  It has a close affinity with the prophetic way of knowing because both come from the Holy Spirit.  When you try to explain your convictional knowledge, logic and process may well fail because the knowledge didn’t come to you that way. 
What about you?  Is conviction at work in your life?  Do you know that you know that you are called by God to missions?

Peace

By “peace” I mean an inner calm about the decision you made or are about to make.  “Shalom” is the personal state out of which we should make our decisions, for it is the realm of the Kingdom.  Jesus promised in John 14:27, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.  I do not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” 
As you contemplate God’s call in your life to missions, are you at peace with your decisions?

In-Breakings

Some would call this being blessed by God, experiencing the presence of the Holy Spirit, being filled with the Spirit, being given prophetic revelation, or being in the Spirit. 
These phrases point to an experience of the Holy Spirit that ultimately defies explanation.  Nevertheless, these moments of in-breaking mark a time in your life that function as a kind of dividing line, so that you recall life before and after they occurred.  These experiences of in-breaking don’t accompany every call.  But when they do occur, the call to missions seems deeper and more secure.

Certainly the experiences of Saul on the road to Damascus and immediately preceding and following have the earmarks of in-breakings.  His heart is invaded by the presence of the Risen Christ, who spoke directly to him.  Later in his life, Saul – by then Paul – points to this experience as the foundation of his call and the motivation for his ministry (see Acts 26:12-18).

How have the in-breakings in your life related to your call?

A Final Word

In all your praying and reflecting and searching and setting forth guidelines for discernment, let us never forget that discernment is not certainty; it is understanding to the best of your ability. God is always looking for faith.  Our discernment points the way, suggesting how we should decide and act, but we act in faith, not certainty…we walk by faith, not by sight.  God gives no guarantees about the outcome of our discernment, but He will be with us on our journey and will teach us through our mistaken turns.  And His divine fingerprints will mark our lives.

In matters of discerning God’s call to missions in our lives, we can take comfort in the confession of Thomas Merton:

My Lord God,


I have no idea where I am going.  I do not see the road ahead of me.  I cannot know for certain where it will end.  Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think that I am following Your will does not mean that I am actually doing so.  But I believe that the desire to please You does in fact please You.

       And I hope that I have that desire in all that I am doing.  I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire.  And I know that if I do this, You will lead me by the right road though I may know nothing about it.

       Therefore will I trust You always, though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death.  I will not fear, for You are ever with me, and You will never leave me to face my perils alone.

       (Thoughts in Solitude, Thomas Merton)

 A Reflective Retreat: CALL – An Exercise of Going Deeper 

Take your journal and your Bible and go away to a place of retreat (a place where you can be in a natural surrounding without the distractions of a phone, TV or radio for two or more days).  

When you begin this reflective retreat, adopt a receptive mode of listening when you answer a question or when you’re guided to reflect on certain experiences.  Let the words come to you.  Write what enters your mind without editing or judging it.  
Take your time.  Don’t rush through these exercises. 

Starting Your Reflective Retreat

Reflect on your past using the lifeline that you drew before. The past is preparation for your call to missions, shaping your passions, your skills, your experience, and your relationships.  Sometimes pain that you have suffered in the past provides the ground for your passions and yearning.  God’s spiritual gifts also offer signs to your call.

In preparing yourself to reflect on your past, get yourself clearly situated in your present and think about its different aspects.  

What is going on in your external world right now?  

* What national or international events are affecting your life?  

* What is happening in your family life?  

* What is happening in your church life?  

* What is happening in your work life?  

* What is happening in relationships outside your family?  

As you reflect on these important aspects of your life, listen deeply for the answers, and then record what comes to you.

What is going on in your internal world right now?

* What is your attitude towards yourself?

* What are the visions you dream about?

* What conflicts are you experiencing?

* Does life seem good to you right now?

* Do you have feelings of guilt, or shame, or failure?

Again, as you reflect on these important aspects of your life, listen deeply for the answers, and then record what comes to you.

When you have finished writing your responses to these questions, close your eyes and, as the Quakers used to say, seek “to center down.”  Enter that quiet place before God in your soul and wait. The Early Church Fathers called it “odium sanctum,” that is “holy leisure.” 
Getting in touch with your present creates a place of self-awareness from which you can listen for God.  Once you are clearly situated in this place, you can begin to examine and reflect on the past context of your life, to listen for God through your lived experiences.  

Doing Your Reflective Retreat

These exercises that follow are designed to help you do that.  Take each of the suggestions one at a time and record in your journal your reflections and answers to the questions asked.

1. God often speaks through a thought – an idea that emerges in our minds.  We don’t know exactly how such thoughts come to us, except to say that surely God has a thousand ways to place these thoughts in our minds.  Let your mind be free to receive insights, impressions, and words from God in this time of reflection.

* When in the past do you think that God might have spoken to you – calling you to missions?

* Where do you think God might be involved in your present life – calling you to missions?

* As you sit quietly before God at the center, what thoughts come to mind?

2. God often speaks to you through another person’s affirmation of a gift that you’ve been given.  

* What are the things that others have affirmed in you in the past?

* What do you do well? 

* Record your answers and ask yourself if these affirmations point toward your spiritual gifts.  Remember that God’s call to missions is to use the gifts He has given you.

3. God will often speak through another person by way of a word of encouragement, or even more explicitly through a prophetic word.

* What words of encouragement have others spoken to you in the past about a call to missions?

* What prophetic words have you been given by others regarding a call to missions?

* Record your answers and ask if these words you received resonated with the Holy Spirit within you.  Did you sense that was the Voice you know?  Remember the Holy Spirit who speaks prophetically through others is the same Spirit who lives in you and gives witness to His word.
4. God often speaks directly through a text of Scripture, and God always speaks in accordance with the teachings of Scripture. John Calvin emphasized the “inner testimony” of Scripture.  He looked upon the words of Scripture as dead and meaningless to us until the Spirit of God moved upon them and made them alive to our soul.  This inner testimony personalized the text for the person and enabled him or her to hear the Voice of God through the text of Scripture.

* Reflect back over your experiences in the past of reading Scripture or hearing it read or shared.  

* Do you recall a time that the message of the text seemed addressed specifically to you and you felt called to missions?

* Have there been times when you felt drawn to the Missio Dei or drawn to missions through Scripture?

5. God often calls when we come face-to-face with human pain.  Suffering has long been a medium of God’s call.

* Think back in your life and recall situations in the past where you encountered significant human suffering or pain.

* Picture each situation in your mind and begin to write your feelings.  “When I saw, or met, or heard about … I felt ….”

* What is God speaking to you concerning your call to missions through this?

6. God also speaks to us not only through the pain of others but also through our own pain.  Your pain can often become the training ground that shapes the call to missions that God extends to you. However, simply because you have suffered in a particular way doesn’t mean that you should automatically engage in missions.  

* As you reflect on your past identify the deepest trauma of your life.  What painful memories refuse to go away?

* Is there something you would like to do for those who suffer the same thing?

* Sometimes the Voice was immediate at that very moment, or shortly after a moment of trauma.  As you reflect on your traumatic experience do you feel drawn to those who have suffered like you?

* What is God speaking to you concerning your call to missions through this?

7. Stirrings of the soul are often God’s whispered beckonings.  Think back over your lifetime of experiences.  A yearning or a stirring in your heart may act like a thermometer, signaling that the soul is unwell.  Or the stirring may be like an appetite, a hunger that announces itself when nourishment has been delayed or withheld.  Or the stirring may be the awakening of a life dream, a desire to make a difference in the world, a call to missions.

* Can you identify times when you felt close to God?

* During those times, did you feel that God had something for you to do?

* Recall these moments in your life when you felt stirrings of the soul – and write freely about those moments; don’t edit your thoughts as they come. 

* When you’ve finished writing, read over your account and try to see what God is saying to you through them concerning your call to missions. 
8. The prelude to a call from God often takes the form of restlessness.  Our “dis-ease” with our situation is often related to our work.  We complain that it doesn’t fulfill us as it once did.  Frustration can set in, and no matter what we do, it seems like the satisfaction that we once felt eludes us.  Often at this point we press on the accelerator of our life to speed up in order to keep from noticing our inner confusion.  Eventually this can lead us to the pit of meaninglessness, which may actually be the best place for us to hear God speak because it puts us in a position of total dependence; it humbles us and opens us to new possibilities.

* When you reviewed what you wrote about where you are in your life, did you discover any restlessness?

* Give special attention to this feeling and begin writing in your journal with this question, “O God, why do I feel restless about…?”

* What may God be speaking to you concerning your call to missions through this?

9. At times God calls us to missions in such a gentle way that His engagement with us feels quite natural and undramatic.  When God calls in this way, unfortunately any profound sense of call to missions often goes unnoticed.

* Think about where you are at now in your life and the events and experiences that brought you to this place.  Are all these accidents of existence, or is there some kind of purpose at work in the world, some kind of Master plan that gathers your life into it?

* As you reflect on your life, can you get a sense that you are where you are and doing what you are doing because God has been whispering a call to missions to you for a very long time?

10. Sometimes a call to missions originates in an experience as simple as an invitation by another to share in an existing mission with them.

* Did God’s call to missions come to you through someone who both cared for you and for a task that needed to be done?
Closing your Reflective Retreat

Return to your lifeline and search your life for each of these various ways that God may have been speaking a call to you.  Add additional marks for the times when the following occurred in your life (if necessary redraw your lifeline using more paper):

* The thought of a call to missions came into your mind.

* A person affirmed a spiritual gift God had given you.

* A person spoke a prophetic word to you about a call to missions.

* A text of Scripture spoke to you about God’s call to missions.

* You saw the pain of others and wondered what you could do to help.

* Your own experience of pain drew you to others suffering the same kind of pain.

* You felt very close to God and drawn to the Missio Dei.

* You felt restless in your work/ministry.

* You noticed that your life was being shaped and directed by a series of “gentle calls” from God towards missions.

* Someone in missions invited you to join an existing ministry.

After searching your life for these God moments, sit quietly before God.  Listen to the thoughts that come into your mind, and then record them in your journal.


An Exercise in the Confirmation of Your Call: The Discernment of Others

All of the possible approaches to discerning the call of God to missions in your life can be enormously helpful to the person seeking after God’s will, but God’s call is never in a vacuum and it is always confirmed through others.  Other people do reflect their perceptions of your call, and in their perceptions you often hear the voice of God. Hearing the feedback from others also enhances your understanding.

When you are struggling with whether you have an authentic call to missions, or even when you think you have arrived at clarity about your call to missions, you shouldn’t move forward until you have had the benefit of others’ interactions.  Not only is it beneficial for you to get together with a trusted friend on a one-to-one basis and share your perceptions of call with her, but also with a small group of spiritually-sensitive people, inviting them to pray with you about discernment, and with your pastor to have your church’s affirmation of your call to missions before you launch out.

Unfortunately, a word of warning is in order here: not all followers of Jesus know how to receive a person who is struggling with a call to missions.  If you find yourself in that place concerning your possible call of God to missions, be sure that the persons with whom you choose to speak for this exercise have a good understanding of the way God works in a person’s life.

Exercise #1: Reflections from a Friend

Nothing is more natural or safe than speaking with a close spiritually-mature friend about the deep things of your heart.  Select such a friend and schedule a time to meet in order to talk about your sense of call to missions; tell them that is why you want to speak with them at this particular time.  Let your friend know that this conversation is not a casual matter to you.  Meet in a place where you will both be comfortable and not distracted or interrupted by others.  

Begin your meeting by thoroughly explaining how the sense of call to missions came to you and what your struggles are.  Invite them to ask questions.  Listen carefully to the responses your friend gives, and pay close attention to the questions they ask.  Hard questions help your process of discernment.  Explore these questions and honestly confess both your struggles and your fears.  

When you’ve finished the conversation, ask your friend to pray for you.  Later record in your journal what was asked by your friend, as well as what was shared by them.  Write your feelings and impressions from this encounter concerning your call to missions.

Exercise #2: Reflections from a Group

Dependence upon group consensus and group response in the process of discernment has long been a part of Christian tradition. In a small group community, grounded in Christ, we each bring our gifts and perspectives to the table, and these gifted individuals who know you also know the right questions to ask you, and they have insights to share with you.  The small group provides a setting in which creative interchange takes place.  The insight or word spoken to you from one person may spark an insight from another, and they from another, etc., and so it goes.  As the Spirit works together in all the members of the group, they and you will usually receive greater clarity.

Begin by asking your small group if you could schedule a time to meet in order for you to talk about your sense of call to missions, and to ask if they would seek discernment with you concerning God’s will in this.

Begin the meeting with your small group by thoroughly explaining how the sense of call to missions came to you and what your struggles are.  Invite all of them to each ask questions of you.  Listen carefully to their responses, and pay close attention to the questions they ask.  Hard questions help your process of discernment.  Explore these questions and honestly confess both your struggles and your fears.  

When you’ve finished the conversation with your small group, ask them to lay hands on you and to pray for you.  Ask someone in the group to record the words and blessings that are prayed over you.  Later record these in your journal along with the questions asked of you, as well as what was shared by your small group in your conversation.  Write your feelings and impressions from this encounter concerning your call to missions.



