The grandchildren were visiting the other day, and I was pushing eight-month-old Eliza in a backyard swing.  Once I was in the rhythm my attention wandered and I contemplated the planes overhead on the flight path to MSP.  There was a time in my life eight or ten years ago when, with the support of a very encouraging congregation, I spent a lot of time on airplanes; at least, what counts as a lot of time for a pastor.  Within the life of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America I had meetings here and conferences there and was grateful I lived close to the airport.  It was an era of rental cars and hotel rooms and working on my laptop in boarding areas and coffee shops and restaurants and too much time on the telephone.  I was doing what some would call “significant” work…whatever that means…and I was absorbed in it.  The planes brought it all back.

Then I heard a gurgle…a giggle…a noise in front of me, and looked back at this grinning, drooling, glowing round little face swinging back and forth in front of me, abundant hair hanging down over her forehead.  Eliza knows nothing of airplane travel or rental cars, board meetings or theological conferences, but she does know that she loves swinging, and loves having Papa push her, and I wondered…

…which work was really significant?  Flying around the country, chairing meetings, speaking at conferences, or pushing Eliza in the swing?

If you came to worship this morning hoping to be cheered up, it’s hard to find much to like in today’s scriptures.  The author of Ecclesiastes, usually thought to be Solomon, a man of legendary wisdom, has nothing good to say about work.  Solomon was king of Israel for forty years.  1 Kings 10.23 sums it up by saying “Thus King Solomon excelled all the kings of the earth in riches and in wisdom.” Now he looks over those forty years as a legendary king, one of the most powerful men in the world, and dismisses his career as vanity.  In Eugene Peterson’s Bible translation The Message, “vanity” becomes smoke.  “I’ve seen it all,” he says in verse 14, “and it’s nothing but smoke—smoke, and spitting into the wind.”  Then at the end of the lesson: “So what do you get from a life of hard labor?  Pain and grief from dawn to dusk. Never a decent night’s rest.  Nothing but smoke.”  Reminds me of an old country song that said “work your fingers to the bone and what do you get? Bony fingers.”  Solomon, a man of incredible accomplishments, looks back on those accomplishments and calls them all smoke.
Solomon writes off work as an ultimate source of meaning and satisfaction in life, and then in Luke 12 Jesus points out the idiocy of measuring life, measuring ourselves, by money, by storing up treasures for ourselves.  In that parable, a rich guy is trying to figure out how to store his growing riches when he is struck dead…the riches will do him no good.  All the money in the world couldn’t buy another minute of life.

If work is not the key to a life of fulfilled satisfaction; if money is not the key to a life of fulfilled satisfaction; then what is it?  What’s it all about?  Where the real stuff in life to cling to?

There’s a clue at the beginning of the second lesson, the words from Colossians.  The Peterson translation goes like this:

So if you’re serious about living this new resurrection life with Christ, act like it.  Pursue the things over which Christ presides.  Don’t shuffle along, eyes to the ground, absorbed with the things right in front of you.  Look up, and be alert to what is going on around Christ—that’s where the action is.

Martin Luther talked often about vocation; about responding to God’s call, a call unique to each one of us, a call that changes with time and place and situation.  There is something that God intends for you to be doing right now…right now.  Call it your vocation.  Vocation is not just for “professional Christians” like Megan or Sue or me.  Vocation is for all Christians, and the adventure we are living all the time is the adventure of finding what it is that God is calling us to do right here and right now.  For some people that vocation will match up with their occupation; for others it will not; but the joy in life is finding your vocation and living it.  Considering the gifts God has given you, considering the circumstances you are in right now, what is it that God is calling you to do?

Some years ago I was pastor of a small church in Connecticut and we were trying to hire a new sexton; it was a part-time position and did not pay very much.  The hiring was left to me.  Sebastian Luciano applied for the job and came in for an interview.  “Buster” was a little short Italian gentleman, on the stocky side, a full head of silver hair and a luxurious silver mustache.  “What has been your vocation?” I asked him, and he said that he was a musician, that he played the clarinet with a famous Connecticut group called the Governor’s Foot Guard.  Interesting.

He got the job and served faithfully as long as his health allowed.  After he had been working with us for a while, I learned that Buster had spent 45 years as a tool and die maker at Pratt and Whitney Aircraft.  But he did not identify himself as a tool and die maker; he said he was a musician.  Making music is what he was called to do, his vocation.

Some lucky people can say that their occupation and their vocation are the same thing; I am sure some tool and die makers would say that.  But for Buster, he made a living as a tool and die maker, and a life as a musician.

Work in and of itself is an honorable thing, but if it is just work, it ends up being smoke…dust in the wind.  Time to look up and get yourself connected with what God is doing in the world, and find the way you can connect with what God is doing.

You have to look up.  There’s that line in Colossians, “don’t shuffle along, eyes to the ground, absorbed with the things right in front of you.  Well, I can do that in the real world.  I get into what my wife calls my “zombie walk,” when I am just staring at the path in front of me and marching straight ahead.  I’m not looking up, not really seeing my world.  I very truly need to look up, as all of us need to look up from the pressures and concerns of the everyday, getting an education, making a living, managing a family, maintaining relationships, coping with retirement, to see what God is doing in the world and how we are being called to be part of that godly activity.

You are a unique person, in a unique situation.  God has a vocation for you in that situation.  Open your mind, your heart, your spirit, and discover what that vocation is.  It doesn’t matter whether you are young or old, rich or poor, God has something for you to be doing.  When you find that thing and do it; when you give yourself to what is going on around Christ, where the action is; then life is more than smoke; this is the steak, not the sizzle.  That’s the key to happiness in life; to be doing what God intends for you to be doing.

So there I was, pushing the swing, pondering vocation.  Was the work I did back when I was spending time on airplanes and going to meetings and giving speeches significant?  Frankly, yes, I think it was.  It was the right thing for me to be doing then, and it was very satisfying.  Was pushing Eliza in the swing significant?  Yes, I think it was.  It was the right thing for me to be doing right then, and it was very satisfying.

Maybe you are a person who can look back at life in years gone by and remember a time when your vocation was clear and sharply defined, when you were living it and taking satisfaction from that; or maybe you are a person who looks ahead and sees a future built around a vocation that will shape who you will be.  All that is nice, but the real adventure is to look up today at what God is doing in the world, and figure out what it is that God wants you to be doing right now.  Find that place, find that vocation, and life is more than smoke, more than dust in the wind.  It’s the real thing!

Amen


