The call: fasting or feasting?
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Recently we have received several new elders into our eldership, the leading body of our church family here at AFC. During the ordination they were asked, “Do you believe that you are called by God through his church to the office of elder serving in this congregation?” To our delight they answered in the affirmative. We have not probed further into the question as to when and how they had received the call, or whether it was easy or hard for them to decide. Their ‘yes’ indicated to us that they had given due consideration to the idea, whatever way it was put to them and they were ready to take it as God’s guidance for the next stage of their lives. We then prayed for them, laid hands on them, assured them of our support and set them on this new phase of their journey with God. 


Well, both of our Scripture readings today speak of being called into God’s service. But before we come to see what the Bible has to say about calling, we may want to acknowledge that it is not always to do directly with God, or faith. In fact, according to the Dictionary the non-religious definition comes first before we get to the religious meaning of the word. People of no faith may also get a strong pull, or call towards something they feel uniquely qualified for and feel passionate about. Like being a singer or playing football, being a Politian or an eco-warrior, a doctor, a nurse, a teacher or an artist. In everyday usage it’s called vocation and these people deserve our admiration and support if they pursue their calling truthfully and with integrity. 

But today we want to focus on God’s call in the Bible. In Abram’s case, as we heard in our first reading from Genesis, the call comes as an inner voice with an absolute certainty that it is God’s voice. For Matthew in the Gospel passage, it comes through Jesus and again it comes with such authority that it cannot be ignored. Don’t we sometimes wish that we could receive such clear guidance? When confronted with important decision making, how we would need some definite direction to show us which way to turn! And it doesn’t come. Or is it that we do know the way, but we don’t like it? It wouldn’t be surprising if that were the case, because God’s call usually means embarking on a new, challenging yet unknown future. Abram had to leave his country, his community and a settled existence behind with only the vague promise of: ‘I will show you where to go’. Matthew’s call was even shorter: ‘Follow me’.

I don’t know about you, but I like to know where I am going. Some years ago a lovely friend asked me to go with her on a holiday in the US. I felt quite privileged, because she had a lot of other friends, yet she picked me for this particular trip. As she was the more experienced traveller, she took on herself all the preparations for the journey and I trusted her implicitly. It was only once we were there that it turned out this trip was not going to be how I liked things to go. There were some fixed points we hoped to visit but as to the how, nothing was prepared, nothing was booked, we picked up the hired car at the airport in the middle of the night and when I asked, do we know where we were going, she said, ‘well, no, but we will get there eventually’. And, of course, we did – ‘eventually’.

So I have a lot of sympathy for Abram and Matthew. Their call was a bit like that. When a call comes, the first question we tend to ask is ‘Why me? I am not qualified. There are others far better suited to the job’. In our case, it may be just an excuse, but for both Abram and Matthew it was quite true. We know Abraham as the greatest example of faith, but if we read the whole of his story, we would certainly not call him that. In the Book of Joshua there is a reference (24:2) to Abram’s origins as the member of a family worshipping other gods. Yet, the word of God came to Abram. He was known to have no scruples about putting Sara, his wife in danger more than once to save his own skin. Yet, the word of God came to Abram. He was at an advanced age with no heir or hope for the future. Yet, the word of God came to Abram.

Matthew has not fared better either. He was a tax collector, which at that time by definition meant dishonesty and getting rich by exploiting others. Yet, Jesus said to him, ‘follow me!’ Matthew was a despised person for he had to be a collaborator with the occupying Roman forces. Yet, Jesus said to him: ‘follow me!’ Matthew was probably not a very happy person as he was an outcast for both social and religious reasons. Yet, Jesus said to him: ‘follow me!’ So, you see God’s call is not issued by merit. It is the same today and it is good news for us too. It is true that our churches are full of respectable people, good citizens, salt of the earth kind. But perhaps we, who are regarded as such, know that not everything in our lives is a good advertisement for God.

There is another feature that connects the call of Abram and Matthew. The call has a kind of urgency about it. It is not merely a possible, polite suggestion for something to consider at their leisure. We have already mentioned Jesus’ short, to the point word to Matthew: follow me. The implication is, ‘right now, I am going this way and you are to come with me. I need you with me!’

When it comes to Abram, he is told ‘go’ – to a place I will show you. The word ‘go’, apparently, is better translated, as ‘get going!’ There is no time to lose! Maybe today the question comes to us: Is there something God is calling us to do right now? Without hesitation, without procrastination? If you are like me, we are very good at that!


We tend to weigh up the pros and cons. Can I do this at my time of life? Am I too young for this, shouldn’t I concentrate on my career? Am I too old for this, what about my health issues? What if it doesn’t work out? Will my insurance cover it? In a sense the anxiety is justified, of course. The call from God doesn’t come with signed guarantees. There are long years of wandering and dangerous situations ahead for Abram. Matthew will have to walk the dusty roads of Galilee accompanying Jesus with no fixed address, no material assets, having to depend on other people’s hospitality for his basic needs. What a downgrade from his previous lifestyle he must have been used to! 


BUT. The encouraging thing is that, though there is no precise itinerary for Abram, his call assures him of God’s abiding presence with him. It is God, who will show him the country which will be his inheritance. It is God, who will make him into a great nation, it is God, who will bless him and make him a blessing to others. All the actions are done by God. He will need a lot of trust, but all Abram has to do, and all we have to do is, ‘get going’.


And Matthew? Well, his journey with Jesus starts with a feast, but as we have just pointed out, the rest of it was to be more fasting than feasting. So, with all this hardship, is it worth it? Well, the testament of both the ancient people of God in Biblical times, and the people of God in our own time, is that it is more than worth it. By listening to God and risking the seemingly uncertain future with God, Abram gained the amazing distinction of becoming the Father of Faith for 3 major World Religions amongst them Judaism, which in due time, had produced and nurtured Jesus of Nazareth, in whom, we Christians, recognise the human possibility of living the life of God.
Matthew’s call led to a new identity, a totally re-orientated life with a close and sustaining relationship with Jesus. He was there when the Apostles received the Spirit of the risen Christ and were commissioned to take the glorious good news of God’s Kingdom to the ends of the earth. He has also received the same privilege as everyone, who responds to God’s call: in the newly established mutual relationship he could call on God too with the assurance that he would be heard. God’s call is an honour and a privilege. It comes to the brave and to the faint-hearted, it involves as much fasting as feasting, but as one commentator said, you and God makes a formidable team! With this assurance, let’s listen out for what God is calling us to today and for the days to come. 
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