VOCATIONS
If you come out of Charing Cross Railway Station and go right, you turn into the Strand. At the end of the Strand, past Covent Garden, where the great flower and vegetable market used to be, together with very large number of places of ill repute and the oldest police station in London at Bow Street and on past Waterloo bridge, you reach the Aldwych and so on again to Fleet Street. The River Fleet was a noisome, fouled little river that took the street and house filth into the Thames. It ran along and under the houses and shops on Fleet Street until it was finally culverted out of sight, but it’s still there, under the existing buildings. 
It was in one of the little shops on Fleet Street that Sweeney Todd set himself up as a barber surgeon. Sweeney’s shop adjoined a church and had a large cellar. Opposite was a pie shop, owned by Mrs Lovett. Sweeney Todd had a special barbers chair. If he pulled the lever it shot the unfortunate sitter into the cellar where, if not killed by the fall, Sweeney cut his throat with a cut throat razor. He then chopped up the body, stashed the bones in the crypt of the church and took the meat to Mrs Lovett, who was widely held to make the best pies in London. Sweeney’s undoing came about when it became noticeable that more customers went into Sweeney’s shop than came out and the smell from the crypt became more than insupportable. In the most recent television version of this story, Sir John Fielding, known as the blind beak, because he was indeed blind, although he was reputed to know 3000 criminals by voice alone, asked Sweeney in Newgate prison, where he awaited hanging,“why did you do it?”
Sweeney looks at him and says “dunno, I don’t know why I done it.”

So the man who became a great officer of the law and helped found the Bow Street runners and who could have sat at home doing nothing because he was blind and the serial killer who on the surface led an entirely respectable life as barber and surgeon, considered one another and received no answer. Both, in their way, passed into the myths and legends of London.
Unable to sleep and having declined the excellent pie of the month at the deanery chapter meeting, this naturally brought me to the subject of vocations.

Sweeney Todd and John Fielding chose to send their lives in a certain direction because of events. At some point they both made choices and found that they excelled at something which became the object of their lives. It is a moot point whether Sweeney, having found how good he was at killing, was able to stop. John Fielding was a force for good order in a violent and lawless time, where penalties for those who were caught were savage. 
Matthew the tax collector, sitting in his little booth, I wonder what he was thinking about when Jesus came by? I wonder whether he was a better tax gatherer than apostle? It’s hard to imagine he had much in common with a group of fishermen, mostly related to one another and squabbling all of the time. Most of the time, none of them, including Matthew, knew what Jesus was talking about. Suppose Matthew had a cold on that day and didn’t go to his tax booth? What would have happened?
Evangelical Christians may say very often that God has a plan for each of our lives. I concede the principle but, frankly, I find it a worry. How am I supposed to know what the plan is? Suppose I miss the signpost that God has put up saying “turn this way?”  Suppose I am set on something that is not part of the plan? How will I know? Surely people who are in God’s service have a clear sense of purpose and direction and have a conviction of God’s plan in their lives, in short, they are very holy indeed and obviously those are the ones God picks. They are special.
Well, I wish.

Look at the flower festival. People volunteered for different tasks according to what they thought they could do and after that for what they were persuaded they could do and after that because they happened to be standing still at the wrong moment. Very few of us can do flower arrangements six feet high. Very few have the tolerance and patience to fetch and carry plates and take orders for meals and stand in hot kitchens making them. I could go on, the stewards, the tea makers… Marvellous! I went round saying. Oh, it’s nothing, everyone said. No skill at all. I saw the need and I thought, well, I could do that. All of these things are a form of vocation, or calling. They arise out of a commitment to living in community. This community here in church is only a small part of the whole community of Crediton. We all exist within it. This is where God is.
Sweeney Todd and John Fielding and Matthew all represent part of our common life, light and dark. They are no different from us. All of our lives, our characters, the way that we are, is lived out internally in the way we see ourselves and externally as others see us. Then there is the way that God sees us. Nothing happens outside the will of God, but in the same way that God’s will is difficult to see in times of pain and suffering and loss, it can also be difficult to discern in life making and life changing decisions. There are people who can help with that, who can help with discernment and enlightenment, when that little thought comes to mind..

“I could do that”.

Learning to listen to God’s voice is what all Christians do. Sometimes the voice is difficult to discern and sometimes we don’t want to hear it very much. Some people are fortunate in that they are called to ministry by the clear voice of the church, when other people say to them “you could do that”.

As often as that happens, there is the stirring of something within that says, well, perhaps I might do that.

God is not looking for the finished article but for the willingness to listen, to stand up from the tax booth and out from the gathered crowd, to be called out and discover a different vocation that takes time and love. That’s all really, the willingness to do it.

There is a vocations day at St James in Exeter on 12th July, which is a Saturday. It is directed at all sorts of  self supporting ministry within the church. There are leaflets at the back of church. Ask God whether one of these paths is the one you are turning towards.  Self supporting means you stay within your community and often your church. It is the way the church is moving. We need stipendiary ministers, but more importantly still, we need self supporting ministers. It may be you.
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