
Discovering the Meaning of Your Life 

Initially, I was very excited to preach to a group of 135 seminarians about discerning the will 
of God for our lives and having the courage to respond generously to that call, a major theme of 
today’s readings.  But then I realized that this weekend is MLK weekend and that most will not 
be present at today’s Mass.  My predicament: should I then speak about something else? 

This minor dilemma highlights a problem that many Christians still have today, perhaps 
including myself, about the topic of vocation.  We tend to think that religious vocations are for 
only a select few—that God calls only the chosen to follow along the path of discipleship and 
holiness.  We ask, “Don’t you think so and so has a vocation?” by which we mean a call to the 
priesthood or religious life.  Even the term “religious life” implies that lives other than monks, 
nuns, brothers, or sisters, are somehow less than “religious.” 

The Second Vatican Council did much to debunk this tiered system of holiness within the 
Church by emphatically declaring that all people are called by God to holiness of life—inside 
and outside the cloister.  So, today’s readings about the call of God to discipleship and vocational 
discernment is a message for everyone here today, not just seminarians. 

The call of Samuel teaches us a lot about vocational discernment.  Samuel, a young boy at 
this point in the story, is sleeping in the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was.  In other 
words, Samuel is positioned as close to the presence of God as is possible.  He was doing his 
part—demonstrating his intense desire for the presence of God.  When the Lord calls, even 
without recognizing the voice as the Lord’s, Samuel is quick to reply with his response of 
surrender: Here I am. 

St. Benedict instructs his monks to cultivate lives of silence and solitude not to just enjoy the 
peace and quiet but mainly to listen for the call of God and to position ourselves in such a way as 
to be ready, willing, and able to obey.  Obedience literally means to listen submissively.  It 
requires humility to let go of our own agenda in life and recognize that we are not our own but 
God’s who created us for a reason.  This is why Samuel could hear the voice of God speaking to 
him, even though it took him a while to recognize the voice as God’s.  There are times when God 
may knock us off of our horses to get our attention and maybe even call us to a particular task, 
like St. Paul, but the ongoing journey with the Lord in vocational discernment requires a 
disposition of willingness and receptivity—or a heart that desires to be pleasing to God no matter 
what. 

Perhaps it is best to understand the idea of vocation by distinguishing between two levels to 
the call of God: generally, God calls all people to holiness or a deeper intimacy with him and 
specifically, he calls us to a particular path or paths on which to follow him along this way of 
holiness.  Holiness is like the interstate. One’s particular vocation or vocations are the roads 
branching off into the towns and neighborhoods where real life happens.  We need both to get us 



to our destination.  By sleeping in the presence of God Samuel demonstrates his state of holiness.  
By learning the voice of God he begins to discover his particular vocations as prophet and judge. 

An important part of Samuel’s discernment is Eli, the priest.  It’s Eli who first realizes that 
the voice speaking to Samuel is God’s.  Eli is depicted here as Samuel’s spiritual director, 
helping Samuel develop a sensitivity to the sound of God’s voice and instructing him on how to 
respond to it, telling him to say, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” 

This story teaches us that discernment begins with the desire for the presence of God.  It also 
teaches us that discernment takes time…and that it also takes the help of others who are more 
spiritually mature than ourselves to teach us what God sounds like. 

Today’s Gospel passage also offers lessons about vocational discernment. 

An important contrast begins the passage: John the Baptist is standing with two disciples, one 
of whom we are told is Andrew, and Jesus walks by.  With this contrast of standing and walking, 
our Gospel writer means to highlight a very important moment in the history of Israel: while 
once God worked through the law and prophets represented by the stationary John, he will now 
work through the moving Jesus, the Lamb of God who will definitively deal with the problem of 
sin and brokenness once for all.  So, the two disciples leave John and follow Jesus.  The 
interaction between Jesus and the two followers depicts Jesus now assuming the role of spiritual 
director.  He knows that the desire for God’s presence is in Andrew and the other unnamed 
disciple by their following after him.  He doesn’t need to tell them to follow him, as he does 
elsewhere with other disciples—they already are.  So instead of telling them what to do, he poses 
a question, “what are you looking for?”  A question for all followers of Jesus. It’s a question that 
confronts us with our true motive—testing whether we really want to follow Jesus no matter 
what the consequence.  It is telling that the disciples respond by calling Jesus “Rabbi” or 
“teacher” after John just called him the “Lamb of God.” This is meant to show that the disciples, 
just beginning to get to know Jesus, don’t fully understand who they are seeking to follow.  He is 
not just another teacher of the law but the one whose sacrifice will save the world.  After being 
asked where he is staying, Jesus responds, “Come, and you will see.”  They go and stay with 
Jesus putting themselves in a similar position as Samuel in the temple before the presence of 
God. 

As John’s Gospel proceeds we begin to see that the call of Jesus to his disciples is only the 
beginning of what it means to be one of his followers.  It’s easy to respond to God after a 
moment of divine encounter where you see a great, charismatic figure passing close by.  There’s 
certainly nothing wrong with this—but the Gospel writer is already in the first chapter intimating 
the cost of discipleship through the declaration of the Baptist: “Behold, the Lamb of God.” 

In the words of Deitrich Bonhoeffer, the great twentieth-century theologian and author of The 
Cost of Discipleship who sacrificed his life in trying to take down Hitler, “When God calls a 
man, he bids him come and die.” 



By the end of the Gospel of John we will come to know, along with the disciples, that 
following Jesus may cost us our lives.  Discernment is not needed to know our vocation to 
holiness and discipleship—obedience is.  God is calling all of us to love, to kindness and 
generosity, to thoughtfulness and compassion.  By the grace of God, we just need to do it.  
Discernment is needed, though, to maneuver our way along this path of holiness in discovering 
particular ways that God wants us to serve the cause of his kingdom. 

Have you discovered the meaning of your life?  The reason for your existence?  Perhaps God 
is calling you today to embark on a new path.  Are you open to serving him in this new capacity?  
Whatever that might be.  Are you putting yourself in the position to hear this call?  Are you 
willing to obey? 

Answering these questions honestly begin by first answering even more fundamental ones: 
why are you here today?  What are you looking for? 

 


