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I am easily irritated by the kind of person who makes a great show of being dragged kicking and screaming by the Holy Spirit into a task, a job, a ministry… when all along it's obvious they've been gagging to be asked to do that very thing.  But recently I've been through a transformation of ministry that asks me that very question: is this obedience, or self-indulgence?  For, in a nutshell, I have returned to Orkney where I ministered long ago, still working but really anticipating a long-held dream to retire back here one day.  I cannot begin to pretend I'm kicking or screaming.
 
Two things are true of our ministry that are not true in some older denominations.  First, we are not directed to parishes and appointments at someone else's initiative.  Second, we are not expected to have our whole lives absorbed by our work - we can take personal lives and loves, and outside interests, into consideration in working out the next move. How then to be truly obedient?
 
I found myself at a stage in my ministry where several liberating factors aligned.  I had fulfilled anything you might call 'ambition' to do certain jobs or hold certain appointments, and so had lost any sense that I was shaping a ‘career'.  I had reached a point of resolution in an aspect of my personal life.  And my family circumstances had recently changed, meaning I had no geographical limits on where I could live.  And there in the distance was Orkney, lying at the back of my mind as it had ever since I left another ministry here 22 years earlier.
 
Meanwhile the Presbytery of Orkney also found itself at a moment of possible transformation.  It decided to grant permission to a charge to call a minister who would be seconded to work for the Presbytery itself for 30% of their time; but to its credit the Presbytery neither muscled in on the nomination process nor steered the congregation to look for someone with particular skills.  Once I was nominated, the secondment was then designed around me; and here I am as Presbytery Development Officer, leading on the Mission Plan process and generally advising how far church law can be bent (ahem!) in pursuit of new possibilities.
 
The whole process of my calling here reminded me of an observation made during the conversations of the Church without Walls Commission which I clerked long ago now.  We wondered whether it really made sense to design appointments and then shoe-horn into them those who were daft enough to apply; or whether in fact it was better to find people with passion and open minds and then design the jobs around their gifts (as I think Orkney Presbytery has done for me). 
 
So here's the question this little narrative poses.  Is vocation push or pull?  Does it come to us entirely from outside, or is it legitimate to be guided by personal desire and long-held dreams?  When agencies of the Church are planning ministry, might it be best for them to discern the work to be done by looking at the skills and energies of the people they have available, rather than always doing it the other way round?
 
I'd say yes, of course it is legitimate to marry spiritual obedience with inner desire.  As long as our minds are also open to the chance of ending up where we didn't expect, and our prayer is strictly 'Let me be useful for the work of the Kingdom', then surely you and I will have the opportunity to do some good.

