
1 
 

 

Masks of God: The Lutheran Doctrine of Vocation  
 

St. John’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, Wauwatosa, WI  
May/June 2020 
Rev. Dr. Michael Berg, Wisconsin Lutheran College 
 

V.  Vocation as the Setting for Shalom 
If you asked twenty good men today what they thought the highest of the virtues, nineteen of them would 
reply, Unselfishness. But if you had asked almost any of the great Christians of old, he would have replied, 
Love. You see what has happened? A negative term has been substituted for a positive, and this is of more 

than philological importance. The negative idea of Unselfishness carries with it the suggestion not 
primarily of securing good things for others, but of going without them ourselves, as if our abstinence and 
not their happiness was the important point. I do not think this is the Christian virtue of Love. The New 

Testament has lots to say about self-denial, but not about self-denial as an end in itself. We are told to deny 
ourselves and to take up our crosses in order that we may follow Christ; and nearly every description of 

what we shall ultimately find if we do so contains an appeal to desire. CS Lewis “The Weight of Glory” 

 

A. Freedom, Security, & Prosperity  

Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the 
LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper. Jeremiah 29:7 

These days our English word, “happiness,” is typically used to refer to a feeling or subjective 
state of pleasure, satisfaction, contentment, or enjoyment—a largely subjective, superficial, and 
luck-dependent matter . . . For [ancient and Medieval thinkers] eudaimonia was seldom if ever 
conceived of as a kind of subjective state or feeling. It was identified with the summon bonum, the 
supreme or highest good, the objectively good life for humans. According to Aristotle, whose 
eudaimonistic views are probably the most influential of all, ‘eudaimonia’ is synonymous with 
‘doing well’ or ‘living well’ i.e. living the best or most excellent kind of life . . . Aristotle himself 
concludes that true eudaimonia consists in one’s living a virtuous life—hardly our superficial and 
selfish notion of “happiness.” David Horner “The Pursuit of Happiness: Why Christian Ethics Should 
Be Eudemonistic” 

 

B.  The Pursuit of Eudaimonia  

His master replied, “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few 
things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!” 
Matthew 25:21 

In this era, happiness carries with it the connotation of self-pleasure; there is a hedonistic 
component to the definition now. However, that’s not what Jefferson meant, and it’s not what the 
Framers meant. If you read Washington, he uses the term happiness all the time. As did the other 
members of the generation at the time of the founding. For them, happiness meant that feeling of 
self-worth and dignity you acquire by contributing to your community and to its civic life. Justice 
Anthony Kennedy  
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C. A God Who Hides  

Truly you are a God who hides himself, O God and Savior of Israel. Isaiah 45:15  

Vocation is earthly, just as shockingly earthly as the humanity of Christ, apparently so void of all 
divinity. In the crucifixion of Christ the divine nature was only hidden, not absent; it was present 
in the lowly form of love for robbers and soldiers. Similarly God conceals his work of love to men 
in cross-marked vocation which in really of benefit to the neighbor. In Christ’s victory on the 
cross, which looks so poor—love’s victory in lowliness—God is hidden . . . Now Christ’s victory 
is proffered through the gospel to sorely tired man, who in the labors of his vocation undergoes 
the crucifixion of his old nature. Through faith in the gospel I arise as a new man, born of the 
church, in hope possessing heaven and eternal life beyond bodily death. Gustaf Wingren “Luther 
on Vocation”  

 

D. Suffering with Christ  

Do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were 
happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be 
overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 1 Peter 4:12-13 

God hides in order not to be found where humans want to find God. But God hides in order to be 
found where God wills to be found. Such is the game that must be played with such seekers after 
God . . . The reason that the Father must hide behind “masks” of creation, or the larva Dei, is that 
God refuses to abandon the world or its sinners. Steven Paulson “Luther on the Hidden God” 

 

Conclusion: Vocation as the Setting for Evangelism 

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that 
you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once 
you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but 
now you have received mercy. Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to 
abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live such good lives among the pagans 
that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on 
the day he visits us. 1 Peter 2:9-12 

Evangelism is the highest expression of priestly love for the neighbor as the confession of Christ 
calls the unbelieving neighbor out of the darkness of death into the life of the church. Speaking 
the words of God’s law and gospel, the royal priesthood bears testimony to Christ Jesus in the 
places where God has put them: in their families, in the places of daily work, and with friends. It 
is within these contexts that the royal priesthood proclaims the praises of the Lord. John Pless 
“Reflections on the Life of the Royal Priesthood”  

 

   


