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you are reading the Bible and something that you have 

been told growing up in the church cliques?  Have you 

ever had the moment where the truth that has been 

trying to penetrate your understanding breaks through 

the quaintness and triteness of the general confusion that 

is set by being taught about Christianity instead of by 

Christianity?  I think about those times where I have been 

reading the Bible and a seemingly simple truth that I have 

been told my entire life will make sense in the context 

of scripture and my life.  I will be acting on a major 

assumption in this article—that we have generated the 

Christian religion (in the sense of a creedal, doctrinal, and 

social ecology or environment) out of the revelation of 

God, primarily out of God’s Word to us.

 Let me take for example the phrase/idea of “God’s 

calling” or “the calling of God”.  When I hear this phrase 

commonly used in Christendom it is being used in a way 

where God has directed the speaker to a specific place at a 

specific time.  I don’t have a problem with this idea in the 

least, but the trouble appears when they say, “God called 

me to so-and-so.”  What do you mean by call?  What exactly 

did that look like?  Now as we take a look at this idea, let 

me make clear that I’m not trying to debunk the idea that 

God wants people to do specific things with their life or 

to go to certain places.  What I’m trying to do is to come 

to an understanding of the use of the language in terms of 

“calling”.  Let me take a few passages to summarize the 

few ways the Bible uses the English word “calling”. First let 

us look at the Greek word that we translate as “calling”.  I 

will be looking at passages that correlate to the situation in 

which calling is used today. The Greek verb for “call” is

 The phrase “say what you mean and mean what you 

say” is one that I have tried to live by since I was a kid.  I 

read Horton the elephant’s proclamation to the tiny people 

in Whoville, “I said what I meant and I meant what I said!”  

Ever since then, I felt like words truly needed meaning.  

For one reason or another I have the deep longing to be 

understood, for someone to just “get” me.  This, over 

time, has translated to the desire that when I speak people 

will be able to understand what I’m saying, where I’m 

coming from, and what I’m addressing (this is asking a lot 

considering our post-modern culture, see Barfield’s Worlds 

Apart).  What I have realized is that this is becoming harder 

and harder, especially in the church.

 In part one, we looked at what I perceive to be the 

main idea behind our crisis of religious language; namely, 

that we are lacking truth in our communication which is 

necessary in conveying messages that actually have an effect 

in conversation, worship, reflection, and growth.  I also 

mentioned this problem is affected by the ambiguity that 

arrives because spiritual language tends to be metaphorical, 

thus we have a tension between literal and metaphorical 

language within religious discourse (this is why a good 

hermeneutic is invaluable).  What I aim to do in this piece 

is to give a more practical look at our problem-- why do 

we have this problem within the church and what can we 

do to make it better?  In understanding these things, I hope 

to show why this is beneficial (“what’s the point?”).

 The poor use of religious language is fostered 

because of a divorce from origin.   Have you ever had the 

moment where you understand why a cliché has become 

a cliché?  Have you ever had a moment in your life where 
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kaleo, which the lexicon defines as “to call, invite, to call by 

name”.  This word in the New Testament also has similar 

uses to the Old Testament.  “And those whom he predes-

tined he also called, and those whom he called he also justi-

fied, and those whom he justified he also glorified.”   Here 

we have the word “called” in connection to salvation.  This 

is similar, but not exactly, the call that God gave to Israel in 

the Old Testament, at least in its usage here.

 “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to 

walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have 

been called.”   Another call that we can take from God is 

the “walk[ing] in a manner worthy of the calling”.  As we 

have received the first call that Paul has described through-

out his epistles, it leads to a call of action, of righteous liv-

ing.  This is similar to other times where God called Israel 

to certain ways of living. But again, there are other exam-

ples in the New Testament that are closer to the contempo-

rary usage of “calling”.  I am speaking of what most Bibles 

name “The Macedonian Call” which appears in Acts 16.  In 

this passage Paul receives a vision of a man from Macedonia 

asking Paul to come and help them. That is what is referred 

to as the Macedonian call.

 Our problem is with the way we use “call” and the 

way the Bible uses “call”.  I will take the closest examples 

that we had in the Bible for calling to the way we use call-

ing; Samuel and Paul.  In Samuel’s case God literally spoke 

words that Samuel could hear and respond to- that was his 

call.  When one uses “call” today, do they mean it as it is 

meant when Samuel is called?   Do they even mean it the 

rest of the time the Bible uses call?  I will talk about this 

later, but let us look at Paul, for that is probably closer to 

the heart of this example.

 Paul had a dream, or the Bible records a vision, 

that he was told to go somewhere.  Here is the key phrase 

in the passage, “And when Paul had seen the vision, imme-

diately we sought to go on into Macedonia, concluding that 

God had called us to preach the gospel to them.”   We see 

that Paul “concluded” that this is what God wants.  I think 

the fact that the biblical writer included the last phrase is 

significant in showing that there was some hesitancy to 

say that something was from God.  A person may have a 

feeling, have a dream, or see circumstances lead them to a 

specific place, person, or ministry but to say that it is a “call 

from God” is not known for sure.There are other times 

that kaleo is used to talk about the apostles being appointed 

to the office of apostle.  In Romans 1:1 Paul writes, “Paul, a 

bond-servant of Christ Jesus, called as an apostle, set apart 

the gospel of God.”  That is one example of the apostles 

claiming their position by using the word call.  But this still 

is not a misuse of the word call again.  Jesus commissioned 

Paul in a vision and Christ called the other apostles to be 

apostles while he was on earth.  So when they used “called 

as an apostle” they were referring to a specific moment 

where God actually called them to the office of apostleship.

 “Calling” is not the only place that the contem-

porary Christian culture has this problem.  Have you ever 

been in a church singing the songs when the worship pastor 

(think about that title) in half prayer and half song says, 

“let us go into the presence of the Lord”.  Have you had a 

conversation with someone and they try to encourage you 

with phrases like “you are a child of God” or “you have been 

washed by the blood of the Lamb”?  These are only a few 

but I hope that if anything else this article plants in you the 

seed to ask, “what do you mean?”

 To be fair, it would take a diligent study in trying 

to learn what the biblical writers meant in the contexts of 

their writings with these phrases in them.  It would take 

far more study than a person could do in their quiet time 

unless they were deliberate about setting aside the time to 

research.  But if you agree with me about this, then let me 
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phrases.  There are many times where we have just repeat-

ed sentiments that we have been told because they sounded 

good or because they meant something to us at a moment, 

whether it was used rightly or wrongly.

 The second happening for this is an extreme, but 

sometimes can lie at the heart of misusing religious lan-

guage.  We can use the ambiguity of religious language 

to hide reality.  We deceive those around us, and, most 

dangerously, ourselves when we choose to misuse religious 

language.  With “calling” sometimes it can be to avoid tell-

ing people we’re making big decisions based on feelings, 

because a “calling from God” is something that cannot be 

questioned by another.  We can use an array of religious 

terms and phrases to make it sound like we are doing bet-

ter than what we truly are.  We misuse religious language 

to justify our lives contradicting the very text that we al-

lude to with our mouths.

 To be fair there is probably a mixture of both 

reasons when people misuse religious language, but either 

way both motivations lead to the same consequences—the 

inability to communicate (with the Church, with Scripture, 

with God), the ineffectiveness of any communication, and 

ultimately the loss of meaning in a text that has survived 

countless cultures, various languages, and time itself.  But 

we can stop this in our generation and the steps are simple.  

We need to return to the origin, the Bible, and have a 

better knowledge of the context that the Bible uses for 

metaphor and literal language.  This means that when the 

Bible uses metaphorical language we need to understand 

the context in which it allows the metaphorical to be used, 

also when it uses literal language we need to be precise in 

what it is talking about.  Both of these articles have been 

written to say this—when we handle the Word of God 

with care and reverence that is when we will experience 

the continual transforming power of Scripture. ∑

ask you another question.  If one cannot dedicate the time 

to study these passages to find their true contextual mean-

ing, then why does one use these phrases regularly in casual 

conversation?  If we are using these phrases with insuffi-

cient knowledge then we are running the risk of not only 

stripping them of their beautifully powerful and consistent 

meaning in Scripture, but also of replacing our own mean-

ing upon them in the contexts of our conversations.

 There was that statement that I quoted in the 

last article; ““As in appreciation of music (and the arts in 

general), comprehension of religious language may be a 

matter of being moved appropriately- that is, be more than 

a matter of identifying notes, melodies, and genres (Italics 

added for emphasis).”   I made the point that this is where 

the tension is found, between the literal and metaphori-

cal use of language and how that can lend itself to subjec-

tive interpretation.  The danger here is creating emotional 

propaganda instead of promoting the communication of 

biblical truth with these religious phrases.

 Let me back away from our examples before we 

forget about the bigger idea being discussed.  I wanted to 

use the example to show what has happened today in our 

Christian culture—a divorce from origin.  We are either 

not connected to the Scripture when we misuse these 

phrases in religious context or we misunderstand the 

Bible’s use of these phrases.  This happens because of two 

general reasons in which most occurrences will fall under.

 The first reason for misuse is out of naivety.  Many 

times throughout this journal and my articles we reference 

Christianity as a culture.  Within any culture, specialized 

language is developed and a part of being able to connect 

to that culture one usually takes on aspects even though 

they do not understand them.  When this happens a person 

can pick up any good or bad characteristics of that cul-

ture and not know why.  This is what happens with certain 
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