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ISAIAH 49.1-7: VOCATIONAL FAILURE 
Psalm 40.1-11, 1 Corinthians 1.1-9, John 1.29-42 

 

Today’s Old Testament lesson and today’s gospel both speak of the nature of the call of God. John the 

Baptist testifies that Jesus is the one who is sent from God, who is the Lamb of God. Immediately, 

Simon and Andrew follow as disciples. 

 

Jesus mission is thus off to a rousing start with John the Baptist, then Simon and Andrew, recognising 

him and following. Yet we know enough of the rest of the story to know that rough days lie ahead for 

the disciples. In a few months, John will be dead. Simon and Andrew shall also find that following the 

Messiah is not easy, and within a few short years this Messiah was hanging on a Roman gallows and 

his followers had run off to hide. This observation brings us back to our first lesson, one of the servant 

songs of Isaiah in which God’s servant, the one who was called before I was born in my mother’s 

womb, despairs that the results of his vocation are, I have laboured in vain, I have spent my 

strength for nothing and vanity (v.4). I want to focus on the first lesson as a means of learning 

something about what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called “the cost of discipleship.” 

 

First we note that the servant’s call reminds us of other prophetic vocations, especially that of 

Jeremiah (1.1-10). The servant speaks because God has commissioned him, laid hold of his life early 

on, while he was still in the womb. Isaiah never tires of reminding us that God’s plan is not something 

newly concocted or constantly fluctuating with the pulsations of human history. God’s purposes are 

eternal and all that happens does so in response to that divine purpose. In calling the servant, God 

made a great promise to the servant. You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified (v.3). 

There is of course much scholarly debate as to whether the servant is the nation or an individual. It 

seems best to take it as a metaphor richly multivalent in meaning. At times Isaiah seems to identify 

personally with the servant. At other times  figures like Jeremiah come to mind, and Israel in its rare 

times of obedience to God’s will, and especially the faithful remnant, fill out the picture. Above all as 

Christians we recognise the eschatological dimension and its fulfilment in Jesus, and the church in 

Christ is called to that same task. So it is both individual and corporate. Israel’s vocation was to be a 

messenger to peoples far away (v.1). Individuals in that nation, like the Servant, share in that 

corporate vocation. The specific nature of that vocation, has to do with words, testimony, so that the 

servant’s mouth is like a sharp sword (v.2). 

 

Yet the thing that surprises in this passage is the prophet’s honest despair over the inadequacy of his 

work thus far. Even though he has been promised that, through him, God will be glorified, there has 

been little glory. Statements of a bright prophetic beginning are interrupted with a strong “But….” 

I have laboured in vain, I have spent my strength on nothing and vanity… (v.4). It is here that the 

preacher at last begins truly to identify with this text! God has given the servant no weapons in his 

quiver (v.2) except a bunch of words, and what good have words done? Nothing. Vanity. 

 

In just a few words we have moved from the prophet’s address to the whole world, the coastlands and 

distant peoples (49.1); to the anguished lament that all these high sounding words have been for 

nothing. It is here that the prophet begins to sound real to today’s message. 

 

We are here today, you and I, because we have been called. God’s hand has been laid upon us. 

Through baptism we are, you and I, Jesus’ people in the world [as explained by Graham so clearly last 

week]. We are to witness, in word and deed, to what has happened to the world in Jesus Christ. In this 

Christian season of Epiphany, we remind ourselves that, even as Jesus is the Light of the World, we 

are called to be Christ’s lights in the world. Of us it can be said, as the prophet Isaiah said of himself, 

The Lord called me before I was born, while I was in my mother’s womb he named me… he 

said to me, “you are my servant Israel, in whom I will be glorified”. We’re here because we’ve 

been called. 

 

Many years ago I was a church minister, and I crashed out feeling a considerable sense of failure. In 

my recuperation looking back one of the redemptive things I did was to buy an old house that had 
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been cut in 3, moved onto an empty section (an old horse paddock) and “stitched” back together. The 

section and the house needed developing from scratch and the house considerable remodelling and 

completely redecorating. My dad was a builder and I found the three years doing that in my spare time 

so satisfying I was almost tempted to fulfil his childhood hopes for me and take up the trade. Why 

was it so satisfying? Because it’s good to actually fix something and see it work right. In church work 

you so very rarely see something fixed and work right! I should add that High School teaching which 

I was doing at the time is often much the same. 

 

I still enjoy tremendously building, painting, wall papering. It is wonderful to do a job you can 

actually see results, step back and say with satisfaction, “That looks good. I did that!”. When you are 

working with people it’s rare that anything ever gets finished, done, accomplished. In North America 

one of the most popular beers is Millers, and last time I was staying with my brother there, the Miller 

commercial depicted a bloke stepping back, putting his arms around his buddies and saying “Good 

job we did that bridge! Let’s have some Miller Time!” In people work there’s not much Miller Time! 

 

So often in Christian ministry you put a lot of time into people, think you are helping them make 

progress, and then in a flash they revert back to their old behaviour, the same old problems re-emerge. 

So it is very easy for those of us whose vocation is to work with people to latch on to the prophet’s 

honest, but despairing complaint. I said I have laboured in vain, I have spent my strength for 

nothing and vanity. It is why those in the people professions are most at risk of burnout.  

 

If we’re going to talk with the prophet about being called by God, then we had better talk with the 

prophet about failure. The higher the calling the greater the possibility for failure. A few years ago 

when in the US I spent some time talking with psychologist, Archibald Hart, one of leading experts on 

burnout in ministry. Found one of major factors high idealism and subsequent disillusionment leading 

to depression. Similarly another research project found major reason ministers left “exhausted by 

failure”. The church tends to have such high ideals, such lofty plans, which rarely become reality. I 

sometimes hear some of our students talking about what they are going to do when they get out to 

really sort out the church and I wonder ‘how are they going to do in the real world of parish life? Visit 

some of them year or two into ministry– real case of reality bites. 

 

But this is a text not just for ministers. There is now quite a literature on burn out among lay leaders 

and volunteers in church. If you have ever really tried to be a faithful disciple. tried to teach that 

children’s Sunday School so well that everyone in the class would get the point, be changed, engaged 

in the Bible; attempted to reach out to someone who was going through a particularly tough time and 

help them; sought to live your faith in your daily work, witness to the truth and values of our faith no 

matter what opinion at the office was like – then I know that somewhere in your heart you have said I 

have laboured in vain, I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity. Someone has well said 

“Success goes to your head, failure to your heart.” 

 

I was reading of a well meaning minister who attempted to do some research on the effect of his 

preaching on people’s racial attitudes. He designed a questionnaire to measure people’s opinion on 

race. He then administered the questionnaire to his congregation. He preached a series of 6 sermons 

applying the gospel to issues of racism. Then he gave the questionnaire again to measure what had 

happened. Result! His congregation was 2.5% more racist after his sermons than before. If we have 

never cried with the prophet, ‘I have laboured in vain, I have spent my strength for nothing and 

vanity’ then we have never said with the prophet, The Lord called me before I was born,… said to 

me, ‘You are my servant’ 

 

Of course one of the problems in measuring discipleship success or failure is our expectation of 

results. We want results, measurable, irrefutable results. Builders, painters get results. Do disciples? 

Do ministers? (although we increasingly live in a climate that demands them). A life long teacher of 

teachers writes that “Good teachers must be in love with the task of sowing the seed, not reaping the 

harvest.” If there are to be results for a teacher’s efforts, that harvest may not come until years later. I 

did not know who many of my best teachers were until years after I had finished school. Ministers, 



Isaiah 49.1-7. Kevin Ward. Jan 2008…3 

parents, teachers, mental health professionals, social workers, counsellors just about any disciple must 

be in love with something more significant than immediate visible results because our goals are so 

high, the work of God so mysterious, the plans of God for the world so grand, that the harvest doesn’t 

occur until years after the sowing.  

 

For the human servant called to serve the world embracing purposes of God one of the chief 

temptations is to scale back the assignment to human dimensions. To settle down with lower 

expectations, whittle down our ideals to those which can be measured. No longer is the purpose of the 

church “the redemption of humanity and the salvation of the world” but rather remodelling the lounge 

into a café and a 4.6% increase in the congregation’s budget. The disciple who has never said by the 

end of the Sunday School class, on the way home from an afternoon of volunteering at the community 

help centre, or when looking over your grown children’s lives I have laboured in vain, I have spent 

my strength for nothing and vanity – is a disciple with very low expectations. 

 

Yet the prophet does not leave it there. Lament pushes on to affirmation. Yet surely my cause is with 

the Lord, and my reward with my God. God called us here. The work we are engaged in is God’s, 

not ours. We are not to seek validation for what we do in our time frame, demand results as we 

measure results. The harvest, after our sowing, is God’s harvest in God’s own good time. 

 

I had a family in my first church who did not like me. They told me, first week I arrived, that they did 

not like me. They loved the former pastor. I tried but we never got on together. They only came 

sporadically to church. They were unhappy with most of what I tried to do. As far as I could tell all 

my efforts to reach out to them were in vain, all for nothing. Yet a number of years later when I was 

speaking somewhere there they were in the front row, looking at me like long lost friends, and after 

came up and embraced me and said “We don’t know how to thank you enough”. I was a bit 

flabbergasted to say the least. “We owe so much to you for our son, how you stuck with him during 

his really rough time, and now he’s just turned out so great, and says you were the only one who 

seemed to understand him and believe in him back then.” 

 

Now of course it wasn’t me. I did some sowing, some cultivation, some loving, but so did God. My 

cause was God’s cause. Any “reward” was with God. The same is true for you. I will give you as a 

light to the nations… Kings shall see and stand up…because of the Lord, who is faithful,…has 

chosen you. 
 

How old was the servant here in Isaiah? A relatively young person, now frustrated when confronted 

by the harsh realities of the real world, the great gap between youthful exuberance and hard-nosed 

experience? An older person who looks back on a lifetime of work and wonders, “What good did I 

really do?” 

 

A review of the servant’s work to date leads to honest, open despair. Vanity. Nothing. Compare this 

with Psalm 31.23 or Jonah 2.5. Yet unlike those passages, the problem for this servant is not personal, 

private. He is suffering and in despair because of the meagre results of his exercise of his vocation. 

God has called him, but what does he have to show for his work? Contemporary servants of God may 

lack the honesty of the prophet in admitting their own frustration and despair over the meagre results 

of his work. Yet few of us who feel called by God, whether as ministers or laity, are immune from 

these times of asking, “What has it all meant? What good have I done?” Last year I set out with such 

great hopes and it all amounted to nothing. What hope is there for this year? 

 

Nevertheless, the servant is not without hope. Something remains even in his despair. Yet surely my 

cause is the Lord, and my reward with my God (v.4). Something yet remains. Even though there 

are, to human eyes, meagre results, yet God vindicates. The call has come from God. The results or 

the ultimate value of faithfulness to the call also lies with God. Walter Brueggemann. Everything for 

the servant who has no self possessed resources, depends on Yahweh. But Yahweh is faithful. As a 

consequence this servant who holds little promise of effectiveness will not fail. The mission is as sure 

as Yahweh’s fidelity – utterly sure! I am sometimes asked when I do presentations about the state of 
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the Church in NZ and challenges we face if I am optimistic or pessimistic about its future. Respond I 

am optimistic, because believe to be a Christian and a pessimist is a contradiction and my optimism is 

not in the human resources but because the church is Christ’s and its cause is God’s.   

 

Before ending, the passage takes one more turn, even more surprising than the bright exuberant 

beginning of the call; even more than the prophet’s frustration at the poor outcomes of his attempts to 

exercise his call. God responds by laying a greater commission on the prophet. He is to be a light to 

the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth (v.7). How can the one who has 

failed even among his own people be expected to be the one who takes the word to the ends of the 

earth? Ultimately such questions about effectiveness or final results are in God’s hands, not the 

prophet’s. As with us the giver of the call is the final validation of the call. Another servant of God, 

the apostle Paul, reflecting on those who belittled his ministry, the feebleness of his words, the 

weakness of his life of suffering, that the message God had given him was indeed a stumbling block 

to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are called… the power of God and the 

wisdom of God.  

 

Lovett Weems a Methodist church leader tells the story of talking to an old African-American 

preacher who had served as a preacher in retirement more years than many of us serve before 

retirement. He said “One thing I have learned about ministry. When I was a boy, I had to walk a long, 

long, way to school. And I would walk, and I would get tired. And then I would stop. I’d get rested, 

and then I would start again and walk as long as I could until I got tired. Then I would sit down. Then 

I would rest and be renewed. Then I would start walking again.” We have been reflecting much over 

the past week on the life of Edmund Hillary. I am sure that they are words that he put into effect often, 

and his stubborn refusal to give up when the odds seemed insurmountable, when he seemed weary to 

his very core, when the goal he had set out on seemed unachievable, but he set off again after rest is 

the reason he achieved as much as he did. I am sure to that those two kayakers must have said them to 

each other many times when the weather had sent them back towards Australia instead of completing 

the journey.  Couple of years ago ran the Boston marathon, and remembered that advice when got 

more tired than ever have before over last 7 or 8 km and hit the wall for the first time, and would stop 

running and walk for a while (up to that marker) then run again – and if hadn’t taken some walking 

rests, tried to run all the way would never have finished the course. But more than that it is a parable 

that demonstrates the kind of patient perseverance and sticking at it we all need in following the call 

of Christ, especially when the road we are called to walk gets a bit tough and the results seem rather 

meagre. 

 

 


