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T he Call of God 
by Kathy Staudt 
(Quiet Day 2009)

In her introduction to “The Call of God” (also used as 
introduction to an earlier retreat on “Inward Grace and 
Outward Sign,”)  Evelyn suggests how questions about 
vocation emerge naturally as soon as we do the sort of 
thing we’re doing today – as we make space and time to 
turn our hearts wholly to God, moving out of ourselves 
and resting in that loving presence, in a spirit of adora-
tion.  She is speaking to people who have gathered in a 
beautiful place – the crypt of Canterbury Cathedral -- to 
place themselves, as we are doing, in the presence of the 
beauty and holiness and insistent love of God The result 
of taking this kind of time for retreat, she writes, “will 
be a new and more vivid sense of His reality and claim 
on us:

We will be driven to ask two questions which the 
honest soul, alone with God, is always driven to 
face.  The first is “What am I for?”  The second 
is “How am I doing my job?”  All necessary self-
examination is comprised within these two ques-
tions.

What am I for?  
Just what this place which has taken us into 
its heart is for:  to express in my life some-
thing of the glory, power and unchanging 
beauty of God by my very existence, by my 
love and my actions.  I am here to add to 
the praise offered by the world, to fit into 
God’s scheme, and to translate something 
of His spiritual reality into the terms of hu-
man life.  For this I must accept discipline, 
submit my will, use my talents, kill all self-
interest, and cooperate with my fellow hu-
man beings.

I do not exist for myself or for society.  I do 
not exist for the sake of my family or na-
tion.  I exist for God, for consecration.  My 
service is for God.

Emphatic, hard to hear, but  clear throughout Ev-
elyn’s writing, is the conviction that the response 
to God’s call is NOT ABOUT ME, but about God.  
Not about making me a better person or helping me 
to “fix” what’s wrong with my community, family, 
or relationships.  (continued on next page)
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  “The veil is 
lifted, and the 
Reality which is 
always there is 
revealed.”

T he Call of God 
(continued from previous page)

It’s a call into the freedom that makes us able to love 
God and those God loves.   It’s about God.   But that 
doesn’t mean the call of God takes us out of our ordi-
nary lives.  Rather, according to Underhill, awakening 
to the Reality of God brings us back into the nitty-
gritty of the everyday world, where we are gradually 
being transformed into bearers of the ineffable love of 
God into the ordinary world where we find ourselves. 

. . . our favorite distinction between the spiritu-
al life and the practical life is false.  We cannot 
divide them.  One affects the other all the time:  
for we are creatures of sense and of spirit, and 
must live an amphibious life.  Christ’s whole 
Ministry was an exhibition, first in one way 
and then in another, of this mysterious truth.  
It is through all the circumstances of existence, 
inward and outward, not only those which we 
like to label spiritual, that we are pressed to our 
right position and given our supernatural food.  
For a spiritual life is simply a life in which all 
that we do comes from the centre, where we 
are anchored in God . . . ‘ (32)

We want this, don’t we?  A life in which all that we do 
comes from the centre, where we are anchored in God. 
This is what we come seeking on a day like this.

 So how do we live into this “amphibious life” of sense 
and spirit that Underhill describes, living our everyday 
lives in ongoing communion with the supernatural and 
abiding love of God. It all begins in “Adoration,” and 
with adoration comes a degree of inevitable humility.  
In both “The Call of God,” and The Spiritual Life, Ev-
elyn returns to the dramatic story of the Call of Isaiah, 
in Isaiah Chapter 6. (This is the appointed reading for 
the celebration of Trinity Sunday in the Revised Com-
mon Lectionary – so many of us will hear it again in 
church tomorrow.)

For her this story establishes the “pattern” of  
God’s way of working with us:

It shows us the awakening of a human 
being to his true situation over against Re-
ality, and the true object of his fugitive 
life.  There are three stages in it.  First, the 
sudden disclosure of the Divine Splendour 
– the mysterious and daunting beauty of 
Holiness, on which even the seraphs dare 
not look.  The veil is lifted, and the Reality 
which is always there is revealed. And at 
once this  young man sees, by contrast, his 
own dreadful imperfection.  “Woe is me!  
For I am a man of unclean lips!”  The vi-
sion of perfection, if it is genuine, always 
brings shame, penitence, and therefore pu-
rification.  That is the second stage.  What 
is the third?  The faulty human creature, 
who yet possesses the amazing power of 
saying Yes or No to the Eternal God, is 
asked for his services, and instantly re-
sponds.  “Who will go for us?”  “Here 
am I! send me!  There the very essence of 
the spiritual life is gathered and presented 
in a point:  first the vision of the Perfect, 
and the sense of imperfection and unwor-
thiness over against the Perfect, and then 
because of the vision and in spite of the 
imperfection, action in the interests of the 
Perfect – co-operation with God.  (83-5)
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(continued from previous page)

“The vision of perfection, if it is genuine, always brings 
shame, penitence and therefore purification.”  Here is a 
place where, as a practical matter, it is easy for many of 
us to get stuck. One of the greatest obstacles to respond-
ing to the grace of God’s call – a call to communion/co-
operation with the Love that is the ground of the whole 
universe – is our sense of our own unworthiness, im-
perfection/inadequacy. But despite of her use of strong 
language about “killing all self-interest, it needs to be 
said that Evelyn is NOT advocating a process of fierce 
self-critique or scrupulosity.  We know from her journals 
that she struggled, herself, with excessive self-criticism 
and her letters to directees suggest that she came to see 
excessive scrupulosity as another kind of self-occupa-
tion,  failing to trust God’s redeeming power. Self-offer-
ing/self denial is not the same as fierce self-shaming, or 
seeing ourselves as never being “good enough” (that’s 
still self-focus;  God desires to make us whole; our call 
is to consent to that, for God’s purposes and not for our 
own self-improvement.)  The message, then (often con-
veyed by Underhill in letters of direction) is more pre-
cisely “Get out of yourself and trust God to work with 
who you are.”   – This is an important part of our re-
sponse to God’s call. 

Evelyn points out that Isaiah’s reaction is a natural one:
  

Woe is me, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I 
dwell among a people of unclean lips.”    But the 
point of the story is that once he has acknowl-
edged this, the angel comes swiftly to cleanse 
his lips and make him worthy.  He does not stay, 
groveling and held back, contemplating his un-
worthiness and complaining of vocational or 
spiritual paralysis He admits it honestly to God 
and then gets on with the work, responding to 
God’s call with his emphatic and willing, “Here 
am I, send me!  

Having awakened to the beauty and reality of God, 
we are invited into “Communion” with the Cre-
ative spirit at work in reality.  Evelyn likens this 
communion to a creative process.  In The School 
of Charity, she speaks of how God invites us to 
look upon all of creation, “things visible and invis-
ible, whether we like them or not” and “see them 
with the eyes of the Artist-Lover.”  Her vision is 
not of a God who has a linear “plan” that we must 
acquiesce to whether we like it or not, but rather of 
a creative spirit. 

Creation is different from mass – production, she 
insists in The Spiritual Life:

Creation is the activity of an artist pos-
sessed by the vision of perfection; who, by 
means of the raw material with which he 
works, tries to give more and more perfect 
expression to his idea, his inspiration or his 
love.  From this point of view, each human 
spirit is an unfinished product, on which 
the Creative Spirit is always at work (43).

Our conscious spiritual life, lived in response to 
the call of God,  begins when we become aware 
of God’s creative action in our lives (I think this is 
what we experience as “call”)
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“the Call of God as Underhill under-
stands it is enacted in everyday life”

Though it may begin with momentary flashes of mysti-
cal insight, the Call of God as Underhill understands it 
is enacted in everyday life.  She emphasizes this in the 
beautifully incarnational language of her earlier retreat, 
“The Call of God” – just a few quotes here:

We are trained through ordinary events and ob-
jects, not by peculiar religious experiences. It is 
better to stay where we are, be gentle and peace-
ful, and acknowledge that ordinary life. Even 
the most homely incidents will serve the pur-
poses of God. Our Lord is more likely to come 
to us in His garden clothes than in robes of glory 
(p. 231)

When we do not know what the will of God is, 
surely His will is that we should do our best and 
use common sense and initiative as we remain 
open to His strength and surrendered to His 
love. If we do, surely He will protect us in the 
ultimate consequences and as regards what re-
ally matters which may not be at all the same as 
what we think matters. (232)

This practicality is expressed with a more visionary 
ring in The Spiritual Life, though she is equally insistent 
here that the mature, fullest, most joyous human life is 
one lived out in cooperation with the creative spirit of 
God, alive and active in the world. She writes:

T he Call of God 
(continued from previous page)

We are the agents of the Creative Spirit in 
this world.  Real advance in the spiritual life, 
then, means accepting this vocation with all it 
involves.  Not merely turning over the pages 
of an engineering magazine and enjoying the 
pictures, but putting on overalls and getting 
on with the job (78)

So now we come back to this ordinary mixed 
life of every day, in which we find our-
selves—the life of house and work, tube and 
aeroplane, newspaper and cinema, wireless 
and television, with its tangle of problems 
and suggestion and demands – and consider 
what we are to do about that; how, within its 
homely limitations, we can co-operate with 
the Will. (78-80)

This is where she talks about how spirituality and 
politics inevitably come together, because looking 
at things “from the angle of eternity” will determine 
our political/moral views and choices about life  -
- these become “decisive for the way we choose to 
behave about that bit of the world over which we 
have been given a limited control”  

Here is the heart of all vocational discernment, all 
exploration about “What am I for?” and “How am I 
doing my work?”   What  IS that “bit of the world” 
for you?  The place where you are called to cooper-
ate, publicly or privately, obviously or quietly, with 
the creative life of God, always at work in the world 
around us.  This is a core theme in Underhill, espe-
cially in the later writing.  in The Spiritual Life about 
connection between the spiritual life and life in the 
practical realm.

There is bad news and good news here, for the life of 
cooperation with God. We know that from the life



�

T he Call of God 
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of Christ, which leads to and through the Cross.  In The 
Spiritual Life,  Evelyn shows how this cooperation with 
God leads to a greater clarity about the brokenness of 
the world, and a willingness to accept the cost of dis-
cipleship.

To say day by day ‘Thy Kingdom Come” – if 
these tremendous words really stand for a con-
viction and desire does not mean “I quite hope 
that some day the Kingdom of God will be es-
tablished, and peace and goodwill prevail.  But 
at present I don’t see how it is to be managed 
or what I can do about it.”  On the contrary, it 
means, or should mean, “Here am I!  Send me!  
-- active, costly collaboration with the Spirit in 
whom we believe

Here am I! send me!” means going anyhow, 
anywhere, at any time.  Not where the prospects 
are good, but where the need is great; not to the 
obviously suitable job, which I’m sure that I 
can do with distinction; but to do the difficult 
thing, or give the unpopular message, in the 
uncongenial place.  “And Moses said, Who am 
I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring forth 
the children of Israel out of Egypt?“ But he did 
it.  Indeed, it is a peculiarity of the great spiri-
tual personality that he or she constantly does 
in the teeth of circumstances what other people 
say cannot be done.  He is driven by a total de-
votion which overcomes all personal timidity, 
and gives a power unknown to those who are 
playing for their own hand or carving their own 
career. (85-6)

“Active, costly collaboration with the Spirit in whom 
we believe.”  Here’s where the difficult, and challeng-
ing part of Underhill’s theology of vocation comes in, 
and we know she experienced that challenge herself.  
We have a letter she writes to her spiritual director in 
1921 where she describes a sense of call that she is 
receiving quite clearly, and the awareness of both her 
own limitations and the depth of her desire. She has 
just come up against her own limitations and experi-
enced, to her surprise and without great effort, a quiet 
assurance of forgiveness.  But she is still in a swirl, 
and she writes to her director from a place where per-
haps some of us are or have been

In my lucid moments I see only too clearly 
that the only possible end of this road is com-
plete unconditional self-consecration and 
for this I have not the nerve, the character, 
or the depth.  There has been some sort of 
mistake.  My soul is too small for it and yet it 
is the only thing at bottom that I really want.  
It feels sometimes as if, whilst still a jumble 
of conflicting impulses and  violent faults, I 
were being pushed from behind toward an 
edge I dare not jump over.

It was about this time that this quiet shy, intellectu-
ally absorbed introvert first stepped out into public 
retreat work, slipped back into the Anglican church, 
and put herself under Baron von Hugel’s direction.   
She is recognizing the call she would later described 
as “active, costly collaboration with the Spirit in 
whom we believe.”  And over the course of her min-
istry she came to see, and to articulate beautifully, 
how this  call to collaborate with God’s creative spirit 
in “unconditional self-surrender” becomes a call to 
the cross.  This is at the heart of what she comes to 
believe and to preach about the call of God – and 
it is both profoundly challenging and ineffably good 
news.  We grasp it in different ways, at different 
places on the journey, and so I will leave this reflec-
tion on the “call of God” with a passage from the 
chapter of The School of Charity  that she entitles 
“Glorified,” a place where she considers the example 
of Christ, the cost and the promise of the life of self-
consecration to which she knew herself to be called, 
and to which she calls each one of us.  
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At the heart of Christianity, the clue to its aston-
ishing history and persistent power, we find a 
contrast, a crisis, a transformation.  The contrast 
is that between the life before and after Calvary.  
The crisis which marks the transition is the Pas-
sion;  that great gesture of unblemished charity 
in which, as St. John says, “we know love.”  The 
transformation is that of man’s limited nature, 
his narrow self, as we know it here, into some-
thing new, strange and lovely ;  possessed of a 
mysterious power and freedom, a fresh kind of 
life, and spending this life within our everyday 
existence to serve and save men.  Only a spiri-
tual sequence which is completed in this life-
giving life is fully sane and fully Christian.  The 
Pattern which is shown to us is a pattern which 
lives and moves and changes as we must live 
and move and change.  

Those who give themselves to the life of the 
spirit are brought bit by bit, as they can bear it 
and respond to it, to that crisis in which all they 
have won seems taken away from them; and they 
are faced by the demand for complete self-sur-
render, an act of unconditional trust.  But this is 
not the end of the story.  The self-abandonment 
of the Cross is a transition from the half-real 
to the real;  it is the surrender of our separate 
self-hood, even our spiritual self-hood – the last 
and most difficult offering of love – so that we 
may enter by this strait gate, so hard to find and 
so unpromising in appearance, that life-giving 
life of triumphant charity for which humanity 
is made.  Only those who are generous up to 
the limits of self-loss can hope to become chan-
nels of the generosity of God.  In that crisis the 
I, the separate self, with its loves and hates, its 
personal preoccupations, is sacrificed and left 
behind.  And out of most true and active death 

to self, the spirit is reborn into the real life:  
not in some other transcendental world, but 
in this world, among those who love us and 
those we love.

So the Crucifix, which is the perfect symbol 
of generous sacrifice, is the perfect symbol of 
victory, too:  of the love which shirks nothing 
and so achieves everything, the losing and 
the finding of life.  “He was crucified, dead 
and buried – rose again and ascended.”  With 
this double statement the Creed, the rule of 
prayer, reaches its climax, and shows us in a 
sentence the deepest meaning of our life:  de-
claring in plain language that unlimited self-
offering is the only path from man to God.  
(The School of  Charity, pp. 63-64.)  

How do we Hear what God wants of us?  She re-
turns, as we do now, to the need for silence, and qui-
et, adoring resting on God – My prayer for you, as 
we return to this silence, is that you will come to a 
to deeper awareness of God’s love, yearning to hold, 
love, shape, transform us so that  we can be agents of 
the divine mercy in the world.  May the silence bring 
each of us to respond, in quiet adoration, to the One 
who calls us, purifies, equips and invites us:    “Here 
am I: send me.”

  “Only those who 
are generous up to 
the limits of self-
loss can hope to 
become channels 
of the generosity 
of God.”


