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Abstract 

Vocation concerns self-understanding as individuals and communities addressed by God, 

called into new possibilities for life lived before God. In contemporary Australian society, 

work, relationships, aspirations, the use of time, and ethical concerns are commonly 

negotiated topographies of vocation. Luke’s Parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector (Lk 

18:9–14) illustrates contrasting trajectories of vocation through two distinct characterizations: 

a religious expert and a government lackey are juxtaposed, and one is declared righteous. 

This parable is ironic, inverting expectations regarding secular and profane occupation, while 

encouraging humility in discovering God’s possibilities for life. 

Terry Eagleton’s ethics (Trouble with Strangers, 2009) provides a useful frame for 

unpacking the divergent trajectories of the Pharisee and tax collector, through the categories 

of the imaginary, symbolic and real (after Lacan). The Pharisee’s self-confident 

understanding of vocation is mediated through imaginary and symbolic concerns, which 

suggest vocation as intrinsically linked to an occupational role, religious affiliation, and duty. 

This identity is self-cultivated and differentiated as sacred, buffered from everyday 

entanglements of human experience. Drawn away from everyday situations (he stood by 

himself to pray), the Pharisee’s vocation is demarcated and sustained through symbolic and 

imaginary practices (temple, tithing, law, and so forth). 

In contrast, vocation for the tax collector begins in an honest acquiesce to human 

limitations and contradictions, and a real encounter with himself as fractured and strange. 

Here, Christian identity is not substantiated by religious representations. The vocation of the 



tax collector does not begin in a cultivated identity or negotiated duties, but an encounter 

with God in the flesh. Similarly, for Eagleton, it is our vulnerable, compromised bodies—the 

characteristic mode of being in the world—which preface tangible expressions of human 

meaning and love. 

Luke’s parable is open-ended: that the tax collector went home justified suggests the 

ongoing discovery of vocation within perennial compromises and resistances of work, 

relationships, time, ethics, and aspiration. As a calling into situation and the secular 

engagements of human bodies, Christian vocation will be relevant to its christological 

impetus and contemporary expression, where it fosters genuine relationality by veracious 

testimony to embodied presence. 
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He told this parable to some who trusted in themselves. 

[B]Vocation and self-understanding 

If there is an implicit link between vocation and subjectivity, what kind of subjectivity is in 

focus? That is, how do we understand ourselves in relation to our passions and activities in 



life? Reciprocally, the outworking of vocation is readily shaped by an individual’s 

understanding of self, as they conceive of life lived before God and in relation to others. 

Questions of subjectivity and vocation are intrinsically linked. 

Contemporary understandings of vocation emphasize a concern for life lived authentically, and 

the expression of self through work and activity, aspirations and ethical considerations. On this 

view, vocation becomes a language for exploring and articulating self-understanding. Differing 

registers of subjectivity might be emphasised: the subject could be imagined through the 

representations an individual makes of themselves, as in the title someone uses, such as 

Reverend or Doctor, the biography they submit to a conference program, or the hashtag they 

append to online posts. Or subjectivity could be located within a network of social interactions, 

expectations, and responsibilities. For example, the expression of a vocation through a career 

as a police officer or nurse, with a sense of duty or responsibility to the community or to the 

sick. Even the identification of an individual’s unique “gifting” is necessarily manifest through 

culture and institutional frameworks, structuring behavior and shaping an individuals’ 

trajectory through life. These approaches to vocation concern the positive definition of human 

identity and purpose. 

Subjectivity is often framed by vocation as a project of self-definition. Vocation provides an 

individual with a certain assuredness, a narrative that frames their identities and behavior. 

However, vocation is more than these outward forms of representation and interaction and it 

poses a risk that a person understands themselves and their possibilities in life only through 

their projects and activities, which are themselves limited by society and culture, expectation, 

and imagination. 

In contemporary understandings of vocation, subjectivity is typified by outward forms, in the 

way we work and what we do, our aspirations, our use of time, our relationships within 



communities, and the ethical considerations we make. Exploring these characteristics of 

vocation, Sara James has undertaken extensive interviews with Melbournians around narratives 

of self-identity, work, and meaning. James’ begins with the observation that work has become 

increasingly fragmented in modernity. Faced with the insecurity of employment and transience 

of careers, “the contemporary self must be reflexively made amongst a vast array of 

possibilities.” James’ approach emphasises subjectivity as defined ostensibly, through outward 

forms of life such as work as “a vehicle for expressing one’s authenticity.” “Calling” is the 

cohesive, long-term narrative that offsets fragmentation and anxiety, substantiating identity 

and purpose through work and activity. Similarly, sociologist Giuseppe Giordan sees vocation 

as a means “to go beyond the provisional nature of the present moment,” to give “existence a 

framework of significance” and to provide the subject with purpose against the contingencies 

of experience.  

These views understand vocation as a means of gauging and expressing subjectivity through 

work and activity. James’ observations, that for most participants in her study “a vocation is 

not seen as duty to which one must submit, but a pursuit that inspires passionate enthusiasm,” 

emphasises a positive correspondence between expressions of vocation and self. Thus, 

vocation is a sense of fulfilment, fit and purpose in what one does and seeks, and is decidedly 

not what is confronting, difficult or perplexing. In what might be considered a definition of 

religion, James indicates the benefits of the “vocation myth,” which can create hope for those 

depressed by their circumstances in life, creating meaning and purpose in the face of 

contingency.  

But do self-woven narratives of vocation provide satisfactory or enduring resolution to the 

anxieties and dislocations of reality? Luke’s parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector (Luke 

18:9–14) seems to suggest otherwise. The parable is told “to some who trusted in themselves,” 

for whom vocation is expressed through seemingly cohesive narratives of religious identity 



and behaviour. The parable challenges the definition of subjectivity through such ostensive 

forms, instead showing vocation to be an encounter with compromised subjectivity. In contrast 

to the Pharisee’s cultivated religious identity, the tax collector of the parable recognizes the 

real limitations and resistances of human context, capacity, and imagination. His encounter 

with self and God begins in humility and the capitulation of any self-assured vocational 

narrative. A view to the contrasting registers of vocation in this parable can be further enhanced 

with reference to Terry Eagleton’s work on ethics. Eagleton’s focus on the limitations of 

imaginary and symbolic approaches to ethics preface a Christian view of vocation, in which 

subjectivity is encountered through the loss of self-assuredness, and amid the confronting or 

perplexing contingences of life. 

[B]The Pharisee’s self-assured vocation  

In Luke’s parable (18:9–14), the Pharisee and tax collector live before God and among others 

in distinct ways. The Pharisee’s vocation is self-assured, as a religious expert whose life and 

actions are defined by expressions of temple, tithing, and Torah. At the end of the parable, he 

remains in the temple, distanced from others. In contrast, for the tax collector whose occupation 

seems disreputable, vocation begins in humility, in recognising the real and conflicted 

possibilities of self. Luke tells us that it is the tax collector who, recognising his limitations, is 

the one that goes home justified. The parable leads us toward family and neighbourhood, where 

subjectivity might be worked out continually amid the vicissitudes of life. 

Terry Eagleton’s study Trouble with Strangers is useful in providing further definition to this 

juxtaposition of Pharisee and tax collector, and to the connection between subjectivity and 

vocation. Eagleton employs Lacan’s three psychoanalytic registers, the imaginary, symbolic, 

and real, to encompass differing approaches to ethics and the “losses and gains” of each. 

Extending Eagleton’s reading of Lacan, differing views of vocation could be suggested: 1) an 



imaginary perspective that is absorbed with fictive representations of self, society, and world; 

2) a symbolic perspective, with a prominent view of social mores, responsibilities, and law; 3) 

a realistic view that encounters life without flinching from its real difficulties, distortions, and 

dramas. Luke’s parable can be readily cast across these registers: 1) the Pharisee’s religious 

profile shaped by pious representation; 2) the Pharisee’s ethical profile, or the ritual and legal 

systems shaping his behavior; 3) the tax collector’s contrition and humility. 

The Pharisee’s self-exaltation in the temple, cultivated through pious image and behavior, is a 

concern with separation rather than implication: “God, I thank you that I am not like other 

people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give a 

tenth of all my income” (18:11–12). Here, subjectivity is registered through the projected 

image as an “tangible incarnation” of selfhood, with reference to Eagleton’s reading of Lacan’s 

imaginary register. The Pharisee stakes out an identity before God and others through a 

narrative of vocational distinction and purity.  

This view of vocation is typical within the social sciences. For example, Wiergart and Blasi’s 

understand vocation as a view to “transcendental” meaning beyond the contingencies of 

everyday life and “in contrast to a job, [vocation] is in essence a call to be a self-as-good . . . 

putting the self on track toward some kind of self-fulfilment.” Through the lens of the 

imaginary, vocation projects a representation of self-beyond-self. Yet without recognizing the 

slippage between a broadcast identity of piety and the actuality underneath this image, the 

Pharisee remains living within an illusion, unable to conceive of an encounter with God whose 

solidarity begins in humility and brokenness. 

Eagleton’s critique of the imaginary register as a basis for ethics, and therefore vocation as 

responsibility, might be extended by a contemporary illustration. First, the Pharisee as someone 

who continually posts on social media. For the Pharisee blogger, a virtual identity is formed 



and sustained as representative of values, a visible extension or aestheticization of moral 

concerns. Because of the instantaneous nature of social media, the curated image appears 

relevant and on-the-pulse, engaged with sentimental immediacy. 

In an era of social media and identity politics, there is a risk that online representations also 

become the definitive language of self-understanding. Posting to Facebook or LinkedIn, the 

Pharisee projects a representation of him or herself to be read by others. While the world is 

opened through new technology and access to media, these virtual domains readily become the 

primary medium through which social and political issues are engaged. While the emotion and 

concern of the Pharisee blogger might genuinely be provoked by political or social issues—

conveyed with visceral anger, indignance, or sympathy—the body of the Pharisee remains 

inert: decisive action is delegated to virtual representation and human bodies distanced from 

the real resistances of living interaction. As the blogger remains in the bedroom, the Pharisee 

remains in the temple. For vocation, the imaginary leaves no room for discovering ethical 

responsibilities beyond personal cultivation, or through the resistances of having a body and 

neighbours. 

Ethical responses through an imaginary register are sentimental, in that those responses are 

demonstrated ostensibly, in the display of appropriate sentiments. For example, Facebook 

profiles give imaginary definition to an individual and their concerns through the causes they 

associate with and “Like.” Here, an ethical response remains inseparable from the curated 

image. Eagleton’s primary critique of an imaginary ethic is that it cannot recognize those 

outside of the immediacy of our experience, “the nameless hoards languishing in the outer 

darkness.” Sentiment alone cannot generate a code of ethics that encompasses those who we 

feel no immediate empathy for, let alone those who elicit revulsion rather than endearment. 

This has significant implications for the poor, marginalized, and vulnerable: 



[EXT]Morality is too vital a question to be left to the capricious big-heartedness of those who 

can afford to be affable. The vulnerable need a material bond or code of obligations to cover 

their back. A rule-bound ethics may seem less agreeable than a genial impulse, but its point is 

that you should behave humanely to others whatever you happen to be feeling.[/EXT] 

Through the imaginary register, vocation is an aestheticized curation. In considering 

possibilities for life, work, and relationships, this individual is unable to attend beyond the 

broadcast image, to those strange individuals and approaches to life beyond the orbit of 

sentimental concerns. 

A view beyond the imaginary register can be seen in Eagleton’s symbolic ethic, which entails 

an awareness of our responsibilities toward others, attuned through law, ritual, and custom. A 

symbolic ethic is expressed linguistically, through the interactions of signs that constitute 

ethical codes and cultural traditions, providing a reference for human behavior beyond the 

variable inclinations of individual perspective.  

The symbolic world is “mediated through and through by the signifier,” and the subject located 

within these symbolic interactions. That is, meaning is created by the relationships between 

different things, just as meaning in language emerges through the distinction of linguistic signs. 

Within the symbolic register, the differences between individual subjects are framed positively: 

[EXT]The subject must be weaned from mistaking itself for an autonomous entity and come 

instead to confess its dependence upon others in the domain of the intersubjective . . . Only 

when one ventures upon the intersubjective exchanges of the symbolic order can one become 

conscious of oneself as an individual.[/EXT] 

This symbolic exile from the “spurious immediacy of the imaginary” is mediated through 

language and “the great stockpile or repository of codes, rules, and signifiers” which we draw 

on to make meaning, to think, and to communicate. This symbolic world opens possibilities 



for ethical formulation. Principles of human rights or social contract, for example, are 

generalized from concrete situations and experiences (for example, the formation of the United 

Nations and approaches to human rights following World War Two) to guide behavior toward 

those beyond the felt immediacy of empathetic identification, clarifying our relational 

interdependencies. On this view, subjectivity and vocation are defined through our 

responsibilities to others. 

For the Pharisee, engagement with God and neighbour is structured through religious law. The 

law prods the Pharisee toward humility and justice, structuring behavior through tithing, 

fasting, and regular prayer. To read the Pharisee as a character type in this sense is not unusual 

within Christian tradition or theology. For Bonhoeffer, the Pharisee is anyone who, in any time, 

lives by their perception of “disunion,” in which the fractured self is continually caught 

between possibilities for good or evil. The law, as a response to our awareness of disunion—

given because of transgressions (Gal. 3:19)—goads the Pharisee toward humility and justice. 

For Eagleton, the symbolic world of law and responsibility engages the subject with a world 

beyond the naïve immediacy of self-concern and cultivation, from which they are exiled by a 

recognition of the other. This is somewhat akin to Giordan’s view of vocation that gives 

“existence a framework of significance,” as a sense of vocational responsibility within society 

might entail. Similarly, for Weigert and Blasi, “A vocation will be a particular pattern in which 

individuals are related to the other people around them.” For these sociologists, different 

religions simply fill out these patterns of interaction with “varying traditional content.”  

Vocation is regularly framed through forms of duty and pattern, and the stratification of roles 

and responsibilities within society. Yet while competency and discipline are shaped by law and 

tradition, this view loses something of the creative dimension of a God who calls to be things 

that are not (Rom 4:17), beyond the scope of law and tradition. As religious (or vocational) 

ritual and law readily circumscribe eventualities and diminish creativity, emphasising pattern 



over person, the Pharisee encounters a God of citation and contractual fulfilment. The 

possibilities of subjectivity through this symbolic register are constrained. 

Akin to contemporary understandings of vocation, the Pharisee’s vocation is defined 

ostensibly, as a typified through imaginary representations and symbolic interactions, piety, 

and law. Standing by himself to pray, the Pharisee exudes self-cultivated differentiation, 

buffered from everyday entanglements of human experience.  

[B]Encountering the real 

[EXT]The human body is not just inscribed with meaning; unlike garden gnomes, it is also the 

source of it.[/EXT] 

The tax collector’s understanding of himself before God begins in an encounter with his fragile, 

compromised body. He “would not even look up to heaven but was beating his breast and 

saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’” (Luke 18:13) The tax collector’s trajectory in life—

his identity, activity, and relationality—are given renewed impetus by this vocative cry. Here, 

vocation is not conceived as pious self-cultivation or a pattern of behavior, but as an event. In 

crying to God, the tax collector’s desire for integral relationships and meaningful activity are 

given voice, expressed in his openness to possibilities for life beyond his own innate resources. 

With a similar focus on human compromise, Eagleton’s writing refocusses toward what is 

common to all humans: the fragility and limitation of our human bodies, which are not just 

inscribed with meaning but are also the source of it. For Eagleton, this is significant in an era 

when “culturalism” is a dominant ideology. Culturalism is a view of culture as the basic force 

or dynamic defining human life and relationships, shaping everything we do, say, and think, 

including the way we perceive and understand the world. As cultural, everything is endlessly 

malleable: bodies, beliefs, and identities are changeable because they are things created by us. 

Culturalism can also be understood more simply as prioritising the cultural. For example, in 



discussing ethics, there can be a tendency to talk of gender pronouns and video games, rather 

than hunger, poverty, and war. Therefore, culturalism could be typified by an obsession with 

the signifier, the language games that we play and the identities that shape us.  

Within this scene, the limitations of the human body could be experienced as disruptive to our 

projects of self-curation. Our bodies confront us as they impose real resistances and limitations 

on our aspirations. For Eagleton, this is not finally negative: “The body is the most palpable 

sign we have of the givenness of human existence.” Rather than diminishing human purpose 

and imagination, our bodies give us a characteristic mode of being in the world, a inherent 

language of meaning and possibility, and a tangible grounding for our ethical and political 

projects.  

The tax collector’s cry to God resembles Eagleton’s understanding of Lacan’s real as a register 

of human experience, as well as his critique of culturalism. For the human subject, the real is 

an eventful recognition that “what is most permanently awry with us” is “most truly of our 

essence.” “Consciousness,” Eagleton explains, “itself is a structure of misrecognition.” 

Through the lens of the real, far from offsetting fragmentation and anxiety, we recognize that 

the self-woven narratives of those who trust in themselves are illusory.  

Luke’s parable gives dramatic expression to this ironic short-circuit or subjective 

misrecognition, in the contrast between tax collector and Pharisee. The Pharisee observes 

religious law and ritual as a language for encountering God, evident in the tangible structures 

and comportment of Israel. Yet he remains aloof from his neighbour, ultimately constrained by 

the symbolic limits of the law and regressing from responsibility to self-ingratiation. In 

contrast, the tax collector would not even look up to heaven but experiences a tearing between 

self and God, a split between religious and ethical pretence, and compromised reality. 

Presumably, it was neither pious observance nor religious law that led to his passionate moment 



of self-alienation. God is here encountered in the limitations of the body, and the denial of 

religious mitigation and comfort. His body is revealed as flesh like every other, a “stain of 

senseless material contingency which the symbolic order can never fully assimilate.” 

The tax collector encounters God through his fractured self-understanding; vocation is not a 

construed identity or narrative myth that creates meaning out of fragmented existence. If 

vocation is concerned with human purpose and fulfilment, how might a potentially terrifying 

encounter such as this have redemptive potential? What is to stop an individual sliding into 

endlessly compounding anxiety, succumbing to the inadequacies of human experience? If 

Christianity is true, supposes Eagleton, then it is precisely in the material word as “the sole 

locus of redemption” that the love of God might be encountered “as a radical solution to the 

terrors of the Real” and, by extension, the endless and nihilistic profusion of self-alienation. “It 

is on this material foundation [of the human body] that the most durable forms of human 

solidarity can be built,” as it is through the risen, transfigured body of Christ that “material 

stuff is at one with its meaning.” Like the tax collector, Eagleton recognizes that the possibility 

of encountering a God who is real—with real implications for life—begins with our fractured, 

material bodies, rather than through the construed identities or cultural behaviors, or the 

ostensive forms of vocation.   

Importantly for biblical witness, the recognition of a common fault at the core of human 

subjectivity is not finally negative. While we are constrained by material limitations, human 

experience is not simply finite and contingent. For Eagleton, this is the meaning of the 

traditional Christian formulation felix culpa or happy fault. Similarly influenced by Lacan, 

Alenka Zupančič writes of our “failed finitude,” a non-correspondence with ourselves which 

is also the basis of human possibility. These views resonate with Paul, who is confronted by 

the good I would do but do not do (Rom 7:19). 



In his cry for dignity and renewal beyond any innate human capacity, the tax collector’s 

vocative word to God has an obverse aspect: this cry to God also constitutes a call from beyond 

himself. Subjectivity is encountered in God’s address from without, rather than being construed 

from within. For Eagleton, this is a revolutionary meeting with the real, which “throws us out 

of joint, re-totalises our world and violently recasts the foundations of our existence,” and is 

nothing short of a dramatic reorientation within life as a new creation.  

[B]Embodied vocation 

While the Pharisee’s God is framed by religious identities and behaviors, the God of the tax 

collector is encountered amid the real difficulties, distortions, and dramas of life. 

Appropriately, the tax collector does not stay in the temple but goes home, where God’s 

possibilities for life might unfold within concrete community and locality (Luke 18:14). His 

home is no idealised sphere of imaginary resolution but a place of continued resistance and 

disruption, in the everyday tensions and joys of human relationality. 

The radical possibility of Luke’s parable lies in the humility and vulnerability of shared human 

bodies. In confronting the limitations and compromises of present experience, the parable 

neither endorses the revolutionary overthrow of government or tradition, nor the institution of 

a new symbolic ideal to replace what is already present. The ethical profiles of the imaginary 

and symbolic, represented by the Pharisee and temple, are not overthrown but only implicitly 

unsettled—identity and law are necessarily interwoven into human life. Rather than tearing the 

temple to the ground, the tax collector goes home in a state of estrangement.  

Luke’s parable shifts the hearer’s horizon from the potentially endless flux of systems, 

institutions, and ideologies, to the human body as it is enmeshed in its relations to neighbours 

and community. This is open ended, as possibilities for human life and dignity are encountered 

amid the contingencies of life. Estrangement is exacerbated in the endless disruptions and 



tensions of living as a body which is never self-sufficient, experienced in: the resistances of 

relationships; the indifference of chores; the ceaseless mechanics of daily sustenance and work; 

conflicts with family and neighbours; and the negotiated aspirations of vocation. The 

contingences of life continually scuttle our projects of self-definition and those of the cultures 

and societies we inhabit, and yet it is amid life’s vicissitudes that meaning and identity are 

discovered. This is something that has been all too apparent as I write this article at home with 

a fourteen-week old baby. 

Considering the identity and self-awareness of Paul’s new community of Christian believers in 

the early church, Julia Kristeva suggests that estrangement might come to be experienced as 

transition or transmutation into a “new creation.” Kristeva understands Paul’s ecclesia—which 

derives from the Greek kaleo, “I call,” therefore a gathering called in a public place—as 

“apposed to the community of citizens in the polis a community that was other: a community 

of those who were different, of foreigners.” These foreigners were those outside the Greco-

Roman citadel, the nationalism of Jewish communities and the regionalism of Eastern worship 

(see Eph 2:11–13 and 2:19–20), and included those who were marginalised, like merchants, 

sailors, and women, whom Paul often praises in his letters.  

Citing John (17:5), the reference point for Kristeva’s understanding of Paul’s community of 

foreigners is Jesus as “stranger on this earth.” This notion might be extended: Jesus is a stranger 

on this earth because of the common, fragile body he possessed, a stranger like any other. Such 

a move would avoid the dangers of reducing the difference of the Christian community to one 

of identity politics and distinctions of culture, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality as the foundation 

of communities of distinction. Thus, Kristeva’s description of the early church as foreigners 

emboldened in their difference to culture and empire might be properly heard through a 

christological focus on the common body of Christ.  



In his common body, the tax collector becomes a stranger to himself, rather than forming an 

identity of strangeness in relation to others. Instead of locating his identity, purpose, and dignity 

in postulations of culture, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality, his horizon is opened to the 

discovery of meaning in tangible expressions such as work, health, education, security, and 

freedom—things that have to do with the human body in its common needs and aspirations. In 

the universal body as the foundation of Christian ethics, there is neither Jew or Greek, but the 

dignifying gift of life that overwrites any tribal or religious boundary. 

For sociologists like James, a key question has been “the difficulty of making a life meaningful, 

in an era when many of the old certainties have faded and traditional constraints are less 

binding.” Where certainties are sought, one temptation is to replace God with individuals who 

trust in themselves and the vocation narratives they conjure. In contrast, Christian faith does 

not shy away from the real, compromised nature of human subjectivity which belongs to us 

all.  

Both Luke and Eagleton’s concern for meaning within human experience begins with our 

common, fragile bodies as the characteristic mode of our being. While our bodily existence is 

limited to situated perspectives and conditioned by finitude and fallibility, these limitations are 

foundational to relationality, responsibility, and the pursuit of human dignity. Living among 

neighbours, the demands of others press in to define our understanding of self and vocation.  

Because Eagleton understands Christian faith as a materialist practice—beginning with a 

fleshy, personal God—it is unsurprising that he finds in it an ironic critique of any project of 

cultural, religious, or political identity. Human meaning is, for Eagleton, something that begins 

with the sheer givenness of existence. Authentic human experience and relationality are located 

amid the contingencies of given materiality, and not in moralism, legalism, or idealism. For 

Luke, authentic human experience begins in the loss of self-assuredness and an honest 



encounter with God through the confronting or perplexing contingences of life. Without 

succumbing to false certainties or comforts, transformed life begins in the gift of our fragile, 

human bodies. This view of subjectivity and vocation is wholly christological. 
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