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A Christian perspective on the purpose and nature of our gifts.

Universal

So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. Genesis 1:27

This is our greatest gift, the universal gift which we all share:  the gift of being created in the image and likeness of God, and endowed with reason and free will.

We need to feel and acknowledge this deep within ourselves. This is the still centre, the first point of reference, from which we begin to think about gifts:  our primary identity, which we all share, is that we are truly ‘manifestations of God’.

Unique

Before I was born the Lord called me, from my mother’s womb he has spoken my name. Isaiah 49:1

We are not simply ‘manifestations of God’, we are ‘unique manifestations of God’, called by God before we were even born. To each of us, individually, we need to hear God say: See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands.  Isaiah 49:16

We are each uniquely gifted, and with this uniquely called, by God to make his kingdom manifest on earth.

For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.  Ephesians 2:10

So the business of life then becomes not only living more fully the awareness of our universal gift, our createdness, but identifying our particular gifts, our uniqueness.

Hidden

And this of course is not easy. We are not born with a label that says: 
peacemaker, housewife, actor, road builder, cleaner, teacher, comedian, priest, organiser, care worker…

Some people seem to be very obviously 'gifted', sometimes with a single gift, sometimes with many. Others feel that they are no good at anything, that they lack any gift and therefore, have nothing to offer.  

For most of us our gifts can seem to be deeply hidden.  We can be unsure of what we are looking for, and of where or how to look.

What

A gift is much more than an aptitude or a talent, or even genius: 
our gifts are more than just the things that we are good at, or the things that we do: they are who we are. Our gift is what shapes our life to its true fulfillment.

Where

To find and recognise our gifts we have to attend to our innermost self, our deepest desires: we have to learn how to separate these from what we think we ought to do, or what other people might expect of us or demand from us.

And we will find our gifts in the moments of silence or of quiet discipleship, not in an endless quest to achieve.

How

Now instead of the spirit of the world, we have received the Spirit that comes from God, to teach us to understand the gifts that he has given us. 1 Corinthians 2:12.

So how does the spirit of God teach us to understand our gifts?

The 14th century Basque saint, Ignatius of Loyola, thought a lot about this when he was recovering from a cannon ball injury.  He spent hours daydreaming about his future and the various things he might do, and then began to notice that different dreams had different effects on his mood:  some would leave him feeling happy, hopeful, energised, consoled whereas others would leave him feeling sad, anxious and depressed.

Ignatius saw in these moods the 'spirit of God' moving him to recognise what it was God was calling him to do, helping him to understand his gifts.  He called the hopeful, energising mood, or spirit, 'consolation' and the anxious, depressing mood or spirit 'desolation'.  

Life-giving

I have set before you life and death …. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. For the Lord is your life … Deuteronomy 30:19-20

These words of Moses may not seem the most obvious place to look, until we remember that our gifts are from the God who gave us life, and it is through their expression that we become more fully alive.  So another way to think about recognising our gifts is to think about what brings us alive, and what deadens us.

I may be very talented musician, encouraged from an early age to work through grade exams and compete in local, national, international competitions, but if the thought of practice and competition and examination leave me feeling deadened, then, although I may have a talent, competitive performance is not my gift.  However I might find myself coming alive in the company of children, in the face of their less formal assessment of my worth.  I might find that my true gift is to use my talent therapeutically to bring life to children who, for whatever reason, are damaged or disadvantaged.

Life-bearing

Ezekiel too gives a powerful image of what it can mean to discover and live your gift.  At the beginning of chapter 47 he tells the story of how the unnamed 'man from the temple' showed him the water flowing from the temple.  At first the water was ankle deep, then knee deep, then waist deep, then too deep to cross - a river you could only enter if you were able to give yourself up to the water, to be immersed and to be carried in the flow.  And the man told the prophet:

When it empties into the sea, the salty water there becomes fresh.  Swarms of living creatures will live wherever the river flows. There will be large numbers of fish, because this water flows there and makes the salt water fresh; so where the river flows everything will live…. But the swamps and marshes will not become fresh; they will be left for salt.  Fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river. Their leaves will not wither, nor will their fruit fail. Every month they will bear fruit, because the water from the sanctuary flows to them. Their fruit will serve for food and their leaves for healing. Ezekiel 47:8-9, 11-12.

In this image we can see our gift as the water, which has its source in the temple, God.  Identifying it can be slow, acknowledging it tentative (first ankle deep, then knee deep) but eventually we have the courage, the confidence, to step out with our gift into the deep and to be carried where it leads us.  And we find that we bring life to places in ourselves and in others that were dead, we become a healing presence.

Concluding

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls.  When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.  Matthew 13:45-46

We are created by God, we share the universal call to be co-creators of his kingdom here on earth but, uniquely gifted, we each have a unique role to play in building the kingdom of heaven.  So we can see our gift as the fine pearl of great value.  Once we discover what it is God created us for, what is the gift that we, and no other, bring to our daily encounters, we find everything else we thought important falling into a different, a proper perspective.

For his word, spoken into my life, and calling me by name, ‘will not return to me empty, without carrying out my will and succeeding in what it was sent to do’. Isaiah 55:11. 

Our gift is God's word then, spoken into and fulfilled through our lives.
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