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 FRIEND OF MINE, often 
talks about his father, who 

was a doctor. He worked crush-
ingly long hours, burdened by the 
needs of the people he served. 
“My father was a good man,” 
Mike once said to me. “His 
problem was that he couldn’t 
see that he was more than just 

his gift.” This sentiment haunts me because it points me to 
a problem I think many of us have: seeing that we are more 
than the gifts we have, and the work we do. 

In recent years, we have seen much attention given to faith 
and work, and rightly so. This 
issue is part of that conversation. 
Scripture speaks of meaningful 
labor not simply in terms of 
church ministry but also in the 
broader sense of our various 
callings to bring forth bread 
from the ground (Gen. 3:19). 

At the same time, though, 
we should always be on guard 
against the cultural pressure to 
define ourselves in terms of our “worth” by what we do, how 
much we make, or how much influence we have. This tempta-
tion is not just present for hard-charging “Type A” businessmen. 
Often it is just as dangerous for those in the opposite situation. 

When I was serving in local church ministry, I would 
become especially nervous whenever the local factory would 
announce the possibility of downsizing. I knew in just a matter 
of months, I would be faced with a much heavier counseling 
load—especially with marriages in crisis. Usually this would 
be due to the men in my congregation, faced with the loss of 
work, spiraling into fear of the loss of not just their incomes 
but their sense of themselves, and of their worth. 

This would manifest itself in different ways—sometimes 
in a deep depression, a pornography addiction, an adulterous 

affair, alcoholism, or dependence on prescription drugs. 
The crisis would begin as economic but would end up being 
spiritual. More often than not, this was because those men 
had identified themselves with their work. Their jobs were 
what they, as one man put it to me, “brought to the table.” 
Without their jobs, they didn’t know who they were. 

How often do we face the very same pull? In our fallen 
state, the Bible tells us we all want to define ourselves as 
employees, rather than as children. Like the prodigal son, we 
think that somehow if we perform well enough, work hard 
enough, behave well enough, achieve enough, we can earn a 
place in our Father’s household (Luke 15:19). 

That’s not how we have been welcomed home, though. 
We are not servants in the 
Father’s house, but beloved 
sons and daughters (Gal. 
4:1-10). Our identity and 
inheritance is in Christ.

It is only when we stop 
equating ourselves and our 
worth with our jobs that we 
are free to really work. We are 
created to carry out a mission 
and are gifted in different ways 

to cultivate the earth around us. Every good thing, though, 
can be made an idol, which disappoints in the fullness of time. 
Work is no exception to that. If I build my entire identity 
around my career, then I am in a precarious situation when that 
career falters, or when that job goes away. 

And every job goes away—if only because we, ultimately, 
go away. We are to work the dirt of the ground always 
knowing that, eventually, we will retreat in death right back 
into that ground from which we were first made. But our 
life is hidden in Christ, who is at the right hand of God 
(Col 3:1-3). So, this means, in a very real sense, our careers, 
no matter the success, haven’t even started yet. And because 
of that, we can rest, knowing our work is important, but it 
doesn’t define us.  

F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T 

OUR WORK DOESN’T DEFINE US   
Russell Moore

A

IN  OUR FALLEN STATE,  THE BIBLE 

TELLS  US WE ALL  WANT TO DEFINE 

O U R S E LV E S  A S  E M P LO Y E E S , 

R AT H E R  T H A N  A S  C H I L D R E N . 
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HILE MOST OF MY  
friends were spending their 

winter breaks playing video games 
or travelling to warm locations, I 
was busy getting up at obscenely 
early hours, putting on layers of 
clothing, and braving the cold at 
construction sites. My father, for 
reasons I only understood when 

I became an adult, thought it important to bring me along 
to help him in his plumbing business. I learned quite a few 
lessons while working with and watching my father. I learned 
that God gifted me differ-
ently than Dad, who could 
install, fix, and design just 
about anything. Being handy 
seems, at least in my family, 
to skip a generation. Most 
importantly, I learned the 
value of hard work. 

Dad wasn’t a theologian. 
His name won’t appear on 
any books on faith and work. 
Dad will never headline a 
conference. But his faith-
ful work taught me more 
about the doctrine of vocation and creation than anything 
I’ve learned in seminary textbooks. Dad represented Christ, 
everywhere, with his good work. I used to get frustrated 
because he insisted on staying longer to make sure the job 
was done right. His reputation soared above most other 
tradesman for being faithful, dependable, and good at what 
he does. Near retirement now, Dad is still plying his plumb-
ing trade and teaching me lessons about work. 

This kind of work is what any of our brothers and sisters 
in Christ are doing every day. Most do not get a paycheck 
from a Christian organization or a nonprofit. They work 
on construction sites, office buildings, workshops, factories, 

and classrooms around the world. And most of them go to 
church on Sundays wondering how their work matters to 
God. We who preach and teach have a responsibility to help 
them connect their vocation to the kingdom of God. That’s 
what we aim to do in this issue. 

We cover work from a variety of perspectives. Jason 
Thacker, creative director at the ERLC, takes a look at an 
issue that concerns many: the changing nature of work in a 
digital age. Russell Moore, president of the ERLC, writes on 
an area that hits home to many of us parents: how to prepare 
our kids for their working lives. Carolyn McCulley explores 
the way work has changed for women over the last several 

centuries and what is ahead 
for women in the work-
place. Kara Bettis profiles 
a minority business owner 
being helped by a unique 
ministry to entrepreneurs. 
Chris Brooks applies Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s view of 
work to today’s economic 
environment. Justin Lonas, 
of the Chalmers Center, digs 
into the problems plaguing 
rural communities and spot-
lights some innovative ways 

churches are meeting these unique needs. Daniel Patterson, 
vice president for operations at the ERLC, interviews three 
leading practitioners on productivity and rest. And Lore 
Ferguson Wilbert muses about working when your passions 
don’t align with your job. 

We hope this issue helps equip you to think well about 
work, whether you are laboring in the bitter cold on a 
Chicago-area construction site or you are editing a mag-
azine in a climate-controlled office. Oh, and by the way, 
thank you Dad, for teaching me how to work well. 

-daniel darling

W

F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R 

[DAD'S]  FAITHFUL WORK TAUGHT 

ME MORE ABOUT THE DOCTRINE  

OF  VOCATION AND CREATION  

THAN ANYTHING I ’VE  LEARNED  

IN  SEMINARY TEXTBOOKS.

WHY YOUR WORK MATTERS TO GOD
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Our Secular Age 
Edited by COLLIN HANSEN
 
Charles Taylor's A Secular Age 
 is one of the most important 
books published in the last few 
decades. In the book, Taylor,  

a philosopher and incisive observer of Western 
culture, offers a new definition of what it means  
to be secular and provides remarkable insight 
related to the rise of secularism and decline of 
faith in the modern age. 

Unfortunately, the fact that the book is  
almost 900 pages will preclude most people  
from ever discovering the value of Taylor’s work. 
Thankfully, Collin Hansen has assembled an 
impressive cast of pastors and scholars to produce  
Our Secular Age, a volume of 13 essays interacting 
with Taylor’s thought and assessing its value for 
ministry on the 10th anniversary of the book’s 
initial publication.

For those who are new to Taylor, Hansen’s  
opening essay provides a helpful introduction  
to Taylor’s thought, which is further developed  
in subsequent chapters. Readers familiar with  
Taylor’s work will appreciate the careful critique  
of his account of faith in Western culture offered  
by scholars like Carl Trueman and Michael 
Horton. And all readers will benefit from the  
constant dialogue and application of Taylor’s 
thought to subjects such as art, ministry, politics, 
and culture that spans throughout the book.  
Our Secular Age is a compelling work that makes 
accessible the wisdom of one of the world’s  
foremost philosophers. I urge fellow Christians  
to read it. -josh wester

Not by Nature  
but by Grace  
by GILBERT MEILAENDER 
 
In Not by Nature but by Grace, 
Gilbert Meilaender offers an 
accessible, gentle work that is a 

welcomed, and needed, contribution to our under-
standing of adoption. It is a timely book, with its 
treatment of topics such as embryo and transracial 
adoption, and even timeless, with its discussions of 
human dignity and the procreative potential of the 
bond of marriage.

He takes practical questions like, “Should sin-
gles adopt?” and connects them to the larger 
question of how to think rightly about adoption 
as Christians. And his inquiries range from the 
philosophical—“Whose good is chiefly served by 
adoption?”—to the highly practical—“What should 
we do with cryopreserved embryos?”

By examining the mechanisms of forming fami-
lies, Meilaender emphasizes the importance of both 
procreation and adoption, or what he would call 
“nature” and “history.” But Meilaender is not merely 
a philosopher and theologian writing abstractly; 
he is an adoptive parent himself. Using powerful 
chapter interludes in the form of four letters to his 
adopted son, he demonstrates his commitment not 
only to ideas but praxis, too.

Meilaender demonstrates well that the gospel 
gives hope to those who lack a familial sense of 
belonging, calling them adopted sons and daughters 
of the living God. In anticipation of the ultimate 
adoption of grace that is to come, let us adopt  
and answer that call for others, for we all cry  
out, “Abba, Father.” -lauren konkol
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THE PROBLEM OF 
PERPETUAL ADOLESCENCE  
A REVIEW OF THE VANISHING AMERICAN ADULT: OUR COMING-OF-AGE CRISIS  
AND HOW TO REBUILD A CULTURE OF SELF-RELIANCE    Daryl Crouch

WE ARE NOT READY.” 
That is the diagnosis Ben Sasse, the 

junior senator from Nebraska, offers for 
America’s next generation in The Vanish-
ing American Adult: Our Coming-Of-Age 
Crisis and How to Rebuild a Culture of 
Self-Reliance. As alarming as that may 
sound, Sasse refuses to be the “Get 

off my lawn!” guy fussing about irresponsible youngsters. 
Instead, he looks through the lenses of a historian to observe 
sociological trends, through the lenses of a father and former 
college president to observe the inclinations of a new gener-
ation, and through the lenses of a public official to observe 
where actual solutions are most 
likely discovered. 

If you are looking for a 
political manifesto, this is 
not it. Instead, Sasse arrests 
our attention to the crisis of 
“perpetual adolescence” in 
America, but then captivates 
our imaginations to what is 
possible for our children and 
the nation they will build. 

Sasse takes the first third of 
this volume to identify trends that contribute to America’s 
“coming-of-age crisis.” He contends that rather than a season 
of unfettered consumption, the early years should be marked 
with intentionality, “an ethos of action, of productivity, of 
meaningful work, and of lifelong learning.” He goes on to 
expose the era of “softer parenting,” which accommodates the 
drift toward self-interest instead of training children as citi-
zens prepared to serve neighbor first. Sasse then distinguishes 
between education and schooling to make the case that while 
we have spent an enormous amount of intellectual energy and 
financial resources on John Dewey’s brand of public education, 

our one-size-fits-all approach to schooling has not produced 
active learners prepared for the new world.

Refusing to minimize the crisis at hand, the senator also 
refuses to believe the problem of perpetual adolescence must 
be unending. So two-thirds of his work presents five habits 
that can rebuild a culture of self-reliance. For example, leading 
children away from age segregation and into closer proximity 
to seasoned adults teaches the benefit of work, the realities of 
life and death, and creates formative shared experiences. He 
also advocates travel ventures rather than sightseeing tours, and 
provides a practical guide for a classically robust reading plan. 

The fulcrum of Sasse’s proposal, however, is discovered 
when he writes, “There is almost nothing more important we 

can do for our young than 
convince them that produc-
tion is more satisfying than 
consumption.” He cham-
pions the glories and rigors 
of work and the happiness 
they produce not only for 
the individual, but also for 
a nation. Virtue displayed 
in hard work, and limit-
ed consumption builds a 
healthy soul and community. 

“The heart of a grateful adult,” Sasse proclaims, “yearns to 
be productive, to be useful to his or her neighbor.” 

Every generation chooses what kind of future it will 
build, but parents and leaders can prepare rising adults to 
produce something now that they will be proud to give 
to their kids later. So with Teddy Rooseveltian wit and 
determination, Ben Sasse inspires us to create a flourishing 
republic built on insatiable curiosity, strenuous labor, and 
tangible love for our neighbor.   

DARYL CROUCH is the senior pastor at Green Hill Church in Mt. Juliet, Tennessee. 

“

“THE HEART OF A GRATEFUL ADULT,” 

SASSE PROCLAIMS, “YEARNS TO  

BE PRODUCTIVE,  TO BE USEFUL  

TO HIS OR HER NEIGHBOR.” 
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Greg Forster

EOPLE [USUALLY] GR ASP THAT God cares about 
their work and then ask: So what does that mean for me? 

How do I figure out what God wants me to do in my work? 
How do I handle struggles and disappointments? 

Jesus will give you grace and power to face whatever his 
calling requires you to face. You may be called to spend most 
of your work doing tasks you dislike; Jesus will give you grace 
and power for that. You may be called to work for an arrogant, 
domineering boss; Jesus will give you grace and power for that. 

You may be called to work alongside dishonest, backbiting 
co-workers; Jesus will give you grace and power for that. 
You may be called to lose your job and have to find another 
opportunity to use your gifts productively; Jesus will give 
you grace and power for that.  

On the other hand, you may be blessed with amazing 
opportunities. You may well have everything going for 
you. If so, Jesus will give you grace and power to take full 
advantage of those opportunities for his kingdom. 

The more God invests in you, the more return on invest-
ment he expects you to be striving to give him. 

KNOW WHO YOU ARE IN 
CHRIST AND WHO YOU ARE  
IN THE WORLD 
[But], only the gospel can 
empower you to work while 
removing the burden of 
earning from your work. 
In our vocations, God calls 
us to get out of our com-
fort zones, working hard to 
accomplish his purposes. 
But we rest on God’s saving 
grace in the cross and the 
empty tomb of Christ for 
our standing and favor with 
God. We are not earning 
our place in the glorious 
kingdom whose purposes 
we work so hard to advance. 

That is why the high 
and holy calling of God is 
a blessing for us and not a 
curse. We know who we 
are in Christ. We know 
that God gives us this high 
calling because he loves 
us, because he has already 
adopted us as his children 
and secured a place in his 

kingdom for us. There is 
no chance we will lose our 
real and ultimate blessing, 
however weak or deficient 
we may sometimes be in our 
vocations here.  

We aren’t earning in the 
kingdom; we’re learning in 
the kingdom. We are not 
just taking care of God’s 
world in our vocations. 
We are learning how to 
be God’s children. God is 
using our callings to shape 
us into the kind of people 
he wants his children to be. 
That’s one reason it’s some-
times quite difficult! 

But you don’t leave behind 
your natural human identity 
and relationships when you 
embrace your gospel identity 
and your relationship with 
Christ. Even after he became 
the world’s greatest mission-
ary, Paul continued to claim 
both his Jewish identity 
and his identity as a Roman 
citizen. He had relationships 

P

HOW WORK 
SHAPES US  
AND BUILDS OUR 
COMMUNITIES
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This modified excerpt was taken from The Gospel For Life series, The Gospel & 
Work, edited by Russell Moore and Andrew T. Walker. GREG FORSTER serves 
as the director of the Oikonomia Network at the Center for Transformational 
Churches, and is a visiting assistant professor of faith and culture at Trinity 
International University.

machine you operate on 
the assembly line and your 
paycheck, you’re missing the 
big picture. You are making 
cars safer, saving lives. You 
serve the customer (drivers) 
and your community, making 
God’s world more like what he 
wants it to be. That’s your first 
contribution to the big picture.  

Now go a step further. 
Why does your company pay 
you to operate that machine 
on the assembly line? Because 
customers want cars to be 
safer, so they’re willing to 

pay a little more for better 
brakes—including that little 
part you make. The company 
pays you because your work 
creates value for it.  

Now keep going. The 
paycheck you make for cre-
ating value for your employer 
supports your household. 
The goods and services you 
purchase with that paycheck 
allow other workers to do their 
work, serving the world in all 
their various ways and sup-
porting their own households.  

with people that helped make him the person he was; Jesus 
didn’t replace those relationships. He suffused them with his 
grace and power to Paul.  

In the same way, you are more than just a Christian. You 
are many other things as well—perhaps a husband or wife, 
perhaps a mother or father, perhaps an employee or student, 
perhaps a co-worker, perhaps a citizen. Hopefully you are a 
church member. And whatever else you are, you are certainly 
a neighbor to all those God brings into your life! 

The intersection between our gospel identity and our 
natural identities—our relationship with Christ and our 
relationships with those around us—is where we find most 
of the challenges and opportunities of our vocations. 

In my case, I’m called to be a good husband and father and 
church member; a good employee to my supervisors and to the 
school that employs me, as well as a good employer to those I 
supervise; a good crafts-
man to those who receive 
the services I provide 
(including you); a good 
citizen to my city, state 
and country; and much 
else besides. These identi-
ties reveal to me much of 
my calling from God.

SEE THE BIG PICTURE, 
BUT DON'T "DESPISE 
SMALL THINGS" 
[R]elationships are [central] to God’s design for us as human 
beings and the way we follow his calling in our lives. God 
made us to be relational—“it is not good that man should be 
alone” is the only “not good” pronounced before the fall. We 
are made male and female in the image of God, made from 
the beginning to be fellow workers and family members, so 
we could show the world through our relationships with one 
another what the divine nature looks like: the holy love of 
three persons for each other, together forever as one God.  

No one works alone. Your work is extensively bound up 
with the work of all the people around you—the boss you 
work for, the co-workers you work with, the customers you 
serve, the household your work supports, the people you buy 
things from using the money you make in your job. And all 
their work is in turn bound up with the work of thousands 
of others. Ultimately, your work is interdependent with the 
work of millions around the world.  

Suppose you work on an assembly line making a part that 
goes into the braking system of a car. If all you see is the 

Maybe you don’t get a 
paycheck for doing your job. 
You could be a homemaker 
or a retiree. All the same 
things still apply to you, 
though—you do work (in 
the home, volunteering, etc.) 
that serves people and makes 
the world a better place. 
Your work contributes to the 
well-being of your household 
and community, and helps 
other people do their work. 
You’re no less a part of God’s 
big picture. The paychecks 
are not the point; they’re just 

useful tools for keeping 
things going.  

“[T]he big picture” 
is not something that 
happens apart from the  
ordinary tasks of every-
day life. Those mundane  
tasks are precisely 
where the big picture 
happens. That’s why 
the Bible is constantly 
stressing faithfulness 

and conscientiousness in 
performing our routine 
duties. That’s where God 
paints the big picture.   

Zechariah rebukes “who-
ever has despised the day of 
small things.” He tells them 
they will change their tune 
when they realize that the 
“eyes of the Lord . . . range 
through the whole earth.” 
Even on the assembly line, 
or in the kitchen at home, or 
in the cab of a truck, or in an 
office cubicle!  

READ MORE 
 

THE GOSPEL FOR LIFE SERIES:  
THE GOSPEL & WORK 
Russell Moore and Andrew T. Walker, editors         
(Nashville: B&H, 2017)
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ApplicationPERSPECTIVES

UR JOBS HELP US serve the needs of our neighbors 
and lead to human flourishing, both for the individ-

ual and for communities. Conversely, not having a job can 
adversely affect spiritual and psychological well-being of 
individuals and families.

For many of our fellow citizens, joblessness is a serious and 
ongoing crisis. According to the U.S. Department of Labor, 
as of September, 1.7 million Americans have been out of 
work for 12 months or more. This group of long-term unem-
ployed accounts for 25.5 percent of people who are jobless and 
actively looking for work. An additional 421,000 unemployed 
individuals are “discouraged workers” who have stopped look-
ing for work because they believe no job is available to them in 
their line of work or area, they had previously been unable to 
find work, they lack the necessary schooling, training, skills, 
or experience, employers think they are too young or too old, 
or they face some other type of discrimination.1

To help us minister to the unemployed, there are three 
things Christians should do:

DEVELOP A BIBLICAL VIEW OF WORK AND JOBS  
Before we can minister to the jobless, we must first 
understand what jobs are for. 

The Genesis account of creation tells us that from 
 the beginning humanity was created to work. God puts 
Adam in the garden to “work and watch over it.” As Rev. 
Robert Sirico has said, “The Scripture provides an insight 
into our nature: We are all, man and woman, called into this 
life to find our vocation, the work that is uniquely ours and 
contributes to the flourishing of the wider community.”2

For most of us, the work we do at our jobs is the primary 
way we serve our neighbor. It is also a way that we glorify 
God. As Gene Veith says,

When we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we ask God to 
give us this day our daily bread. And he does. The 
way he gives us our daily bread is through the voca-
tions of farmers, millers, and bakers. We might add 
truck drivers, factory workers, bankers, warehouse 
attendants, and the lady at the checkout counter. 
Virtually every step of our whole economic system 
contributes to that piece of toast you had for break-
fast. And when you thanked God for the food that 
he provided, you were right to do so.3

Because jobs can serve the needs of our neighbors and lead 
to human flourishing, they are the most important part of a 
morally functioning economy.

RECOGNIZE UNEMPLOYMENT AS A HEALTH CRISIS 
Numerous surveys and studies have found that 
unemployment can have negative effects on commu-
nities, families, and a person’s subjective well-being 

and self-esteem. 
For example, research has found that the longer Americans 

are unemployed, the more likely they are to report signs of 
poor psychological well-being. A Gallup survey found about 
one in five Americans who have been unemployed for a year 
or more say they currently have or are being treated for 
depression. The survey also reports unemployed Americans 
are more than twice as likely to say they currently have or are 
being treated for depression than both those with full-time 
jobs and those who have been unemployed for five weeks or 
less.4

For young people, the stigma of not having a job may be 
devastating enough that it is similar to adding 30 years of 
aging to one’s physical well-being. The Gallup-Healthways 

O
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Global Well-Being Index found that among 47 high-income 
countries, the physical well-being of unemployed youth aged 
15 to 29 is statistically tied with that of employed adults aged 
50 and older—26 percent vs. 24 percent thriving, respectively.5

A 2011 study of the long-term unemployed published by 
the Heldrich Center for Workforce Development at Rutgers 
University also found that half of participants experienced 
shame and embarrassment that led them to isolate them-
selves from friends and associates. Among the long-term 
unemployed, 31.1 percent reported spending two hours 
or less with family or friends the previous day, versus 21.5 
percent among short-term unemployed adults.6

To effectively minister to the unemployed, churches 
must recognize that joblessness has profound effects on the 
mental and physical health of the unemployed and minister 

to those needs.

RECOGNIZE UNEMPLOYMENT AS A SPIRITUAL CRISIS 
Long-term unemployment is not just a mental and 
physical health crisis; it’s also a spiritual crisis— 

and the church is the only institution that can  
adequately respond. “Fortunately, the church is in a unique 
place to explain Christ’s restoration of work,” says Michael 
Jahr, “the meaning of suffering, and the hope and peace 
that result from putting our trust in him.”7

Jahr offers three ways to assess how effectively your church or 
parachurch organization is ministering to the unemployed and 
underemployed within your congregation and community:

• Examine whether you are providing encouragement, 
dignity, and accountability, or merely engaging in what long-
time urban ministry leader Bob Lupton describes as “toxic 
charity”—charity that leads to dependency, deception, and 
disempowerment of an individual in need.

• Look for ways to foster entrepreneurship to creatively 
meet human need, add value, and further the common good.

• Engage business people in finding solutions to joblessness 
and poverty. In particular, find ways that you can provide 
jobs for those in your area or help to train those who need 
marketable skills.

“The church has the message and resources necessary to 
revive the broken spirit and restore the downtrodden,” says 
Jahr. “The question is whether the church will discern this 
opportunity and take action.”

Jobs are important to the flourishing of the individual, 
the community, and the economy—which is why unem-
ployment should be a primary concern for the church. 
Helping people find work that is uniquely their own and 
contributes to the flourishing of the wider community 
should always be one of the chief economic concerns for 
the Christian community.   

3 JOE CARTER is a communications specialist at the ERLC.

1 Bureaus of Labor Statistics, “The Employment Situation — September 2017.”

2 “Rev. Sirico: ‘Jobs & deficits — the moral equation,’” Acton Institute PowerBlog.

3 Gene Veith, “Our Calling and God’s Glory,” Made to Flourish, November 1, 2007.

4 Steve Crabtree, “In U.S., Depression Rates Higher for Long-term Unemployed,” 
Gallup, June 9, 2004. 

5 “Youth Unemployment: Damaging to Their Health,” Gallup, December 6, 2016. 

6 “Long-term Unemployed Struggle as Economy Improves, Rutgers Study 
Finds,” Rutgers Today, September 25, 2014. 

7 Michal Jahr, “Economic Malady, Church Opportunity,” The Gospel Coalition, 
September 15, 2013.
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PERSPECTIVES

ET’S FACE IT. MOST of the people 
we preach to every Sunday will 

not receive a check from a distinctly 
Christian 501(c)3 organization. Unlike 
those of us who labor among believers 
from 9 to 5, they go into a workplace 
largely occupied and run by unbelievers. 

This means we must preach faithfully, 
holistically, and robustly on the integra-
tion of work and worship. Sadly, those 
of us who have theological training and 
are the “professionals” of the church have 
too highly valued our own position and 
have subtly and sometimes not-so-subtly 
devalued the vocational worth of others.

The pulpit can be powerful in affirm-
ing the worth of the work our people do 
every day. I think there are three ways 
preachers can do this intentionally:

AVOID DISCIPLESHIP  
REDUCTIONISM THAT DESTROYS  

A DOCTRINE OF VOCATION 
That’s a mouthful, I’ll admit, but I 
believe some of the reason church 
members have poor attitudes about 
work is because pastors devalue it, even 
in well-meaning ways. For instance, 
we often exhort, either in our missions 
appeals or even as we are (rightly) 
pointing our people toward a singu-
lar devotion to God, “This is all that 
matters. Nothing else in your life and 
in your world matters.” 

I know what the pastor means when 
he says that because I have said those 
phrases myself. What we mean is that 
work, ambition, money, power—these 
things are all unworthy idols. They are 

cheap substitutes for worship; worship 
that should be singularly focused on 
Christ. Only he satisfies those deep 
longings in our hearts.

But do we realize what the man 
whose hands are still dirty from digging 
ditches hears when we say, “Nothing 
else matters?” He hears us say, “Your 
job on Monday is unimportant. Yeah, it 
gives you money to help with missions 
and provides opportunities for evange-
lism, but what we do here on Sunday 
is all that matters.” So he goes to work 
on Monday feeling a bit like he’s on 
the Christian Junior Varsity team. He 
might be tempted to think, “If only God 
would allow me to really serve Jesus 
on the front lines, like a pastor, youth 
pastor, or missionary.”

L

H O W  T O  U P H O L D 

The Dignity of Work 

I N  P R E A C H I N G Daniel Darling
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In some sense, we are communicat-
ing a truncated gospel that says faith 
in Christ is only about personal piety 
and has no distinct mark on the ways 
we live out our callings. What’s more, 
we do damage to the creation mandate, 
redeemed by Christ (Eph. 2:10), that 
empowers us to create as we were made 
to do. Our work is not merely a means to 
an end. It’s a form of worship. It’s a way 
we contribute to the human flourishing 
of our neighbors and partner with God 
in the restoration of all things.

Pastors, we need to use clear, unambig-
uous language that esteems both the call 
to sacrifice for the sake of missions and a 
healthy, robust doctrine of vocation. 

DON’T OVERVALUE FULL-TIME  
PASTORAL MINISTRY

Growing up, it was an axiom in our 
household and church that the hardest 
job on earth was the job of the pastor. 
He had the most pressure, the hardest 
decisions, and the most strenuous tasks. 
This may be true, at times. The job of the 
pastor is a high and holy calling; one that 
James reminds us we dare not take lightly 
( James 3:1). However, we should not 
so flatter ourselves as to create a martyr 
complex and diminish the difficulty our 
church members face in living out their 
vocations faithfully in a fallen world. 

We should not be so focused, in our 
preaching and conversations, on our own 
difficulties that we cannot empathize 
with the struggles and hardships others 
face. Some of our people are forced to 
work long, hard hours just to make a basic 
living and support their families. Some go 
to work every day on edge, wondering if 
they will lose their jobs. Some face pres-
sures that you and I may never face.

In many ways, pastors live in an 
unnatural bubble, surrounded daily  
by Christians, while most church 
members go to work in a marketplace 
where being a Christian makes them a  

distinct minority. They are the every-
day evangelists who must embody the 
gospel in the ways they interact with 
co-workers whose values might be very 
different than theirs. The pressures to 
cheat, lie, cut corners, gossip, and hide 
their faith are real. 

As pastors, we can affirm the value of 
the work our people do by entering into 
their work struggles, asking probing 
questions, and learning about the daily 
grind of their labor. 

SEED YOUR SERMONS WITH REAL-
WORLD, ON-THE-JOB, APPLICATIONS

Put away the illustration books with the 
cheesy one-liners that make your people 
groan. The best illustrations in preaching 
are from real life—and not just your 
real life, either. The Southwest Airlines 
flight attendant or the electrical engineer 
or the Walmart cashier may not relate to 
that time in the coffee shop when you 
were surrounded by theology books and 
a secularist college student questioned 
you about Nietzsche, but they will relate 
to examples you have discovered after 
engaging in conversations with people 
in other lines of work. Sure, add in your 
own examples of good and bad, pepper 
your preaching with foibles from family 
life, talk openly about conflicts you face, 
but when applying the Scriptures, also 
speak to the types of situations your 
parishioners might face in the workplace. 

This assumes, of course, that we  
are active among our people as pastors. 
It assumes that we are interested in 
and curious about the way they work 
in their vocations, about what con-
stitutes success and a job well done. 
It assumes we leave our Christian 
thought bubble and are aware of  
conversations in our communities.

And when utilizing workplace 
applications, we shouldn’t always reduce 
them to evangelism opportunities. 
Other situations such as relational 

conflicts, difficulties with hard bosses, 
leadership principles, and the value of 
the work they are required to perform 
will help spur our congregations on to 
faithfulness. We should also be diverse 
in the way we talk about work, so that 
the hotel maid feels as much worth in 
her work as the corporate executive, and 
the blue-collar worker is as affirmed in 
what he creates as the local artisan.

This doesn’t have to be contrived or 
canned. In fact, our people will know, by 
the way we preach, talk, and relate, if we 
are really in touch with their everyday 
reality. Most importantly, they’ll start 
to get the message that Sunday is not 
the only day that matters to the God 
they worship. The gospel of Christ also 
affects what they do every other day of 
the week.   

DANIEL DARLING is the vice president of 
communications at the ERLC. 

OUR WORK IS NOT 

MERELY A MEANS TO 

AN END. IT’S A FORM OF 

WORSHIP.  IT’S A WAY 

WE CONTRIBUTE TO THE 

HUMAN FLOURISHING 

OF OUR NEIGHBORS AND 

PARTNER WITH GOD IN 

THE RESTORATION OF 

ALL THINGS.2 
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OSHUA FOSTER IS ONLY 23 years old and simultane-
ously running a blog catered to early career professionals 

and pursuing a Master of Architecture. A graduate of 
Columbia University and former Division I football player, 
Foster is passionate about urban contexts, having lived in 
Philadelphia, New York City, and now Los Angeles.

With quite a roster of accomplishments, Foster’s under-
standing of how his faith matters in work rapidly changed in 
one summer, after participating in Praxis Academy.

Founded in 2011 by Dave Blanchard and Josh Kwan, 
Praxis, a nonprofit and venture group, equips entrepreneur-
ially minded Christians to integrate their faith with excellent 
business practice and socially minded ventures.

“We found it difficult to find mentors who were both spir-
itually serious and professionally excellent,” Blanchard said in 
an interview.

The organization holds an annual summer academy for up 
to 200 undergraduate students, and two six-month accelera-
tion programs for 12 businesses and 12 nonprofits. Praxis also 
matches a dozen or so students with a six to eight week-long 
apprenticeship with the CEO of a startup, or mentors them 
through their own venture. Since their inception, 550 stu-
dents have completed the Praxis Academy, and 35 emerging 
founders have finished an apprenticeship.

 “From a bias perspective, the next generation sees entrepre-
neurial work as the most aspirational form of work,” Blanchard 
said. “It’s a blank canvas, you can make the most of that aspira-

A  
‘DEMONSTRATED  

APOLOGETIC’
How one nonprofit helps young entrepreneurs 

integrate their work and faith

Kara Bettis

J



17ERLC.Com

tion. In that way we hope our community of entrepreneurs can 
act in that great demonstration of faith to the culture.”

A ‘DEMONSTRATED APOLOGETIC’
The name Praxis itself, derived from orthopraxy, implies 
practice, distinguished from theory. In other words, their 
philosophy might be summed up as, “Let’s not just talk 
about work and faith, but let’s put the two into action”— 
a reasonable goal in a time where the topic is popular among 
evangelical writers and theologians.

Praxis participants’ “ventures are a demonstrated apologetic,” 
he added. “We hope that over time we have thousands of 
entrepreneurs that are a demonstration to living out faith. A 
community of faith building practice around it. We give defi-
nition of what that looks like.”

Praxis Academy director 
Jonathan Hart caught Foster’s 
attention during a faith-based 
career event at Columbia his 
senior year. They exchanged 
business cards, and Hart called 
Foster up a few months later to 
notify him of a sudden opportu-
nity at the architecture nonprofit 
100 Fold Studio, which “trains, 
equips and sends young archi-
tects to demonstrate the love of 
Jesus by designing buildings that 
are safe, efficient, and inspiring,” 
according to their website.

BUILDING THE KINGDOM
Between the mentoring through Praxis and the appren-
ticeship at 100 Fold Studio, Foster’s pursuit of architecture 
evolved from a childhood love of Legos and an interest in 
college, to a focus on transferring his passion for people and 
entrepreneurship to architecture. 

“I want to give people spaces to grow, in businesses and life, 
and empower them to tell about their own life,” he said.

For Foster, displaying his faith through his work is not 
explicit evangelism—“I’ve found a lot of people are turned off 
from Christianity from some interaction with someone who 
calls themself a Christian,” he said—but instead, it’s to conduct 
an excellent business or working with vulnerable populations.

“That’s when they’ve opened the door for me to talk about 
what drives me, and to talk about my faith—and just the whole 
idea of wanting to serve others, and that’s what Jesus did for 

us,” he said. “Usually I get a more receptive response for that.”
At Praxis, the vibe is similar. While some organizations are 

overtly faith-based, others are working for the common good 
of society and their communities. And being a Christian 
entrepreneur is more than just ethical business practices.

“Ethics is the baseline for the Christian, not the aspirational 
issue,” Blanchard said. “What we’re really saying is that ethics 
is how everyone should operate, but beyond that, there’s a 
sacrificial side.”

For their entrepreneurs, that includes practices like gener-
osity, forgiveness, and grace—things pretty countercultural 
outside of the gospel.

“We’re not going to focus on what we can make money on, 
but what brings flourishing to people, even [if it's not] the most 

profitable thing,” Blanchard said. 
In each context—their entrepre-
neurs work in dozens of sectors 
in 40 different countries, so 
they vary widely—that looks  
a little different.

In the architecture world, 
though, Foster believes that 
he has a unique opportunity 
as a Christian to work with 
motives distinct from his peers. 
A lot of people in architecture 
are obsessed with the buildings, 
and the people come second, he 
said. Specifically, Foster wants 
to empower local retailers, who 
seem to so often get pushed out 

of their communities for their larger competitors.
“I want to add some humanity to these stories that are now 

in these major cities, to give a voice to these people—we forget 
who owns these cities that have been developed,” he said.

In the future, Foster sees his next steps after graduation in 2019 
to pursue his license as an architect, finish his real estate certifica-
tion, continue his work with UNSCRIPTD, and pursue a career 
that will aid urban communities, possibly in public housing.

“We shouldn’t be building what we want, for people to use,” 
he said. “We should be building what people need and using our 
skills to make it beautiful, well-designed and useful. Jesus is the 
king who could have come down and have his authority reign, but 
he was a servant for others. That’s how he taught us to live.”  

“I  WANT TO GIVE PEOPLE 

SPACES TO GROW, IN 

BUSINESSES AND LIFE,  AND 

EMPOWER THEM TO TELL 

ABOUT THEIR OWN LIFE.”

KARA BETTIS is a Boston-based reporter on the topics of faith, culture and politics. 
Follow her @karabettis.



LIGHT  18

PERSPECTIVES Roundtable

R O U N D T A B L E  C O N T R I B U T O R S

D A V I D  M U R R A Y  
is professor of Old Testament 
and Practical Theology at 
Puritan Reformed Theological 
Seminary and author of Reset: 
Living a Grace-Paced Life in a 
Burnout Culture.

D A V I D  A T C H I S O N  
is founder and director of 
Higher Call Ministries and 
author of Reflections on a  
Higher Call: Pursuing Excel-
lence, Integrity, and Faith in  
the Marketplace.

M A T T  P E R M A N  
is director of Marketing  
at Made to Flourish and 
author of What’s Best  
Next: How the Gospel 
Transforms the Way You  
Get Things Done.

HOW BEING A  

CHRISTIAN INFORMS  

OUR VOCATION
Daniel Patterson



19ERLC.Com

hat are some of the big-
gest mistakes Christians 
make when it comes to 

thinking about their work?

DM: Thinking that work 
will satisfy us. There are times 
when work is fulfilling, but if 
we make work the primary 
source of our joy, then we are 
doomed to disappointment. 

Another common mistake is 
thinking, “More hours equals 
more work done.” Research 
has shown that productivity 
falls off dramatically after 
about 40-45 hours of work in 
the course of a week.1 The Bi-
ble teaches us that while one 
may plant, and another water, 
it is God alone that gives the 
increase (1 Cor. 3:7). 

MP: Prioritizing what is de-
manding our attention instead 
of first stopping and asking, 
“What should be receiving 
my attention?” In real time 
management, you don’t seek to 
prioritize your schedule (what 
is in front of you). Instead, 
you schedule your priorities. 
You determine the important 
things first, plan those, and let 

the sand and gravel fall around. 
This approach is proactive and 
what it truly means to act on 
the basis of importance rather 
than urgency.

DA: Failing to grasp the truth 
that our work is important to 
God. Too often, we buy into 
cultural myths about work—
falsehoods like: work’s purpose 

W
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is to fulfill you, or the value of 
your work is tied to your sal-
ary and status, or work is the 
means by which you get to the 
end of enjoying life later. But 
the real purpose of our work 
is to bring glory to God and 
make a contribution to society.

What are some principles that 
should guide Christians in 
terms of how they approach  
or carry out their vocations?

MP: The same principle 
for living the Christian life: 
love. We are to carry out all 
of our vocations in service 
to Christ, and his central 
command to us is to love—
both God and others. This 
means, first, do your work as 
an offering to God (Eph. 6:7), 
just as your whole life is to 
be an offering to God (Rom. 
12:1-2). Second, truly desire 
the benefit of other people as 
you do your work. Third, let 
the needs and good of others 
guide you in your work; seek 
to do what will actually be 
the best for your co-workers, 
customers, and organization. 

DM: “From the Lord” and “for 
the Lord” are the two main 
principles for Christians in the 
work place. “From the Lord” 
means that we must see our 
work as God’s call on our lives. 

“For the Lord” means 
we do our work as unto the 
Lord, as if we were doing 
it for the Lord (Col. 3:23). 
Whatever task we are doing, 
we must view the Lord as our 
primary “customer” or “cli-
ent.” The other principle that 

needs to be recaptured is the 
Sabbath principle (Gen. 2:1-
3). I’m convinced that one of 
the reasons why people are so 
stressed today is that very few 
are taking a real Sabbath rest 
each week, thereby missing 
out on the divine blessing 
God has located there.

If you could go back in time to 
when you were just starting 
your career and give yourself 
advice, what would you tell 
your younger self ? 
 
MP: Pay more attention 
to caring for yourself. Take 
enough time for rest, and 
don’t try to fill every moment 
with something productive. In 
my 20s, I felt like I could get 
away with working a lot. And 
I could for the time being. But 
I do wonder if this came back 
to hurt me in my 30s. You 
need to care not only about 
your productivity, but also 
your productive capacity. 

DA: See the bigger picture, 
and don’t get caught up in 
the details of your frustra-
tions. Listen to stories of 
people who have excelled 
in your profession (business 
biographies are such a gift). 
Realize you don’t know as 
much as you think you do, 
and you need to learn to ask 
questions. And learn to ap-
preciate and make the most 
of the work in front of you.

DM: First, focus on people 
more than tasks. Second, 
memorize Psalm 127:12, then 
believe it and act upon it. It’s 

pointless, futile, and vain to 
overwork. Third, read Ken 
Sande’s The Peacemaker. I wish 
I’d known biblical principles 
of conflict resolution much 
earlier in my life. Fourth, find 
ways to get digital technology 
under control. I’ve lost too 
many hours of productivity 
over the years through digital 
distraction. Finally, start sav-
ing for your retirement now.

There has been much written 
about work/life balance in 
recent years. How should Chris-
tians think about this dynamic, 
and what practical steps might 
you suggest to cultivate faith-
fulness in all the areas to which 
God has called people? 

DA: Rest is important, but I 
think we have come to idolize 
“balance.” At least, I don’t 
think there is some secret 
formula that will make life 
perfectly balanced in all areas 

at all times. The key is to be 
faithful and recognize that 
there are different seasons in 
life and work that carry differ-
ent demands. An accountant 
needs rest, but I would never 
expect my CPA to take a 
vacation in early April, in the 
middle of tax return season. 
Likewise, we ought to set 
health goals, prioritize time 
spent in the Word, make time 
for friends and relationships, 
but we also ought to crucify 
false guilt—the idea that we’re 
somehow failing and our lives 
are meaningless if things don’t 
feel completely balanced at all 
times. Seasons come and go, 
and we have to recognize that.

MP: The biggest way to keep 
balance is to set limits on your 
work. And the biggest limit 
we need, in my view, is to end 
your day at a specific time. 
This enables you to give full 
focus to your work while you 
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the early afternoon, I process 
all my emails and calls, and 
I use the remaining hours of 
the working day for teaching, 
meetings, counseling, etc. It 
doesn’t work exactly like that 
every day, but that’s my ideal 
way of working because it 
maximizes productivity.

DA: (1) Trust God and 
do the next thing (Oswald 
Chambers); (2) plan your 
work and work your plan; 

(3) determine the three most 
important things you could 
accomplish in a week, and 
set out to determine how 
you will accomplish those 
three things.

MP: Do first things first, 
and do one thing at a time. 

Both aspects there matter 
because your discipline won’t 
pay off if you are doing the 
wrong things. Likewise, 
choosing the right things 
won’t matter if you don’t do 
them in a focused way and 
get them completed. This 
requires criteria for you to 
be able to determine what is 
most important (a mission 
statement or job respon- 
sibilities help here), and  
it requires focus, because  

lower focus means that tasks 
will take more time. The 
building blocks for personal 
effectiveness, then, are (1) 
identify the most important 
task; (2) do it all the way to 
completion; (3) then identify 
the next most important task 
and repeat.   

are working, and full focus to 
other aspects of life when you 
are done. It also helps you do 
your work more efficiently, so 
you don’t need to give your 
work as much time. When 
you know your time is limited, 
you do tend to prioritize 
better. Some people can do 
in 40 hours what takes others 
70—and it is precisely because 
they set those limits that they 
are able to do it. Taking a full 
stop to your work day actually 
increases your productivity, 
thus serving your work itself as 
well as your work/life balance.

What would you say to Chris-
tians who feel called to pour 
their lives out for Christ but 
feel constantly overwhelmed 
or exceptionally stressed? 
 
DM: I understand the passion 
and applaud it. But before we 
pour out our lives for others, 
God must pour into our own 
lives. One of the verses that 
convicted me many years ago 
in the midst of a health crisis 
brought about by overwork is, 
“My son, give me your heart” 
(Prov. 23:26). I’d also encour-
age Christians who are not in 
ministry work to view their 
work as part of their service 
to God. Our daily work is not 
something we have to just 
barely tolerate until we can 
serve God outside working 
hours. Rather, apart from our 
families, our vocation is the 
primary place in which we 
serve the Lord. 

DA: We’re called to pour 
out our lives, but like Paul, 

who “outworked” anyone in 
ministry (1 Cor. 15:10), we 
are to work knowing that 
the results are not entirely 
dependent on us. Paul had 
confidence in the grace and 
power of God to take his 
human effort and sacrifice 
and longing to make a differ-
ence and use it to accomplish 
what Paul couldn’t on his 
own. Likewise, I think we 
need to remember: (1) Apart 
from God I can do nothing; 
(2) Even if I do poorly, God 
has the power to make even 
these endeavors successful; 
(3) God has chosen to work 
through me in order to 
accomplish his purposes.

 What is the best time-saving 
or paradigm-shifting advice 
you’ve ever received that has 
affected how you do your work? 

DM: In terms of paradigms, 
the most influential illustra-
tion in my working life has 
been that of a fuel tank. We 
all have a limited capacity fuel 
tank that is being continually 
drained by our various call-
ings, stresses, and challenges. 
Unless we keep refilling our 
tanks with sufficient sleep, 
vigorous exercise, good diet, 
relationships, time with God, 
hobbies, and Sabbath, we 
will run out of fuel and break 
down. When it comes to 
timesaving, I block out large 
chunks of time (about five 
hours each day) and shut off 
all distractions (phone, email, 
notifications, etc.) in order 
to do “deep work.” When I 
emerge from my bunker in 

“WE’RE CALLED TO POUR OUT 
OUR LIVES,  BUT LIKE PAUL,  WHO 
“OUTWORKED” ANYONE IN MINISTRY 
(1  COR.  15:10) ,  WE ARE TO WORK 
KNOWING THAT THE RESULTS ARE 
NOT ENTIRELY DEPENDENT ON US.” 
- D A V I D  A T C H I S O N

DANIEL PATTERSON is vice president for operations and chief of staff at the 
Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission.

1 https://cs.stanford.edu/people/eroberts/cs181/projects/crunchmode/
econ-hours-productivity.html
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AN Y HAVE ENDEAVORED 
TO undertake an analysis of 

various aspects of the theology of Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. Although, 
much has been written on King’s 
moral philosophy and his doctrines 
of justice, surprisingly very little has 
been said about his robust theology of 
work and labor. 

Growing up in an African-Ameri-
can Christian home, I was privileged 
to learn about the deep connection 
between the Civil Rights Movement 
and the predominately black church.  
I was reminded faithfully by my parents 
that he wasn’t just “Dr. King,” he was 
“Rev. Dr. King.” These stories shaped 
a narrative in my mind that led me to 
give almost sole credit to the church 
for birthing, nurturing, and sustaining 
King’s civil rights ministry. 

However, thanks in large part to 
Professor Michael Honey from the 
University of Washington-Tacoma, I 
have been forced to revisit some of my 
assumptions and to develop a more 
nuanced understanding of King and 
the movement he led.

ALL LABORERS HAVE DIGNITY
In the book All Labor Has Dignity, 
Honey painstakingly gathered a  
vast number of King’s speeches and 
writings on the subject of work and 
labor. He celebrated the dignity of  
all laborers, from the meat packers  
of the old UPWA (United Pack- 
inghouse Workers of America) to  
the Southern sanitation workers 
whose struggle and strike led him  

to Memphis in 1968—and ultimately 
led to his assassination.

Labor union members across the 
country were some of King’s most 
passionate partners and consistently 
comprised his audiences. He saw their 
work as vital for the flourishing of the 
nation and wanted the world to see 
their value and affirm the humanity 
of all laborers, not just those with the 
“big” jobs or white-collar positions. 

Reading Honey’s comprehensive 
and masterful work has led me to two 
conclusions. The first is that the Civil 
Rights Movement was as much a 
product of King’s theology of work as 
it was of his relationship to the local 
church. Although, the church right-
fully receives much of the credit for 
birthing and nurturing the Civil Rights 
Movement, an honest assessment must 
lead to an equal acknowledgement of 
the significant contribution of Ameri-
ca’s Labor movement. 

Secondly, King held strongly to the 
conviction that a proper understanding 
of God’s purpose in work and labor 
is central to a Christian vision of the 
human person, or what is classically 
called anthropology.

TODAY’S NEED FOR A THEOLOGY OF WORK
King believed that the church in 
America was desperately longing for  
a strong, clear, and redemptive theol-
ogy of work. Today, the hunger for a 
gospel-centered understanding of labor 
is just as real. Millennials, in particu-
lar, are searching for a purpose in their 
labor beyond a paycheck. Cynicism still  
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exists among those who do physical, 
low-wage work as their primary occu-
pation because of the sense of being 
devalued by society. 

The dignity of work seems to be 
threatened consistently by corporate 
corruption, municipal bankruptcies, a 
culture of hyper-materialism, and the 
ever-looming danger of unchecked tech-
nology and automation. Christ followers 
have not been exempt from the effects 
of these cultural forces. And pastors 
have struggled to provide a full-bodied 
response to the economic complexities 
that shape our vision of work. 

Those of us who lead congregations 
should be aware of the enormous Sun-
day-to-Monday gulf that exist in the 
minds of our members. Far too many 
lack any significant vision for the con-
nection of their work to their worship. 
This reality threatens the relevance of 
the church in the hearts of those who 

need biblical wisdom for life beyond 
Sunday morning. If Christ is Lord 
of all, then surely he has something 
essential and eternal to say about our 
work and how our labor can bring him 
glory. The church’s ability to maintain a 
cohesive and comprehensive Christian 
worldview is in serious jeopardy when 
we neglect such an important area as a 
theology of work. 

FIVE PILLARS FOR A CHRISTIAN  
VIEW OF LABOR
It is time for us to reconsider the rich 
theology of work presented to us by 
King. There are five enduring pillars 
upon which his understanding of a 
Christian view of labor stood:

1.  Every human being has intrinsic 
value and should be treated as such.

2.  All labor has dignity, from 
white-collar jobs to low-wage labor.

3.  The purpose of work is to serve 
humanity and to fulfill the second 
Great Commandment of loving 
our neighbor.  

4.  The key to a flourishing economy is 
the celebration and humane treat-
ment of every laborer and the work 
they produce.

5.  To honor the worker is to honor 
God, and to dishonor the worker 
is to dishonor God and to provoke 

his wrath in judgement toward 
our nation. 

King’s doctrine of labor has the power 
to produce a redemptive economy. His 
theology of work, if embraced, can 
restore meaning to even the most menial 
job, and at the same time, ground the 
work of the most powerful CEO in a 
broader kingdom context than simply 

being motivated by greater corporate 
profits. King espoused the wisdom of 
a “triple bottom line” economy before 
the concept was coined or popularized. 
He knew that, ultimately, a company 
would maximize its value by remaining 
committed to social, environmental, 
and financial profitability. 

This only happens when we realize 
the biblical virtue that all labor has 
dignity. King would not rest until 
the lowliest worker’s humanity was 
affirmed and they had obtained a glo-
rious vision of the value of their labor 
in the eyes of God. In many ways, 
King’s theology of work can be sum-
marized in his most poetic statement 
about a Christian view of labor:

“If a man is called to be a streets-
weeper, he should sweep streets even 
as Michelangelo painted, or Beethoven 
composed music, or Shakespeare wrote 
poetry. He should sweep streets so well 
that all the hosts of heaven and earth 
will pause to say, here lived a great 
streetsweeper who did his job well.”

May we all encourage one another 
to work and to think about our work—
whatever the task—in such a way.  

CHRIS BROOKS is the senior pastor of Evangel 
Ministries in Detroit and a Dean at Moody 
Theological Seminary in Plymouth, Michigan. 

If Christ is Lord of all, then surely he has 
something essential and eternal to say 
about our work and how our labor can  
bring him glory.
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EORGE JETSON AND HIS 
family lived in a future with flying 

cars, a household robot, and other high-
tech luxuries. The Jetsons originally 
premiered in 1962 as a sci-fi fantasy 
cartoon produced by Hanna-Barbera 
and relaunched in the late 80s. The Jet-
sons lived a fairly simple life in the sky 

with all of the things that we thought 
the future would hold. Even with all of 
the luxuries and gadgets that made life 
easier, George often complained about 
his job because it consisted of push-
ing a button repeatedly on the RUDI 
(Referential Universal Digital Indexer) 
computer for one hour a day, twice a 

week. It was too much work for George 
and his Space Age peers.

In the Jetsons, many of the common 
jobs that we have today were replaced by 
computers and robots, leaving humans 
with little work to do. Is this what the 
future holds for us as technology con-
tinues to revolutionize the workplace? 

G



While it might seem laughable to think 
about computers taking over our work, 
this concept is a serious consideration for 
many in the technology field.

We don’t have flying cars or house-
hold robots, but we do have self-driving 
cars that are being tested. Some of 
us even own a personal robot that is 
tasked with the chore of cleaning our 
homes. Technology is growing at such 
an exponential rate that many tech-
nologists are starting to worry about 
and plan for how these advancements 
will affect our society at large, spe-
cifically as more and more of our jobs 
become automated. Automation is not a 
future sci-fi idea but a reality in today’s 
workplace. The future is here, and we, 
as the church, need to think critically 
about the impact that these technolo-
gies will have on our lives, especially 
on our work.

WHAT IS ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE  
AND AUTOMATION?
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is an 
emerging field of technology defined 
as non-biological intelligence, where 
a computer system is programmed to 
accomplish a stated goal based on a set 
of algorithms or computer formulas. 
Commonly known examples are Apple’s 
Siri, Google Home, and Amazon’s 
Alexa. AI is also used in many distinct 
fields for an array of purposes. From 
home automation to image recognition 
software, AI inhabits a vast landscape 
and is being used more frequently to 
automate certain tasks or jobs. Auto-
mation is the process in which a goal 
is accomplished through the use of AI 
without the need for a manual interven-
tion from human beings.

Think about the emerging concept 
of the internet of things (IoT). IoT 
consists of web-connected devices, 
commonly known as “smart” devices. 
I have equipped my home as a version 

of a smart home with certain automa-
tion tools that make life easier for my 
family. From turning on our porch 
light at sunset to adjusting the tem-
perature based on the occupancy of 
the house, automation accomplishes 
pre-set goals without the need for me 
to tell the system what to do in that 
moment. I set it and forget it. The 
AI runs without my help all day and 
night, monitoring things and com-
pleting tasks on my behalf.

WORK AND AI
So how will AI and automation affect 
our work? This is a hotly debated 
question among leading theorists and 
researchers, but most technologists 
predict a massive shift in our economy 
and jobs in the semi-near future. Low-
er-skilled jobs or ones 
that require repeti-
tive tasks are being 
replaced as we speak, 
and some predict that 
even higher-skilled 
jobs will be replaced 
by AI and machines 
within the next 
20–100 years. 

AI is already 
replacing some jobs we 
perform because it can 
be cheaper, quicker, 
and more accurate. 
Jobs ranging from manufacturing to 
data processing are being replaced 
daily by new technologies using various 
forms of AI. For example, our fac-
tories used to be full of people who 
worked long and hard hours. Produc-
tion used to require a high level of 
human interaction, providing many job 
opportunities. But today, fewer work-
ers are employed because of the use of 
industrial robots and computer sys-
tems. These have made manufacturing 
cheaper, faster, and in many ways, safer 

because they help eliminate human 
error and fatigue.

In addition, many jobs that were 
thought to be off limits to AI and 
technology are now open to auto-
mation because of ever-improving 
technology. Many jobs, such as 
warehouse workers, cashier clerks, 
cooks, and drivers, are predicted to 
be partially if not fully automated in 
the near future. For example, French 
officials have already constructed a 
subway line in Paris that operates 
without a human driver in the train. 
An AI interface manages the workflow 
for multiple trains that operate on the 
single line of the transit system. This 
AI system is monitored by one central 
human controller who can intervene 
in the case of an emergency or system 

malfunction. What once took the 
direct human involvement of many is 
now being shifted to a single operator.

Certain jobs might not be fully auto-
mated in the near future, but many of 
the tasks that accompany that job will 
be. Examples included data processing 
for paralegals, bookkeepers, tax accoun-
tants, and personal assistants. Today, 
you can sign up for an AI personal 
assistant called Amy/Andrew Ingram 
(AI) through the company x.Ai. It 
will help automate your schedule and 
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book appointments for a small monthly 
rate. This AI assistant doesn’t require 
breaks, overtime pay, and never asks 
for a raise (unless the company decides 
to charge more for their services), 
making it more appealing than its 
human counterpart.

THE CHURCH’S RESPONSE
The church must respond and think 
critically about the rise of AI because 
it will have a massive impact on our 
lives and those in the communities 
around us. From job loss to retraining, 
most of our people are seeing these 
effects now or will experience them 
soon, no matter how old or experi-
enced they may be. It is not a question 
of “if,” but “when?” So, here are two 
ways we can begin to prepare. 

First, we must train the next gen-
eration to think critically about what 
professions they choose to pursue. 
While a complete AI takeover of the 
workforce is not likely imminent or 
even possible at this point, many of 
the jobs that are currently available 
might not exist in the near future, or 
will look very different. We can join 
the next generation in learning about 
these changes in order to set them 
(and ourselves) up for future success. 
Many schools and colleges are now 
providing programs and degrees in 
technology-related fields, such as 
computer programming, computer 
development, and mechatronics. 
The need for these types of jobs 

will continue to grow as technology 
becomes more thoroughly integrated 
into our lives. 

Max Tegmark, author of Life 3.0: 
Being Human in the Age of Artificial 
Intelligence, gives three questions that 
I believe are helpful to think about 
when we talk to our kids about their 
future careers:1 

1. Does it require interacting with 
people and using social intelligence?

2. Does it involve creativity and 
coming up with clever solutions?

3. Does it require working in an 
unpredictable environment?

Tegmark’s questions are helpful 
because they show that there are certain 
tasks that AI is not able to perform 
at this point. The level of intelligence 
needed to replace humans in these 
things is probably many generations 
away, if possible at all. 

Second, the church must help cast 
a vision for work that is more than a 
means to an end. It is an essential part 
of what it means to be human. We were 
given the ability and desire to work by 
God before the fall, which means work 
is not a by-product of sin but part of the 
Imago Dei (image of God). 

In a technological age, we might be 
tempted to seek AI-based machines to 
work for us so that we have more time 
for leisure and play. In fact, there has 
been a rise of robots that take on our 
chores. From robot vacuums to lawn 

mowers, these devices can perform tasks 
for us, saving time and money. But there 
are downsides that come along with all 
the benefits of these advancements.

Growing up, I was taught the value 
of hard work and discipline through 
mowing our lawn. Mowing over 
one acre of land was a shared chore 
between my sister and me. While 
I would have loved a Jetson-like 
robot to do my work, I learned about 
perseverance, the value of hard work, 
and developing a strong work ethic 
through the sweat and labor. Simply 
automating our jobs and life for the 
sake of leisure misses a crucial aspect 
of human dignity. We were created to 
work, not just to provide for ourselves, 
but to grow us and help us become 
more like Christ. Work is part of our 
sanctification, and without it, we will 
actually become less human.

As the church living in the age of 
technology and AI, let us commit to 
casting the vision that work is a good 
part of creation, and technology can 
aid us in that calling. New technol-
ogies will continue to come and may 
even perform certain things better 
than we can, but technology will not 
and cannot change what it means for 
us to be a human created in the image 
of God. We have a choice about the 
type of future we will inhabit. We 
need to cherish work rather than 
teach the next generation that button 
pushing is beneath us and that life 
is about procuring leisure with our 
flying cars, household robots, and 
high-tech luxuries.  
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1 Max Tegmark, Life 3.0: Being Human in the 
Age of Artificial Intelligence, (Alfred A. Knopf, 
2017), 121.
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T THE CLIMAX OF Frank 
Capra’s 1946 classic, It’s a Wonder-

ful Life, George Bailey is given a chance 
to see what his community would look 
like if he had never been born. The 
small town of Bedford Falls has been 
transformed by George’s absence into 
Pottersville: a hive of poverty and vanity 
with slums, bars, brothels, and casinos. 
A terrified George comes to himself just 
in time to see how the whole town has 
rallied to save him from financial ruin.

It remains one of the most iconic 
sequences in American film, but 
Capra’s vision of small-town values 
saving the world from the soul-crush-
ing quest for profit doesn’t seem to hold 
water. As Americans move increasingly 
into urban areas,1 economic, intellec-
tual, and social resources follow them, 
concentrating wealth, power, and 
cultural influence in cities. For many 
real-life “Bedford Falls” communities 
across the United States, becoming a 

“Pottersville” is less of a concern than 
simply watching their towns wither as 
outside economic actors use up their 
natural and human resources.

Much of the U.S. church’s energy 
and resources have followed population, 
money, and influence into cities, usually 
with great intentions. Churches should 
absolutely be shining the light of the 
gospel into (often intensely secular) cities, 
but, in the rush to the city, the church 
risks leaving behind the same rural com-
munities that globalization leaves behind.2

R U R A L  B R O K E N N E S S
Americans have a long history of idealiz-
ing (perhaps even idolizing) small-town 
life. We want desperately to believe that 
Mayberry is real, perpetuating a myth of 
rural virtue as the antidote to urban vice. 
A quick look around reveals that sin 
doesn’t care where we live. City dwellers, 
suburbanites, and rural residents alike 
face “such temptation as is common 

to man” (1 Cor. 10:13). Some of today’s 
thorniest problems, such as the devas-
tating opioid epidemic,3 tend to stalk 
rural communities. 

Jonathan Davis, pastor of Beale 
Memorial Baptist Church in Tappah-
annock, VA., and founder of the Small 
Town Churches Network, says, “In 
many small town communities, the 
gospel may not play as big a role in 
people’s view of morality as the ethics 
of hard work and rugged individual-
ism.” “Good country people” need to 
hear the good news of the kingdom of 
God just as much as anyone else.

These values often work to exacer-
bate poverty by isolating the rural poor 
from their own communities. “Many 
of the rural poor may be perceived as 
immoral, lazy, or undeserving if they 
receive government or even church 
assistance because of how rural people 
often relate work and independence 
to morality,” Davis says. This can lead 
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many to avoid addressing problems 
and hiding deeper issues.

Pat McDaniel, director of church 
development for Hill Country Daily 
Bread Ministries in Boerne, Texas, 
points out that most urban and subur-
ban Americans don’t realize just how 
few support agencies provide social 
services in rural counties. The church is 
present in these communities, but often 
ill-equipped to help people who are 
poor. She says, “In small rural churches, 
pastors are many times bi-vocational and 
don’t have time to do much more than 
get ready for Sunday. They can’t devote 
their time to organizing volunteers or 
putting structure in place to have consis-
tent relational ministry.”

McDaniel has seen a lot of good, 
and bad, from rural churches in her 
area as they seek to alleviate poverty in 
their communities. Often, small and 
mid-sized churches in rural areas are 
more willing to be in relationship with 
their neighbors than larger ones. “It’s 
more personal; these churches seem to 
look more like discipleship ministries, 
not programs or events,” McDaniel 
says. She also points out that the mixed 
socioeconomic levels in rural churches 
provide a helpful knowledge of struggle 
but can also lead to judgmentalism.

T H E  N A T U R E  O F  P O V E R T Y
Poverty, whether urban or rural, is not 
simply a lack of material resources, but 
is rooted in broken relationships with 
God, ourselves, others, and the rest of 

creation.4 Our triune God created us for 
relationship, but because of the fall, these 
broken relationships and the broken 
religious, social, political, and economic 
systems we create as a result cause many 
to suffer from material poverty.

When more affluent people walk 
into low-income communities, we 
stick out, particularly if we are also 
crossing cultures from the city into a 
rural area. Brian Fikkert, co-author of 

When Helping Hurts, says, “It’s easy to 
think of ourselves as those who are the 
‘fixed’ trying to serve the ‘broken.’ The 
truth is, we are all broken in one way or 
another. It’s easy to be overwhelmed by 
the needs we see around us in a mate-
rially poor community, but materially 
poor people don’t need us to be their 
heroes. The truth is we are both weak 
and need Christ to restore us!”

Our interventions to alleviate poverty 
may be needed and helpful, but without 
a grasp of the underlying issues, efforts 
to serve the rural poor may come across 
as another instance of outside med-
dling—no different from the economic 
forces that helped create their poverty. 
They don’t need anyone else coming in 
from the outside to do anything else to 
them or for them. They may, however, 
be ready for others to work with them. 

POVERTY, WHETHER URBAN OR RURAL, IS NOT SIMPLY 

A LACK OF MATERIAL RESOURCES, BUT IS ROOTED 

IN BROKEN RELATIONSHIPS WITH GOD, OURSELVES, 

OTHERS, AND THE REST OF CREATION.
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The goal of rural poverty alleviation is 
to see people restored to an understand-
ing that they are created in the image 
of God with the gifts, abilities, and 
capacities to steward their lives, com-
munities, and resources for his glory.5

W H E R E  T H E  C H U R C H  C O M E S  I N
The one institution uniquely poised 
to bridge the growing divide between 
urban and rural communities is the 
local church. Christ has always used 
his people to bring about his ministry 
of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18) in the 
world. The church is where Christ calls 
both the materially poor and wealthy 
to repentance and restoration, where 
he chooses the weak in the world to 
shame the strong (1 Cor. 1:27). The 
local church offers restoration of our 
relationship to God through Word and 
sacrament. By the work of the Spirit, it 
demonstrates restoration of our other 
relationships: to self (dignity and humil-
ity), others (community), and the rest of 
creation (stewardship).

Even when a para-
church organization 
is involved in on-the-
ground ministry, it’s 
the local church that 
should be the face of 
this restoration. For 
example, McDaniel’s 
organization has an 
extensive church part-
nership training and 
coaching model, equipping churches 
to be the hands and feet serving their 
community, while the ministry pro-
vides administration, accountability, 
and resources. 

W H E R E  T O  B E G I N ?
How can Christians live out this reality 
in rural communities? First, we should 
recognize that Christ is already present 
there and at work. We serve best when 

we remember the work and the out-
comes are his.

For those who already live in or are 
weighing a call to rural America, Davis 
has some very concrete suggestions for 
where to begin—some that he’s learned 
through observation, and some that he’s 
learned the hard way.

• “Because rural mistrust 
of outsiders is real and often 
justified, don’t be offended by 
suspicion, and take the time to 
build trust. Every community 
has ‘been-heres’ whose fam-
ilies have generational roots 
there and ‘come-heres’ who’ve 
moved in. Accept the fact that 
you may considered a ‘come-
here’ for a long time.”

• “To overcome that 
dynamic, stick around and 
listen to show that you care. 
Subscribe to the local news-
paper (where you’ll start to see 
an area's particular patterns 
of sin and brokenness). Join in 
civic or community gatherings 
(PTA meetings or city council 

sessions). Talk to 
people who work 
in the key local 
industry to learn 
about the ‘seasons’ 
of the area’s econ-
omy. Give back 
to the community 
in practical ways 
(consider joining 
a volunteer fire 

department or getting certified 
as an EMT).”

• “Get to know community 
‘gatekeepers’: the business, 
community, or political leaders 
without whose input and 
approval nothing gets done. 
Be careful not to spend your 
social capital too soon or on the 
wrong things.”

SPOTLIGHT

T H E  O N E  I N ST I T U T I O N  U N I Q U E LY  
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B Y  T H E  N U M B E R S

3 1 . 7 %  O F  
U . S .  C H U R C H E S 

are in rural areas, but only 14.7% of American church attendees go to 
these churches. Rural America’s share of both churches and church 

attendees has been dropping fast, though, down from 43.4% of 
congregations and 23.3% of worshippers in 1998.2

Rural adults are 

4 2 %  L E S S  L I K E LY  T O 
H AV E  A  C O L L E G E  D E G R E E

5

and significantly less likely than city dwellers to have broadband 
internet access at home, or to own a computer or smartphone.6

The average rural household has  
for many years earned only about 

7 5 %  O F  T H E  I N C O M E 
of the average non-rural household (a fact which does not  

take cost of living into consideration). Rural areas likewise con-
sistently have a higher incidence of overall poverty, child poverty, 

persistent (multi-generational) poverty,3 and unemployment4 as 
compared to their urban counterparts.

Rural America contains 

4 6 . 1  M I L L I O N  
I N H A B I T A N T S

—14% of the U.S. population—more people than live in any single 
state! This 14% of people, however, is spread out across over 72% of 

the land area in our country.1



32 LIGHT  

• “As you listen and learn, 
let people in the community 
tell you about their concerns. 
Once we realized just how big 
of a problem the opioid crisis 
was in our county, our church 
started a recovery ministry in 
response to community sug-
gestions, and I’ve been invited 
to join our regional opioid 
task force.”

• “Get used to driving a lot. 
Sometimes your church’s ‘neigh-
borhood’ is the whole county!”

• “A lot of the social services 
cities take for granted (access 
to healthcare and emergency 

services, transportation, cell 
phone coverage, and high-
speed Internet) are not readily 
available in rural areas. Be 
aware of how you craft your 
church’s ministries so as not 
to create shame or hardship 
for your neighbors. Because 
of these dynamics, some-
times something ‘boring’ or 
‘old-fashioned’ like a church 
bus ministry can be one of the 
most impactful ways to bless 
your community.”

For those who live in urban areas, 
don’t forget the rural communities near 
your city. Take some time to learn about 
the larger region where you live and 

what economic drivers are at work there. 
Why did your city develop where it did? 
What ties it to the land around it? 

Make an effort to connect with pas-
tors in nearby small towns, and ask how 
they see God at work in their commu-
nities and how you can pray. McDaniel 
suggests humbly offering to help with 
practical things. Or, partner with 
an on-the-ground ministry serving 
through the local church in a nearby 
rural area. Pray for them and support 
them financially.

A  K I N G D O M  V I S I O N 
Rather than looking at brokenness 
and poverty in a rural community 
and asking how it could become more 
like a growing city or even an idyllic 
Bedford Falls, ask instead, “What does 
the kingdom of God look like in this 
place?” When we strive to see places 
and their people as God sees them, 
then we may be getting ready to truly 
serve him there.  

JUSTIN LONAS serves as assistant to Brian 
Fikkert, founder and president of the Chalmers 

Center (www.chalmers.org). Ready to take the next 
steps to love your neighbors across socioeconomic lines? 

Visit www.areyouagoodneighbor.org.

1 In 1900, 60.4 percent of Americans lived in rural 
areas (roughly defined as any place with less than 

2,500 people). In 2010, only 19.4 percent did. United 
States Census Bureau, United States Summary: 

2010 (U.S. Department of Commerce, Washington, 
D.C., 2012), 20.

2 For a helpful summary of this phenomenon, see Mi-
chael J. Kruger, “Remembering the Rural: Do Modern 

Church Plants Focus Too Much on the City?” (The 
Gospel Coalition, July 21, 2017).

3 “America’s Opioid Epidemic Is Worsening”, The 
Economist, March 6, 2017. 

4 Adapted from Bryant Myers, Walking with the 
Poor: Principles and Practices of Transformational 

Development, Revised & Expanded Ed. (Maryk-
noll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2011), 64-65.

5 Adapted from Steve Corbett & Brian Fikkert, 
When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty 

without Hurting the Poor...and Yourself (Chicago: 
Moody Publishers, 2012), 58-59.

SPOTLIGHT Restoring God's Image in Rural America
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Chelsen A. Vicari 

WORK,  
RELIGIOUS LIBERT Y,  
AND OUR FIRST TASK 

ven before I became a wife and mom, I knew balancing family and work was tough. I had watched the faithful 
Christian women around me juggle carpools, careers, and ministry callings. Their priorities were set and 

sacrifices were made. Faith, then family, and finally work. No matter the job assignments or household to-do 
lists, one task always took priority: proclaiming Jesus Christ as Lord in every area of life.

American society used to endear, 
or at the very least, tolerate Chris-
tians for their godly priorities and 
convictions. However, the winds of 
our wayward world have changed 
direction. Despite the U.S. Constitu-
tion’s guaranteed freedom of religion, 
today, American Christians are being 
told to choose between their work 
and faith convictions. 

The work-family balance is hard 
enough. Throw in fear of being fired for 
your Christian convictions, and, well, 
there’s a strong temptation to suppress 

the good news in the workplace. But 
whether you’re a stay-at-home mom or 
a Fortune 500 CEO, Christians have 
one lifelong assignment: to bear witness 
to the gospel. No light switch turns 
our witness on and off when we enter 
the workforce. If we really believe Jesus 
Christ is Lord, then this message must 
manifest in every aspect of our lives, 
whatever the cost. 

RELIGIOUS ASSENT, OR YOU’RE FIRED!
In many progressive Christian circles, 
one hears the term “persecution complex”  

when talking about religious liberty. 
While I agree American Christians are 
not yet experiencing the persecution of 
our brothers and sisters abroad, it’s hard 
to ignore the chiseling away of con-
science rights in America’s workspaces. 

Family-owned small businesses are 
shuttered. Husbands are fired. Exces-
sive fines and legal fees are mounting. 
All largely because traditionalist Chris-
tians hold fast to orthodox beliefs on 
marriage, sexuality, and gender.   

Just a few months ago, it was sug-
gested Amy Coney Barrett, a working 
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mother of seven and well-qualified 
pick for the 7th U.S. Circuit Court of 
Appeals, was unfit for the job due to 
her Christian faith. During a judicial 
confirmation hearing, California Sen. 
Dianne Feinstein questioned whether 
Barrett’s faith or “dogma” disqualified 
her from public service. 

“When you read your speeches, the 
conclusion one draws is that the dogma 
lives loudly within you,” Feinstein 
famously said. “And that’s of concern 
when you come to big issues that large 
numbers of people have fought for years 
in this country.”

Odd words from the senator  
since protecting religious freedom 
and the rights of conscience is at  
the heart of America’s history and 
founding documents. 

Barrett’s scenario is not an isolated 
one. Real assaults on Christian women 
and men in the workplace are happen-
ing every day.   

Atlanta’s distinguished Fire Chief 
Kelvin Cochran was wrongfully fired 
from his job for publishing a Bible study 
that affirmed traditional marriage. 

Southern Baptist Baronelle Stutz-
man, a 72-year-old grandmother and 

florist, was recently punished by the 
Washington Supreme Court for operat-
ing her floral shop consistently with her 
Christian faith.

Colorado cake artist Jack Phillips 
was forced to defend his right to 
operate his business in accord with 
his Christian convictions on marriage 
before the U.S. Supreme Court on 
December 5, 2017.  

Sweet Cakes by Melissa owners, 
Melissa and Aaron Klein, were tar-
geted by the Oregon state government 
after declining to service a same-sex 
wedding due to their religious convic-
tions. Death threats and hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in fines forced the 
Kleins to close their small business. 

Again and again, Christians’ live-
lihoods are threatened because they 
wish to live out their faith. There is  
a bright spot however. Amid the 
ugliness and the struggles, these 
Christian women and men continue 
onward in gracious submission of the 
Lord’s authority.

WHO’S THE BOSS?
In a way, our workspaces are our mission 
field. We must be vigilant in protecting 

religious freedom in our work to pre-
serve our public witness. Given all the 
fear and frustration over job loss, we 
still need to take our public witness at 
work seriously, or we become a futile 
people amongst a broken society. 

Suppressing or, worse, revising 
Christian teachings to pacify your 
boss or clientele helps no one. In 
a different context, the continuous 
decline of Mainline Protestantism 
offers the gloomiest example of an 
ineffectual people whose efforts to 
revise the gospel to attract broader 
society proved fruitless.

Over at the Institute on Reli-
gion and Democracy (IRD)—the 
organization where I serve—we are 
dedicated to reforming and strength-
ening the public witness of American 
churches. A big task. Since 1981, 
we’ve watched mournfully as many 
mainline churches lost their spiritual, 
cultural, and political influence in 
America. They did so by remaining 
silent or totally revising their doctrine 
on Christian sexual ethics to appease 
cultural elites. These once-influential 
churches failed to bear witness to 
Christ and his commands. The results 

LOST SOULS 
LON G FOR 
JESUS CHRIST ’S 
PROVOC AT IVE 
SALVAT ION, N OT 
A POLI T IC ALLY 
CORRECT VERSION 
OF T HE GOSPEL.
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are dwindling congregations and 
nearly non-existent evangelism. As 
we say at the IRD, the mainlines now 
stand on the sidelines.  

If you visit mainline churches in 
Washington, D.C., then you get a 
clear picture what I mean. The big, 
beautiful, ornate Episcopal and 
Methodist sanctuaries waving rainbow 
flags outside maybe have 30 people in 
attendance on Sunday morning. Yet, 
the evangelical church plants meeting 
in borrowed spaces and upholding 
orthodox teachings on sexuality and 
marriage are growing.

Interesting, isn’t it? The liberal jargon 
of diversity and inclusion that should 
attract young people and 
the “nones” is unsuccessful. 
It’s a simple formula that 
religious progressives aren’t 
able to grasp. Churches 
bearing witness to the 
totality of the gospel grow 
in vibrancy and diversity. 
Those that don’t are dying. 
The reason is because lost 
souls long for Jesus Christ’s 
provocative salvation, not a politically 
correct version of the gospel. 

The example of ineffective main-
line churches translates over to our 
individual witnesses at work. God 
is sovereign. To bear witness to the 
truth of the gospel at work grows us 
in Christlikeness and ministers to our 
lost clients and co-workers. To edit the 
gospel moves us away from God’s will 
and bears no fruit.

THE CHURCH’S FIRST TASK 
It never hurts to be reminded that faith 
means placing our trust in the Lord. 
There is nothing that he does not rule 
and reign over. In recognition of his 
divine authority, we must deny our 
desires for his sake. 

The late Rev. Richard John Neuhaus,  
a distinguished Christian writer and 
Catholic priest, wrote: “The first 
political task of the Church is to be 
the Church. That is, Christians must 
proclaim and demonstrate the gospel 
to all people . . . because Christ is Lord, 
Caesar is not Lord.” 

Yes, Americans should have the 
protected freedom to work in accor-
dance with our religious convictions 
without fear of government intrusion 
and repercussions. Our hearts should 
be troubled by the growing hostility 
aimed at Christian small-business 
owners and public servants in America. 
But as Neuhaus reminds us, Caesar is 

not our Lord. If religious freedom is 
ever lost in America, Christians need 
not despair. 

Across the globe, the church’s public 
witness flourishes without the luxury 
of legislatively protected religious 
freedom. Consider the inspiring testi-
monies within the Persecuted Church. 
Today in places like Iran, Sudan, and 
North Korea, Christians’ lives— not 
just their livelihoods—are threated for 
the faith. Yet, persecuted Christians 
continue to bear witness. 

In China, for example, Christian-
ity is rapidly growing amid a strict 
government’s restrictions on legal 
churches and, at times, persecution of 
its Christian citizens. But despite the 
stringent control, a vibrant Christian 

witness is spreading across China. 
According to Open Doors, a nonprofit 
that tracks the persecution of Chris-

tians worldwide, China is 
home to 85 million Chris-
tians and climbing.  

God works his will 
through individuals in the 
church in countless ways 
and in unlikely places. 
Like the Persecuted 
Church, American Chris-
tians must be fearless in 
speaking of our Savior  

and living out our religious convic-
tions in the spaces he places us no 
matter the consequences.  

The church does not cater to public 
opinion nor workplace policies. This 
may offend our clientele and supervi-
sors, at times. But for the church to do 
our job well, we have to bear witness 
at work. This is why religious freedom 
matters to our work. However, if or 
when we face a juncture where we must 
choose between our Christian convic-
tions and careers, then let us commit 
our fidelity to our Savior Jesus Christ. 
Christians cannot exchange the gospel 
for job security.  

CHELSEN A. VICARI is the evangelical program 
director for the Institute on Religion and Democracy.

CHRIST IANS C ANN OT  
EXCHAN GE T HE GOSPEL  

FOR JOB SECURI T Y.
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T R U S T I N G  G O D  W I T H  Y O U R  W O R K 

Lore Ferguson Wilbert
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FRIEND SAT ACROSS 
FROM me and said, “I 
know my job is good work, 
but I’m just not passionate 
about it. I know I’m called to 
this other kind of work, and 
I’m wondering when God 

will let me actually do it.” I remembered 
myself, 10 years earlier, sitting with a 
mentor and saying the same words to 
her: Will God ever let me make a living 
doing what I love instead of this grind?

This grind for me, in that season, was 
office work, answering phones, typing 
emails, editing documents, setting up 
rooms for meetings, making coffee, 
and spending hours on the phone with 
customer service reps when our 
printer was on the blink. It felt 
meaningless to me, a waste of 
my degrees (English and Fine 
Arts), and not at all good. I 
knew on the surface the work 
was good, and I believed in 
the organization for which I 
worked, but the work itself felt 
monotonous. I believed the lies 
that if God really loved me or if 
I was really a faithful Christian 
or if someone would just notice 
my gifts, I wouldn’t be stuck. I 
blamed God, myself, and others 
for the reality that my passions didn’t pay. 

God’s mercy to me in that season was 
that my discontent with life actually 
led me to realize I did not understand 
the fullness of the gospel. It was the 
reality that God is a worker that began 
to unveil my eyes to the gospel. 

After leaving my passionless job and the 
shred of faith I thought I had, I landed in 
north Texas at a church where one of my 
first interactions was at a women’s Bible 
study. My first night there the teacher 
taught on Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, 
God created.” I’m not sure I heard any-
thing else that night, only that God was 
Creator, and he created. Something about 
this concept of him shook me that night. 

God was the first worker, he created work 
and called it good, and any gifts I had were 
only because of and for him. Whether 
anyone noticed my gifts or passions, I was 
still imaging him simply because I was 
created by him. And that was enough. 

GOD IS ALWAYS AT WORK
God, more than any human he ever cre-
ated, knows what it means to work, create, 
wait patiently for fruit, to say the same 
things repeatedly, and to see his work des-
ecrated by others. God knows what it is 
like to care intensely about something and 
see it mistreated or misunderstood. Our 
Creator is not like the old clockmaker, 
precise with his creation, but stepping 

away as soon as it works on its own. Our 
Father is not an idle God, twiddling his 
thumbs on his throne far away. 

Our God is intricately involved in our 
work because it is primarily his work. He 
is accomplishing all he said he would 
accomplish, even in what seems weak 
or foolish to us. Our Father is never a 
distant or cruel or punitive manager. 
Christ is never a disobedient or arrogant 
servant. The Spirit is always at work 
within the children of God.

ALL GOD DOES IS GOOD,  
THEREFORE WORK IS GOOD
God designed man to work, tend, keep, 
and have dominion over the wildness of 

the garden as a picture of what he was 
doing with man, beckoning them into 
fullness of life in him (Gen. 2). Yet, if 
we’re not attentive to what God is doing, 
we can begin to believe all work is a 
post-fall aberration. We begin to believe 
it diverges from our desire to dwell in a 
perpetual Sabbath, Eden as we envision 
it, void of drudgery, toil, and sweat, or 
anything that doesn’t bring us immedi-
ate joy. While it is true that there is an 

element of hardship to our work 
that’s born of the fall, it is not 
true that all work is meaning-
less unless it is easy, desirable, 
what we feel called to do, or 
want to do. 

It can be tempting to look 
at the fruitlessness of our work 
today—the emails that keep 
coming, the diapers that need to 
be changed, the folks who need 
counseling, the policies that 
never seem to change—and to 
think none of this is producing 
something, but it isn’t true. The 

goodness of work is not in the production 
of the work itself or what it accomplishes, 
but in what it is producing in us and in 
others (Rom. 5:3-4). We do not work for 
work’s sake; we work for God. All work 
is good if it is done for the glory of God, 
even monotonous, rote, messy work.

GOD MADE YOU TO WORK  
AND CALLED YOU GOOD
God called man very good in the cre-
ation narrative, not because of anything 
man had accomplished or would accom-
plish, but because all God created was 
called good, and man was the chief good 
of creation. Even as the capstone of cre-
ation, though, man was still fallible, and 

A

IT IS NOT TRUE THAT ALL  

WORK IS MEANINGLESS UNLESS 

IT IS EASY, DESIRABLE,  WHAT 

WE FEEL CALLED TO DO, OR 

WANT TO DO. 
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sin entered the world. Therefore, there 
is an element of our work that is broken, 
but the essence of our work is still good. 
It is still—even in seemingly pointless 
endeavors—participating in the redemp-
tive work of the kingdom of God. 

When we live quiet lives and work 
with our hands (I Thess. 4:11), we are 
imaging a beautiful attribute of God, 
his faithfulness. It is easy to be faithful 
when what we’re doing is exciting or 
seen by others, but that is not faith-
fulness as much as it is attentiveness. 
Faithfulness is continuing in the work 
of our hands when there are no acco-
lades or affirmations. 

We can begin to believe simply 
because we’re passionate about some-
thing or feel a certain inclination 
toward it, God means it for us now or 
in the future, but God’s Word never 
promises this. Over and over God 
tells his children to be faithful, work 
hard, trust him, and empty ourselves. 
We’re reminded in Scripture of men 
and women who worked a very long 
time and never saw what actually was 
promised to them (Heb. 11). 

When we believe a desire for a voca-
tion means we will get to do it all our 
life, we’ve made the passion for the thing 

our idol. How much better to trust the 
work of our hands to the Creator of all, 
knowing he takes what is a formless void 
and makes it all beautiful in his time? 
Our work is good because, when all was 
still a formless void, God was preparing 
us for good works (Eph. 2:10). 

GOD GAVE YOU YOUR PASSIONS  
AND YOUR WORK FOR TODAY

What are we to do when that which 
we’re passionate about doesn’t provide a 
living wage and isn’t something we get to 
spend much time doing? Simply put—we 
can be faithful with what we can do now 
to hone in on the gifts God has given us, 
instead of burying them as the unfaithful 
servant did in Matthew 25. Some of the 
servants were given more talents, others 
fewer, but all were given the opportunity 
to be faithful—even the one with the 
least. What are some ways God might 
have you be faithful today with what you 
have in your hand right now?

There are things we can do to kindle 
the sparks of joy we find in our God-
given passions: host an art night at 
church, submit a poem to a literary 
magazine, take family photos for some 
friends, practice hospitality in our homes, 
serve our churches in lay ministry, tutor 

students in biology. Keep your appetite 
whetted for the beauty you find in your 
passions, even if they don’t pay. God is 
your provider, for both your daily bread 
and for the vocation you desire. 

What my mentor said to me, and 
what I said to my friend that day in 
the coffee shop, was that God had not 
called us to anything that wasn’t the 
best for us today. Our work was good 
as we did it unto God. Our desire for 
work we were passionate about was 
good too, but not if it eclipsed our trust 
in God’s goodness for each day. 

This quote from Martin Luther helps 
remind me weekly of the same truth, 
“What you do in your house is worth as 
much as if you did it up in heaven for our 
Lord God. We should accustom our-
selves to think of our position and work 
as sacred and well-pleasing to God, not 
on account of the position and work, but 
on account of the word and faith from 
which the obedience and the work flow.”

Proverbs 18:16 says, “A man’s gift 
makes room for him, and brings him 
before kings.” Whatever your gifts and 
passions are, it is God who gave them 
to you and who designed them to make 
a way for you. I beg you to trust him 
with the timing and the way. Until then, 
continue on in today’s good works which 
were prepared for you before the founda-
tion of the world.   

LORE FERGUSON WILBERT is a writer, thinker, 
and learner. She blogs at sayable.net. She has a husband 
named Nathan and lives in Flower Mound, Texas.
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OF OUR HANDS WHEN  

THERE ARE NO ACCOLADES 

OR AFFIRMATIONS. 

When Passions Don't Pay
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THE STORY  
OF WORK

AND WHY IT’S  
SO COMPLICATED  

FOR WOMEN 
Carolyn McCulley

HOULD WOMEN WORK?   
That’s a modern question—and 

frankly, one that would puzzle our 
ancestors. They would wonder: Do you 
want to eat? Do you want warm clothes? 
Then yes, women should work!

For most of human history, mere 
survival required all hands on deck. 
But something changed in the last 
three centuries that makes us think 

that our modern experience of work 
has been the norm throughout time. 
If we don’t know the story of work, we 
could not only misunderstand our own 
times and culture, but we also could 
potentially read our current experience 
into the Scriptures.

For example, there are some who 
charge the apostle Paul with being sexist 
because of the instructions he gave 

to the younger pastor Timothy about 
younger widows, when he cautioned 
against women becoming “idlers, going 
about from house to house, and not only 
idlers, but also gossips and busybodies, 
saying what they should not. So I would 
have younger widows marry, bear chil-
dren, manage their households, and give 
the adversary no occasion for slander” 
(1 Tim. 5:11-14).

S
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Was Paul being sexist here? If we 
think of “managing households” as  
the way we currently live in our 
homes, we could think he wanted to 
keep women “barefoot and pregnant  
in the kitchen.” 

But Paul’s own words need to inter-
pret this passage. Why does he want 
women to avoid idleness? It’s right there 
at the close of the passage: Because he 
does not want to give the adversary an 
occasion for slander. Paul is being stra-
tegic, not sexist. He knows that women’s 
work matters to advance the gospel. He 
also knows that gossip destroys relation-
ships in the church and undermines our 
worship of God.

Additionally, Paul’s example in the 
narrative accounts in Scripture show 
that he was eager to partner with 
hard-working women like Lydia, a 
dealer in the luxury good of purple 
cloth, and Priscilla, with whom he 
labored daily as a tentmaker. Paul’s 
example in those accounts is not contra-
dictory to his pastoral epistles.

So why is the issue of women work-
ing today so difficult—both inside and 
outside of the church? 

This is not just a philosophical ques-
tion. It has serious implications across 
the globe. Take, for example, Japan. 
Japan has a problem that foreshadows 
the future for many developed nations: a 
falling birth rate. Its fast-shrinking pop-
ulation means Japan’s future labor force 
and tax base will shrivel, while its costs 
to maintain the elderly will grow.  

This looming economic crisis has 
forced Japan’s leaders to consider how 
younger Japanese women should be 
used to solve this dilemma. The ques-
tion they ask is, should more women 
be employed to grow the economy, or 
should they have more than their aver-
age of 1.3 children?

Japan is not alone. This discussion is 
part of most cultures today, including 
developing nations, where education 
and employing women is seen as the key 
to poverty alleviation. What happened? 
How did economic productivity and 
parenthood become distinctly different 
roles for women?

The short answer is that this divi-
sion arose largely after the Industrial 
Revolution changed the home from 
being a place of economic produc-
tivity to being a place of consumer 
goods consumption. This became more 
pronounced in the late 20th century as 
modern businesses began to prize short-
term profits over long-term investment. 

A HISTORIC UNDERSTANDING 
OF WOMEN’S WORK
Historically, women’s work revolved 
around creating textiles and getting 
food to the table. These were not fluffy 
activities. They were vital to survival. 
They could also be done while bearing 
and caring for children. 

The superlative example of feminine 
productivity written thousands of years 
ago and found in the Old Testament 
Scriptures—the paragon of excellence 
in Proverbs 31—was a financially savvy 
woman who traded in textiles, managed 
employees, reared her children, and 
honored her husband. She wasn’t a real 

woman, but a portrait of what wisdom 
and excellence looked like in the vir-
tuous woman. Her profitable activities 
dominated this picture, and she was 
commended for them.

Travel through time and you soon 
find industrious women like Kate 
Luther, the wife of Martin Luther in the 
Reformation era, and Sarah Edwards, the 
wife of theologian Jonathan Edwards, 
in colonial America. These women were 
married to men whose writing and 
teaching profoundly affected their eras, 
but those activities weren’t always prof-
itable. Their husbands were not the sole 
income-producers. Instead, their wives 
managed the estates that generated 
their family’s income, and did so while 
rearing large families and housing 
numerous guests. 

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION  
AND THE WAGE EARNER
Their children also saw how their 
parents worked and were involved in 
keeping the family fed, clothed, and 
housed. There was no “take your kid 
to work” day because with only a few 
exceptions, most children grew up 
seeing their parents work. But that 
shifted when the Industrial Revolution 
arrived. What had once been typical  
of American productivity—the self- 
employed proprietor, farmer, and artisan—

IF WE DON’T KNOW THE STORY OF WORK, WE 

COULD NOT ONLY MISUNDERSTAND OUR OWN 

TIMES AND CULTURE, BUT WE ALSO COULD 

POTENTIALLY READ OUR CURRENT EXPERIENCE 

INTO THE SCRIPTURES.
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from the same family, and 26 states 
passed legislation prohibiting married 
women from holding any jobs at all, 
including teaching.

But World War II radically changed 
that view. During the war, the U.S. gov-
ernment ran a huge campaign out of its 
Office of War Information to persuade 
women to join the workforce to man-
ufacture war materials. They ran more 
than 125 MILLION ads to do this. 
That was nearly equal to the number 
of people living in the U.S. at the time! 
In response, six million women took 
on industrial jobs in shipyards, lumber 
mills, steel mills, and industrial labo-
ratories—and they were good at it. In 
May 1942, Business Week reported that 
airplane plants considered women 50 to 
100 percent more efficient than men in 
wiring instrument panels due to greater 
attention to detail.

A “NEW NORMAL”  
THAT DOESN’T SATISFY
Postwar, after decades of upheaval, 
everyone was eager to create a "new 
normal." The expanded manufacturing 
base began to churn enormous num-
bers of consumer goods. The dawn of 
national television in 1951 provided a 
way to showcase modern families living 
with these goods. As the economy grew, 
so did the middle class. While spending 
on food rose by a modest 33 percent 
in the five years following the end of 
World War II, purchases of household 
appliances and furnishings jumped by 
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gave way to the wage earner. 
Ironically, when the Industrial 

Revolution arrived in the U.S., it began 
by disrupting the textile industry. 
The work that had been largely done 
by women in their homes was now 
outsourced to the large textile mills 
of New England. These mills, in turn, 
hired young women to work long hours 
and live in factory towns—the famous 
Lowell Mill girls. In the 20 years 
following the start of the American 
Civil War, the size of the U.S. indus-
trial labor force doubled. Then it nearly 
doubled again in the next 10 years, 
between 1880 and 1890.

Children were also affected by the 
Industrial Revolution. They had been 
an early supply of cheap and nimble 
factory labor. But the 19th century 
reform movements—largely driven by 
women—curtailed the abusive practices 
surrounding child labor. That was good 
for the children, but it meant if families 
could not labor together, then families 
had to decide how they would earn 
money and care for their children.

Women were employed in increas-
ing numbers through the 1920s, but 
the Depression in the 1930s created 
a backlash against working women. 
Employed women faced great hostility 
because they were seen as taking a job 
from a man who needed to provide for 
his family. That attitude was so prevalent 
that in 1932, Congress passed the U.S. 
Economy Act, prohibiting the federal 
government from employing two people 

O U R  L I V E S  A R E  N O T  G O I N G  T O  LO O K  L I K E 

A N Y O N E  E LS E ’ S ,  F O R  W E  H AV E  S P E C I F I C 

O P P O RT U N I T I E S ,  C A PA C I T I E S ,  A N D  TA L E N TS  

T O  I N V E ST  F O R  G O D ’ S  G LO RY.

The Story of Work and Why It's So Complicated for Women

240 percent. 
Now here is the important point: 

This was the culmination of a trend 
that had been developing since the 19th 
century. The home's transition from a 
place of productivity—as it had been 
for all of human history—to a place of 
consumption was now complete. This 
significant and profound change now 
shapes our modern assumptions about 
the home, and it colors the way we 
think about the Bible's passages that 
mention the home. But there, in the 
idealized 1950s, while the home was 
undergoing this tremendous shift, more 
women were entering the workforce. 
By 1952, there were actually two mil-
lion more working wives in the labor 
force than at the height of World 
War II, and there was a 400 percent 
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increase in working mothers through-
out the decade.

This gap—the gap between the 
advertising propaganda designed to 
sell household goods to a consumerist 
culture—and the reality that having 
more stuff doesn’t really satisfy the 
soul is where the women's libera-
tion movement was born in the early 
1960s. As Betty Friedan wrote in her 
influential 1963 book that kicked off 
the movement, women need “some 
higher purpose than housework and 
thing-buying.”

She’s right. But the unfortunate 
thing is that even Betty Friedan refuted 
some of her own ideas by the end of 
her life. Though the women’s liberation 
movement did enact some needed legal 
changes in terms of equal pay for equal 

work, the movement did not overcome 
one of the most significant tensions 
for women in fulfilling the dominion 
mandate of Genesis 1:28 to both “be 
fruitful and multiply” and “fill the earth 
and subdue it.” Instead, it added to the 
overload by maintaining that it was 
possible to “have it all” and all at the 
same time.

For a brief moment in the mid-
1980s, reality set in, and there was a 
sub-group of feminists who pushed 
back at the ideas that there were no 
differences between men and women 
and that gender was a social construct, 
and instead said that the truly radi-
cal thing would be to legitimize the 
differences between women and men, 
especially with regard to their windows 
of fertility, and create a different life 
sequence for women that honored the 
time out needed for bearing and caring 
for children without penalty to future 
productivity and job opportunities. This 
group, called the Sequencers, lost the 
argument, which was truly a blow for 
our culture at large.

STEWARDING OUR TALENTS OVER TIME
So how then should we resolve this 
tension? I submit that the parable of the 
talents in Matthew 25 helps Christians 
to think eternally about productivity. 

The policies and practices of our 
modern workforce are not family 
friendly for either men or women. I 
hope these issues will change in the 
near future, but I’m not certain they 
will or how it will be accomplished. 
But I am certain that this dilemma 
does not escape the Lord. Whether in 
biblical times or today, he is the one 
who gives us the time, talents, trea-
sures, relationships, opportunities, and 
capacities that need to be stewarded 
and invested for his glory. We are not 
in charge of what we have received 
in any of those areas, but we are held 

accountable for how we invest them. 
This stewardship idea means we do 
not need to compare ourselves—our 
lives are not going to look like anyone 
else’s, for we have specific opportuni-
ties, capacities, and talents to invest for 
God’s glory.

Please note the inclusion of “capaci-
ties.” Not everyone has the same energy 
levels or ability to juggle stress. Please 
also note the inclusion of “opportuni-
ties.” It takes wisdom to know which 
opportunities need to be invested 
in immediately and which could be 
simmered until a less busy season in 
the future. This is where the idea of 
“having it all” is unhelpful. Those of us 
who have lived a few decades know you 
may have it all, but not all at the same 
time, and usually not without a lot of 
stress. Because we only speak about 
women’s lives for the first 20 or so years 
of an adult woman’s life, we have not 
developed vision for what women can 
and should do in the second half of 
life. Seeing a woman’s life and produc-
tivity through the entire arc of her life 
helps us understand that you may put 
the Great American Novel on hold for 
a better time, but you can’t put your 
toddler on hold. The growing is going 
to happen no matter what. 

The story of work helps us to under-
stand that our modern experience of 
parenting and productivity is not the 
norm in history, but it presents an 
opportunity to live thoughtfully and 
strategically as stewards of all we have 
received, meriting praise from our 
Master and an invitation to enter  
into his joy.   
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parents working in the field or construct-
ing a house or fishing a lake. A child could 
see how he belonged to the family because 
he was not just a “consumer,” but also an 
actual part of the household economy. 
The reverse is often true in our context. 
Parents are absent from much of their 
children’s lives, and they compensate for 
feeling guilty by buying their children 
more and more consumer goods. 

That’s one of the reasons many of us 
find it hard to understand why the gospel 
hinges upon the idea of inheritance. We 
are children of God, the Spirit tells us, 
and if children then heirs, “heirs of God 
and fellow heirs with Christ” (Rom. 
8:17). The inheritance, though, is not, 
in the ancient context, a pile of cash 
reserves. More typically, the inheritance 
is a way of life. If a man’s father were a 
farmer, he would inherit a plot of land 
that had been cultivated and improved by 
his father’s labor. 

The inheritance wouldn’t appear out 
of nowhere at the father’s death. The 
children would have been involved, all 
along, cultivating the land with the rest 
of the family. This reflects something 
true about the very fabric of the uni-
verse. Jesus told those around him that 
he saw what his Father was doing, and 
did likewise ( Jn. 5:19-20). 

A modern American family will not, 
of course, usually have the same sort 
of family burden-sharing as an ancient 
Middle Eastern family (and in most 
ways that is for the better). Even in 
terms of our vocations, our children 
probably don’t ever see what most of 
us do all day in our jobs, much less 
apprentice under us to do the same. 
There are nonetheless ways that a family 
can include every part of the household 
as part of the family’s mission together. 
This can start as soon as a child is old 
enough to do almost anything at all, 
with him being given a small chore that 
is his responsibility. 

A very small child might be given a 
trashcan in a bathroom to check and 
empty every day. It would, of course, be 
easier to just do that yourself than to teach 
him to do it, cleaning up the trail of refuse 
he leaves behind in the trek from one 
room to the other. But as the child grows 
in age and ability, the child’s responsibil-
ities grow too. The main point, though, 
is not to get a task done, and is really not 
so much to teach him to work (although 
that’s of course important), but to say to 
him, “You’re one of us. We need you.”

TRAINING FOR GOD’S KINGDOM
Our Father disciplines us in this way, 

by gifting us for service in the church, 
by inviting us into his mission. In fact, 
one of the most important aspects of 
discipline from our Father is our learn-
ing to do small things in order that we 
may one day be given more authority 
over bigger things (Luke 16:10; 19:17). 
As important as we often think our 
careers or vocations or ministries are, 
they are really just a means of training 
us to do what we could not imagine 
now in the coming kingdom of Christ. 

F YOU ASKED ME for a symbol 
that best sums up discipleship in our 

house, I would hand you a Bible. But, if 
you asked me for another, I would prob-
ably point you to a garbage pail. The 
Bible speaks for itself, but the garbage 
pail might need more explanation.

Our children each have chores 
around the house, and this is where 
it starts. When they are old enough 
to walk about, each of them has been 
assigned that initial job, to carry scraps 
from the kitchen down to the compost 
pile in the backyard. For us, this is 
about more than discarding trash.

GAINING A SENSE OF BELONGING
Some would assume that what we are 
attempting to do is to teach a work 
ethic, to enable our children to one day 
take on bigger responsibilities as they 
care for their own families. That’s cer-
tainly part of it. The book of Proverbs 
has much to say about sloth and the 
cultivation of hard work. But that’s 
hardly the whole of the matter. 

Our main objective is not about 
employment but about eschatology.  
In order to get to that point, we have  
to teach our kids about family. Work 
is a part of helping our children see 
where they fit in our family, in order  
to gain a sense of belonging.  

Perhaps the first challenge in all of life 
is finding a sense of belonging. We want 
to know not just whether we are loved, 
but also if we are wanted and a part of 
the world around us. In the broadest 
sense possible, God defines that to us 
in his kingdom in two ways—through 
identity and through inheritance. The 
fundamental questions we ask are, “Who 
am I?” and, “Where am I going?” Both 
are questions of belonging, and work has 
a prominent place in both. 

In the biblical world, this sense of 
belonging was, in some ways, more easily 
conveyed because children were with their 
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God is just having us empty the little 
trash can into the bigger trash can in 
order to say to us, “You are part of this 
family; you belong.” 

After all, God has saved us to be part 
of his kingdom. This kingdom is active 
and expansive. From the beginning of 
the creation, God granted to humanity 
an inheritance and then charged them 
to work, to steward and cultivate it for 
the generations to come (Gen. 1:26-30). 
In the life to come, we have a mission 
before us. We will rule and reign with 
Christ (Luke 22:29-30). Our lives in the 
meantime, even in the work we do, are 
just internships for the eschaton, ways of 
preparing us for an unimaginable future. 
God has given us a pattern of work and 
rest, modeling in some way his own cre-
ativity. Part of our job in parenting is to 
communicate this rhythm to our children. 

Ironically enough, though, to teach 
our children to work as part of the 
family, we will have to restore to them 
play. Children and adolescents are often 
in an unceasing frenzy of activity—
shuffled back and forth from drama 
rehearsal to ballet recitals to soccer prac-
tice, not to mention the ever-pressing 
demands of homework. Much of this is 
due to parental pressure—thinking we 
must schedule in all the right “extracur-
ricular activities” so that our child will 
make it into college. Is it any wonder 
then that so many children and young 
adults are burned out and exhausted 
before they even make it to their 20s? 
As you teach your children to work, 
remember that work is a means to a 
different end, and allow them to enjoy 
childhood and adolescence. 

LEARNING TO SERVE
Encouraging work within the house-

hold also must have the goal of teaching 
our children to work on behalf of others, 
not just for their own achievement or 
acquisition. Find ways to assign respon-

sibilities for your children that will 
tangibly benefit other siblings, and then 
the broader world. One of the most 
important ways this happens is through 
churches including children in the service. 

Too often, we think of the church’s 
ministry to children as providing activi-
ties to teach them the Bible and to give 
them a positive experience of church. 
Every believer, though, is called to be a 
priest to the rest of the body of Christ 
(1 Pet. 2:9) and is gifted for the task of 
building up the body of Christ (Eph. 
4:7-16). This starts at baptism. 

Churches that find ways to include 
children and teenagers in ministry 
and mission are serving the cause of 
discipleship, even if that is as simple as 
asking technologically gifted teenagers 
to maintain the church’s soundboard 
or asking others to help take up the 

offering or distribute bulletins at the 
front door of the sanctuary. In this, 
the church parents the next generation 
toward serving the church in the com-
mission of Christ. 

We live in an era that simultane-
ously fears and idolizes work. Our call 
in maturing the next generation is to 
teach our children to work “as unto the 
Lord” (Eph. 6:7), while, at the same 
time, showing them that no matter how 
important work might seem, we are 
just training for our ultimate callings, 
in the age to come. Above all, we are to 
teach them that we are not ultimately 
consumers but disciples who belong in 
the family of God. And sometimes that 
starts with a garbage pail.   

Parenting and WorkSPOTLIGHT
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ABY BOOMERS, THOSE BORN between 1946 
and 1964, are heading into retirement at an unprec-

edented rate. Data indicates that on average, 10,000 baby 
boomers retire every day.1 Recent research also suggests that 
the average baby boomer is expected to live, at least, until 
age 84.2 Couple those two realities together, and what you 
have is a generation of people who are retiring and will live 
for another 20 years. The implications of these truths are 
massive for Christians and churches

RETIREMENT REALITY
The norm in American culture is to spend your working life 
looking forward with great anticipation to retirement. The 
cultural narrative that is communicated explicitly and implic-
itly is that if you work hard, day in and day out for more than 
40 years, you will eventually attain perpetual seasons of rest, 
recreation, and leisure. The idea conveyed is that once you 
turn 65, you can "clock out" and spend the rest of your days 
playing golf, traveling the world, and enjoying your grandkids. 

LIVING WITH PURPOSE  
AFTER YOUR CAREER

BReframing  
Retirement 

Paul Akin
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That narrative is appealing, inviting, and alluring. Regretfully, 
as baby boomers are retiring at an unprecedented rate, many 
are finding that the reality of retirement is not as satisfying 
or as fulfilling as they once believed it to be. 

Forbes magazine reported that more than 40 percent of 
retirees suffer from clinical depression, while 6 out of 10 
report a decline in health.3 After spending more than 40 
years working hard and awaiting all the benefits of retire-
ment, why do many struggle with the transition to this next 
phase of life? U.S. Sen. Ben Sasse, in his recent book, The 
Vanishing American Adult, cites the work of Arthur Brooks 
to explain this conundrum. Sasse writes, ". . . there are four 
key drivers of what Brooks calls our 'happiness portfolio.' 
Somewhat surprisingly, none of the four are related to mate-
rial abundance. These are the central variables that emerge 
from Brook's research:

Faith: Do you have a framework to make sense of death 
and suffering? 

Family: Do you have a home life with mutual affection, where 
the good of others is as important to you as your own happiness? 

Community: Do you have at least two real friends who feel 
pain when you suffer and share joy when you thrive? 

Work: Perhaps most fundamentally, when you leave home on 
Monday morning, do you believe that there are other people 
who genuinely benefit from the work you do? Is your calling 
meaningful? Not: 'Is it fun or well-compensated?'—but 
rather, 'Does it matter?'" 

In summary, faith, family, friendship, and work are all vital 
to happiness and fulfillment in life. For the purposes of this 
article, it is important to note that meaningful work is a 
critical factor related to personal satisfaction. Sasse highlights 

throughout the book that it is production and not consump-
tion that makes people happy. In other words, human beings 
were created to work, to produce, to contribute. Work has 
always been a part of God's creative purposes for humanity. 
Kenneth Matthews highlights the God-given nature of work 
when he writes, "In the garden God gives the man a purposeful 
existence that includes overseeing his environment. Work is a 
God-given assignment and not a cursed condition."5 Work is 
God-given, meaningful, and provides humanity with purpose. 

The modern American emphasis on an extended retirement 
that is devoid from meaningful work leads many to feel restless, 
empty, and unfulfilled. The late Ralph Winters lamented what 
he referred to as the "Retirement Booby Trap." He wrote, 
"Most men don't die of old age, they die of retirement. I read 
somewhere that half of the men retiring in the state of New 
York die within two years. Save your life and you'll lose it. Just 
like other drugs, other psychological addictions, retirement is 
a virulent disease, not a blessing."6 The irony is that so many 
anticipate getting to the retirement stage only to find it disap-
pointing, dissatisfying, and in the process, long for the purpose 
and meaning that they found in their work prior to retirement. 

So, how are Christians and churches to think about this real-
ity? Should we just resign and accept the fact that retirement will 
never be more than a prolonged period of consumption without 
much meaningful production? Or is it possible to revive, reframe, 
and accentuate the God-honoring and kingdom-impacting 
opportunities that exist for retirees? I am convinced that God 
has provided a host of life-giving and fulfilling opportunities for 
retirees to engage in during this final season of life and ministry. 

RETIREMENT REALITY
Retiring from a more traditional form of work can present 
entirely new opportunities and possibilities. Retirees possess 
critical characteristics that few people in the workforce have: 
an abundant amount of experience, wisdom, flexibility, and to 
varying degrees, financial stability. Those qualities and charac-

SPOTLIGHT Reframing Retirement
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teristics are valuable assets. They enable retirees to continue 
contributing in a meaningful way to society, and more specif-
ically, to the mission of God around the world. Retirees have 
the ability to leverage their wisdom, experience, and flexibility 
for the sake of the common good. There are opportunities 
globally that allow retirees to continue to engage in meaning-
ful work long after their "work career" is complete. In some 
cases, it may be that the work done after retirement is more 
fruitful and lasting than the work done prior to retirement in 
the so-called "prime" years of their career. 

Many retirees who step out of the workforce today do 
so in great health and with a strong sense of vitality. These 
realities result in many retirees 
being primed and prepared for life's 
next challenge or adventure. John 
Piper writes, "Millions of Chris-
tian men and women are finishing 
their formal careers in their fifties 
and sixties, and for most of them 
there will be a good twenty years 
before their physical and mental 
powers fail. What will it mean to 
live those final years for the glory 
of Christ? How will we live them 
in such a way as to show that 
Christ is our highest Treasure?"7 
Piper poses a question that retirees 
must wisely consider. Furthermore, 
Piper's question highlights the 
unique opportunity that retirees have in their final season of 
life and ministry. God is not honored when the wisest, most 
experienced, and financially stable people are sitting on the 
"sidelines." He desires to use these people to accomplish his 
purposes and overarching mission in the world. 

RE-ENGAGING IN RETIREMENT 
Today, unprecedented opportunities abound for retirees (of all 
ages) to engage meaningfully in God's mission. I would argue 
that retirees, not millennials, are positioned and poised to make 
the greatest impact for the Great Commission in the next two 

decades. The Great Commission does not recognize any official 
retirement age. Contrary to popular belief in the Western 
World, the older generation has much more to offer in terms of 
Great Commission impact than the younger generation at this 
point in time. Around the world, there is a great and urgent 
need for mature and seasoned disciples of Christ to join mis-
sionary teams, providing wisdom and experience and modeling 
a Christ-honoring life in a cross-cultural context.

Uncle Sam, 401k's, and Roth IRA's can support a retired 
couple in Malaysia or Madagascar just as well as they could 
in Mississippi or Michigan. In fact, the International Mis-
sion Board (IMB) recently launched a pilot program called 

the Global Cities Initiative8 that 
specifically encourages retirees to 
consider joining a missionary team 
in a global city. The goal is that 
these retirees would bring much-
needed wisdom and experience 
that would enable these teams to 
reach new segments and domains 
of culture. Furthermore, these 
retirees would be significant assets 
in discipling younger team mem-
bers, modeling the Christian life, 
and using their specific gifts and 
skills to advance the mission in 
some of the most spiritually needy 
places on the planet. 

There is a need for a reframed 
understanding of retirement. Borrowing from a sports anal-
ogy, retirement does not necessitate a move from the field 
to the sidelines. No, retirement, simply implies a change 
of position on the field. Christians who are retired or will 
be retiring soon have a unique opportunity to re-engage in 
the mission of God in new and purposeful ways. As baby 
boomers and others step into the retirement stage of life, 
may they embark on some of the most fruitful and produc-
tive work of their lives for the glory of God.  

PAUL AKIN is the senior aide to IMB president David Platt.
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