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  ELAINE

  This book is dedicated to my mother-in-law Marian Gladys Ecklund (1939–2024),

    who lived her faith through her work and encouraged others to do the same.

  DENISE

  This book is dedicated to my adult children, Josh, Samara, Danica, and Zach.

    May you live out God’s purposes through your work.






Preface
Why This Book?




ELAINE’S STORY

I have been journaling nearly every day for thirty years. What would an outsider see in this chronicle of a life? They would know that my work is one of the things at the center of my life. My journal entries have reflected a long-standing desire and sense of calling to work in academia: “Since I sat in the corner of my kindergarten class reading Dick and Jane I have loved words and I have loved reading; the place where I have always felt most at home was in the university library, among ideas,” I wrote in one green spiral notebook nearly twenty-five years ago, when I was deciding what career steps I would take and was anxious about my future job prospects. “And the people that I have most wanted to share those ideas with is students.”

And an outsider would see that I have often struggled to integrate my faith and my work. In one entry, after I started graduate school, I wrote about my experience at an academic conference in a Midwestern venue. It was early fall, with a distinct chill in the air; academics from different disciplines had gathered to talk about faith in the context of work. I was assigned a mentor from a prestigious university who worked in a different field of study. After explaining my idea for a new research project examining how scientists approach religion in their scientific work, research that I thought would allow me to connect my academic work with churches, I remember an odd look coming across his face. It immediately told me I had said something wrong. A bit of a grimace turned to a softer expression as he told me, “I wouldn’t suggest that line of study; it will be hard to get a job if you talk so openly about your faith. Wait until after you have job security to talk about your faith. Christians are often discriminated against in universities.”

I was concerned about how I could integrate my faith and work life as a university professor and how much I could or should discuss my faith in the course of my research and teaching. Feedback like that from a mentor made me question whether I should pursue research on religion at all during my sociology PhD. To my knowledge, I have rarely been discriminated against in an academic context because of my faith, but it also feels taboo to talk openly about personal faith in most university environments.

Fast-forward. I am now a professor and work with students from many different faith backgrounds and none. My own experience alongside my leadership and mentoring work with students has led me to examine the tensions that arise when the most important and foundational aspects of a person’s life clash. What are the consequences when one expresses one’s Christian faith (or one’s Jewish or Muslim faith, for that matter) at work? Faith can seem at odds with the norms of a workplace. I have learned that, although I still have tensions, I am not alone in struggling with how to thoughtfully integrate my Christian faith and work.




DENISE’S STORY

I became an academic because I was good at school, so I just kept going. Because I was interested in what motivated people at work, I pursued a graduate degree in organizational behavior. I earned a PhD, was hired by a university, got married, and had two babies before I turned thirty. Soon, I found myself both exhausted and anxious about whether the life I was living was really what God wanted for me. While my grad school training had been excellent preparation for a life of research and teaching, it had not prepared me to think through issues of existential purpose, and certainly not issues of religious faith commitments. And while I had been a follower of Jesus ever since I can remember, I found myself feeling unsure about how my Christian commitments should affect my own work beyond being nice to people.

As I struggled with the sleep deprivation that comes with being the parent of a newborn and a one-year-old alongside the demands of a full-time academic job, I found myself unsurprisingly drawn to the concept of sabbath. Because I had been trained as a scholar, my natural inclination was to do some research on the topic. Over the next few years, I published several journal articles on the intersection of sabbath and organizational practice. But more importantly, I began to practice sabbath on a regular basis. This was particularly helpful because my husband and I added two more children to our family during those years.

My own exhaustion and subsequent foray into the study and practice of sabbath soon became an entrée into the more expansive world of faith and work. I saw the ways that my faith commitments were influencing my own work practices, and that made me curious to know more about the intersection between faith and work for others as well.

It also seemed that God was up to something much bigger than me in those early years of my career. The first two decades of the 2000s saw an explosion of faith-and-work ministries, books, and conferences. At the turn of the millennium, there were very few organizational scholars researching in this area. But it was personally and professionally engaging to me.




WORKING TOGETHER

When the two of us met over a decade ago, we were immediately drawn to each other. We had similar backgrounds as Christian scholars in the social sciences, we both had young children at home, and we were both interested in the academic study of how faith makes a difference in people’s lives. And both of us wanted to learn even more about how to integrate our faith and our work in these times. We decided to work together on a large-scale project examining how people think about and enact their faith in the context of the workplace but also about how churches and other communities of faith shape the ways people understand their work.

Working together has led us to a new approach that is somewhat different from the many faith-and-work resources available to individuals and churches. Ours moves from an individualized and in-the-trenches approach to an other-focused perspective of radical embrace. We argue that the exclusive claims of Christianity demand an embrace of others, regardless of their faith commitments, belief systems, or worldviews. Our perspective is based on twenty years of research on faith at work and conducting the largest set of studies to date of this topic. But it is also based on the stories of Christians in the workplace we spoke with, as well as our own stories. What is needed in these times is for Christians to develop a deeper understanding of the imago Dei—that every person we encounter is worthy of dignity and respect because everyone is made in the image of God. We argue that one of the best ways we can live out our calling as Christians in the workplace is to radically embrace those who are different from ourselves. We integrate the radical-embrace perspective throughout the book, showing how this belief demands different practices and ways of living out our faith in the workplace, practices that move beyond an emphasis on talking about our beliefs or defending our rights. In this current cultural moment, our faith demands fully being present in who we are distinctively while also making the space for others to be fully present in all the fullness of their own humanity.

Just as we have brought our own faith commitments as Christians to how we approach our work, many employees want to do the same. Yet, figuring out how to integrate faith and work is complicated. Both of us would have liked clearer direction on how to best foster faith at work—a data-driven approach. That is what you will find in this book: a research-based examination of how religion and spirituality enter the workplace, how American workers see the connections between faith and work, and how organizational leaders can understand and lead religiously diverse, faith-friendly workplaces.




A FEW ORIENTING COMMENTS

We have written this book together, and most of the time you will hear us talk about our research and findings in the first-person plural (we/our/us). However, there are times that one of us has a relevant personal story to share that is unique to that person. When this happens, we identify which of us had the experience (Elaine or Denise) and we shift to using the third-person singular (she/her), to denote that the story is not common to both of us.

You will also note that at the end of each chapter we have provided some reflection questions. Our hope is that these questions will be useful to individuals or groups. Most of these questions are broadly directed to anyone who works. We have listed these as questions for everyone, although some of them may be more relevant for entry-level workers and others more appropriate for those in positions of organizational leadership. In most chapters we also include questions that are designated for faith communities. These questions can also be answered by everyone, but they might be particularly relevant for church and parachurch leaders who are trying to engage their congregations or constituents in integrating Christian faith and work.
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1
A Look at How the World Is Changing
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JOANN WAS WORRIED that if people knew about her beliefs, the door would be closed to any future promotions.1 When Denise interviewed her as part of an organizational assessment, Joann was a successful midlevel manager. She explained: “I would love to be myself at work. I’d love to be open with people and divulge my whole identity. But I have to be careful to watch what I say; I feel like I’m lying to everyone. I’m generally a very open and honest person, but I have to keep myself hidden here. I don’t feel like there’s an alternative.”

On the one hand, these reflections feel familiar. Many Christians have some concern that expressing their faith at work could limit their opportunities in the workplace. But Joann was not a Christian. She was an atheist who did not believe in God or a spiritual realm. Joann was concerned that it was these beliefs that would limit her ability to succeed beyond her current role if she were found out. The founders and current leadership of the company where she worked were all outspoken Christians. These leaders wanted to honor God in their company. They wanted to care for their employees and wanted for everyone in the company to be able to bring their whole selves—including their faith—to work. But they were unaware of the ways in which their approach to faith in the workplace might be stifling for those with religious identities that were very different from their own.

We have seen how Christian faith lived openly in a workplace can make employees feel cared for and more committed, reform the workplace in helpful ways, foster other kinds of diversity, and facilitate working with others for the common good of an organization. But we have also seen organizations and organizational leaders approach faith through a narrow lens, which leads to substantial blind spots, undermining rather than helping them accomplish their goals.


A NEW APPROACH TO FAITH AT WORK

One of the historical trends that has been both a positive influence and a pressure factor at the intersection of religion and work is the explosion in recent decades of the faith-at-work movement. In the post–World War II boom, evangelical Christians, in particular, began pushing back against the view that ministry was restricted to a full-time calling to a church or Christian organization, and everybody else by default went into the secular workplace, rejoining their Christian fellowship at church on Sunday in order to recharge for their long stretches out in the world. In contrast, the new emphasis encouraged Christians to see their work as their ministry, as their calling.

Viewing themselves as mostly loners among nonbelievers, these Monday morning believers were encouraged to develop their own personal witness to the world in considering such questions as, What is my role as a Christian in a secular job? How and when should I share my faith? How do I witness without words? How should I treat and be treated by those who don’t share my faith? How can I help lead others to faith in Christ? This individualized approach helped reinforce a minority identity, giving rise to concerns about infringements on religious freedoms and experiences of persecution for holding religious beliefs or abstaining from workplace behavior that violated those beliefs.

Although this Christian perspective has tended to distinguish the commercial workplace as a secular setting, this is not really the case. There is a new focus in modern workplaces on bringing our whole selves to work; people of faith increasingly want to express their convictions while on the job. At all levels of business in the United States, employees no longer want to leave their faith behind when they go to work. Nearly three-quarters of Americans are affiliated with a religious tradition, and many feel their religious faith is an essential part of who they are—associated with the deepest values they hold, relationships they forge, actions they take, and decisions they make.2 And many of those who are not part of religious organizations consider spirituality a meaningful part of their lives and relevant to their work.3 They want to express this part of themselves in their work life, which dominates the majority of their time.

As workers increasingly bring their faith to work, it creates new challenges for leaders in handling religion in the workplace. Leaders are rightly concerned that employees talking about their faith at work might feel invasive or marginalizing to those who do not share the faith, giving rise to conflict. And while religious accommodations for legitimate expressions of faith are legally mandated, it is often unclear to organizational leaders, amid the many pressing needs of their workplaces, how best to accommodate such expressions.

Organizational leaders need tools for how to foster respectful expression rather than suppress religious identity. The well-being of all workers and the health of organizations is served by religious pluralism, not religious privatization. If organizational leaders want to increase diversity of all types in their workplaces, especially racial and gender diversity, they must also understand how religious diversity is deeply linked to these categories.

The growing pluralism of US society also creates new challenges for Christians at work. Although Christianity is still the largest religious tradition in the United States, workplaces are becoming more religiously diverse, with a growing nonreligious population. In this current cultural climate, our faith demands that we fully live out our Christian commitments while also making space for others to express their own religious or nonreligious identities.

Christians have traditionally expressed their faith at work with a focus on the self: talking about their faith, sharing their beliefs, defending their moral stances, and focusing on their religious freedoms. But there is much less tolerance than there used to be for overt expressions of our faith. How to respect this space while expressing Christian faith appropriately is an increasingly tricky proposition. Christians need a new approach to faith at work that does not compromise their faith while still meeting the moment.




COMPLEXITIES RAISE NEW QUESTIONS

Because the rapid pace of change in US society has exacerbated the tensions already inherent in this arena, we conducted a first-of-its-kind set of research projects to form a data-driven approach to identifying and proposing solutions for the challenge of fostering faith at work. For those who are data junkies, we include several more pages of information about the specifics of our study at the end of the book. Our insights and suggested practices are based on a collective twenty years of research on the faith-at-work movement and how Christians specifically seek to integrate faith and work.

Over the past few years, we have conducted the most comprehensive set of studies to date of faith at work, including (1) focus groups with pastors and congregants in several cities in the United States; (2) surveys of over fifteen thousand workers—before, during, and after the pandemic—who are representative of the demographics of the US population, including those from a variety of faith traditions as well as nonreligious workers; and (3) in-depth follow-up interviews with 287 people, many of whom are committed Christians who care about faith at work. Since this is a book written primarily for Christians, the majority of the narratives presented in this book are from Christians we interviewed, unless we specify otherwise.

Although we come to this topic as scholars, we are also living faith-and-work integration ourselves. In addition to the data, we also provide personal stories from our own experiences since these topics are important for each of us as Christians. The recommendations we make in this book for the tensions we have identified reflect our hope that people of faith will do all they can to help make the world better for everyone, not just for Christians.

Our research has revealed how new demographic realities in American culture are requiring changes in the traditional models of the faith-at-work movement. For example, we put personal expressions of faith such as evangelizing alongside different pieces of the Christian tradition—those that emphasize the imago Dei, the idea that all people are created in the image of God. In our interviews with Christian workers, some talked about the importance of this concept for finding meaning and purpose. “If I am created by God, in God’s image, in His likeness, and I’m given a purpose, I have a reason for living. . . . I help other people not to make myself look better, or to feel better,” a man who works as a village planner told Elaine. A geneticist said he helped others “because [I want to] glorify the one who created me, in his image.” In this scientist’s view, “we all have that shared calling of being made in the image of God. That’s our calling. It’s to reflect him. It’s to represent him.”4

These responses reflect a new model of faith at work garnered from a bedrock of Christian theology: all people are made in the image of God. The new possibilities arising from this emphasis suggest that in these divisive times of increasingly violent conflict on the global stage, US Christians at work should do more to focus on how others—all of us—are made in the image of God. Expressing Christian faith at work includes constantly looking for ways to recognize the dignity and worth of all people in the workplace and embracing what some think of as “the other”—those who are outside our own faith community. Rather than concentrating solely on the kind of employee we are, our own expressions of faith at work, and our personal responsibility and morality, we can examine the values of the workplace as a whole and work to advance justice, fairness, human flourishing, and the common good.




FIVE KEY TENSIONS

The data we have spent years collecting explores not just Christian faith but also how workers from a variety of religious traditions are bringing their faith into the workplace, the impact this has, and why it is so important to manage and support religious diversity—and its diverse expressions—in the workplace. We explain how those from different racial groups, genders, ages, social classes, and occupations negotiate their faith in the workplace. We especially draw on the voices of women and people of color, who have often been left out of literature concerning faith at work, workplace success, and workplace spirituality.

When we put our research alongside the traditional understandings and approaches that have characterized the Christian faith-at-work movement, five key tensions emerged that show where the gaps are between assumptions and realities. We explore each of these tensions across a pair of chapters describing the pressures building and suggesting how they might be resolved. In every chapter we provide an understanding of current realities grounded in social-scientific data. Each of our chapter pairings focuses on an older approach to faith at work and then shifts to a newer way of considering our engagement while retaining aspects of the traditional. We work hard as we explain these chapter pairings to amplify what we can learn from the traditional approach while setting forth a new way. We chose these particular chapter pairings in this particular order because this is where—as scholars and as Christian workers ourselves—we think there needs to be the most intervention in setting forth a new vision in order to see the greatest redemption in workplaces today.

In chapters two and three we show that while Christians’ understanding of work and calling has changed over time to become more expansive, the message that all work can be done in service to God has not made the inroads we might have expected. We also provide a framework that broadens typical conceptualizations of calling. Chapters four and five examine experiences of religious discrimination and accommodation at work and explore the ways that Christians can move beyond primarily seeing themselves as a persecuted minority to helping prevent discrimination and becoming advocates and protectors of fair treatment for all and, in particular, for those who are outsiders. In chapters six and seven we discuss the ways we can move from focusing only on personal responsibility to leading the way in creating organizational systems that affect behaviors at work for the common good, and we suggest ways people can contribute to structures that are more likely to engender positive organizational outcomes. Chapters eight and nine discuss the different levels of support that working men and women receive from their church communities and how that can affect their workplace outcomes. We provide suggestions for ways both churches and workplace leaders can contribute to flourishing for all. In chapters ten and eleven, our last chapter pairing, we examine the many ways Christians express their faith in the workplace and how such expressions are viewed by those outside the faith. We argue for a principled pluralism approach, which respects those of different beliefs and practices while holding firm to the foundational aspects of the Christian faith.

We end the book, in chapter twelve, with a discussion of how a biblical understanding of rest might infuse the way we approach our work. We intentionally do not include a chapter pairing in response to our chapter on rest. In some sense, the first eleven chapters of this book provide the substance of the pairing for the last chapter. Most of this book focuses on how our faith influences our work. But Christians should also be attentive to how our faith shapes our approach to rest. No matter our approach to faith at work, rest should thread through all we do. To rest from our work and to cultivate rest possibilities for others at work reveals our place in the created order. The success of the world ultimately does not depend on us.




FROM DEFENDING RIGHTS TO RADICAL EMBRACE

Our recommended path for resolving these key tensions reflects a fresh model for faith at work that moves from an individualized, in-the-trenches approach to an other-focused, more community-oriented perspective of radical embrace.5

More specifically, we make the case that the exclusive claims of Christianity actually demand an embrace of others in the workplace, regardless of their faith commitments, belief systems, or worldviews. We call on Christians to bring their faith into the workplace by shifting from an emphasis on talking about our beliefs and defending our own rights to empathizing with those who are religiously different, with a particular emphasis on the imago Dei—the idea that every person we encounter is worthy of dignity and respect because every person is made in the image of God. We integrate this radical-embrace perspective throughout the book, showing how this core truth demands different practices and ways of expressing our faith in the workplace.

To be clear, we are not advocating a watered-down Christianity that sees itself as no different from any other religion, nor are we primarily concerned with evaluating the truth claims of other faith traditions. Rather, we are arguing for the equivalent value and dignity of each person and for an approach to Christianity in the workplace that recognizes and centers on such.

The cultural shifts we described at the beginning of this chapter are already underway. How we respond to these shifts will determine whether faith at work retreats into a self-protective corner or becomes a redemptive presence with ripple effects for the common good far beyond its immediate reach. Using compelling real-world stories, research insights, and practical applications, we hope to provide new information, ideas, and guidance for Christian workers, Christian workplace leaders, and pastors and church leaders who want to see all people flourish at work. We close each chapter with questions that can be used for personal reflection or group discussion. Our primary goal is to help those in the Christian faith community consider how to adapt their approach to a changing world in which older ways can get in the way and newer ways open the way.




REFLECTION QUESTIONS


For everyone


	What messages have you heard about integrating faith and work?


	What made you pick up this book? What do you want to get out of this book?


	What are your fears about integrating faith and work in your workplace or particular job?


	What are the challenges for integrating faith and work in your workplace?







For faith communities


	What is the approach of your church or faith-based organization to helping people integrate faith and work?


	What changes would you like your church or faith-based organization to make related to engaging faith at work? Why? What is at stake with these changes?















  

  
2

    Secular Work


  
    
      So I hated life, because the work that is done under the sun was

      grievous to me. All of it is meaningless, a chasing after the wind.

      ECCLESIASTES 2:17
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    CARMY BERZATTO STRUGGLES with the transition from being a chef in high-end fine dining to running his family’s sandwich shop in the show The Bear. In a moment of raw frustration and exhaustion, he says, “I feel like I’m trying to fix everything all the time, but nothing gets better. It just keeps getting worse.” His passion for cooking, combined with the burden of managing a family business, feels like an endless cycle of trying and failing, leaving him feeling stuck despite his talent and effort.

    Movies and literature are replete with examples of people who are doing work that lacks fulfillment in spite of their best efforts. This is not new; the Old Testament writer of Ecclesiastes complains about the lack of meaning he observes in all the “work that is done under the sun.” One response to this experience of meaninglessness is to separate our work from the rest of our lives. If we can think of work as something that is not really part of what is most important for us, perhaps we can avoid this lack of meaning.

    

      VIEWING WORK AS SECULAR

      When we tell other academic social scientists that we have spent the past twenty years studying faith in workplaces (including, for Elaine, scientific workplaces, a context that most think ought to be the most secular), many ask, “Why would you do that? What place does religion have at work?” There are often good reasons for holding this view, since faith can be a divisive force. For many of us, it makes sense to see work as completely secular so that we can bracket it off from things that have more meaning and purpose.1 Some people may think of work as generally secular because it is not viewed as a place where the focus is primarily on God. Christians who hold this view of work as separate from faith may do so because they want to put most of their energy into pursuits outside work that are more obviously filled with intrinsic meaning for them. As one bivocational pastor who works as a truck driver during the week put it, “The purpose of the workplace is to make money. . . . The church is the place to worship and express your faith.”2

      Faith-at-work expert Jeff Haanen says that secularity happens in two ways. First is what philosopher Charles Taylor calls “exclusive humanism,” in which the world excludes any explanation of reality that is not built around humans or human action.3 It is easy for Christians to reject this type of secularity, as it is obviously and directly opposed to a belief in God. A second way secularism occurs is more like polytheism, the belief that there are many gods. We think theologian Lesslie Newbigin has the right angle on the polytheistic approach to secularity.4 He argues that while Christians may say that we worship only God, in practice we may be worshiping other gods as well—not necessarily other spiritual beings but workplace idols such as power, prestige, and money, or the desire for security and provision (or even inertia!), which become the primary reasons for our jobs. Thoughtful Christians know at an intellectual level that this polytheistic secularity is counter to God’s purposes, but it may be more difficult than exclusive humanism to root out in practice.

      We believe that there is a third way in which secularity can gain traction in our lives, and it is this third way to which many Christians seem to default. This is the seemingly benign idea that to be secular is to be related to “worldly concerns,” which are generally unimportant in the grand scheme of things, and that work is one of those worldly concerns. In this view work simply has less purchase or concern than those aspects of life that are more obviously spiritual. Yes, we need to work in order to live, but the kind of work we do and even how we do it is not as important as what we do outside the workplace. In some sense, this approach is the exact inverse of the exclusive-humanism approach, and yet its implications are equally problematic.

      There has been a significant effort over the past two decades to push back against this way of thinking and to encourage Christians to consider their work as a place where God wants to engage and use them. In the early 2000s, Redeemer Church in New York City started a Center for Faith and Work under the leadership of Katherine Leary Alsdorf, and soon a number of other faith-at-work institutes and centers had sprung up across the country and then around the world.5 People began to write books on the topic, and a number of fellows programs were initiated, all in an effort to help Christians approach their work as a spiritual endeavor. Several faith-at-work summits were held, and forums and conferences were convened, bringing thousands of people together to explore what the Christian faith might have to say about their work. Denominations began to add workplace ministries in local churches. Yet, in spite of all of the efforts of the faith-at-work movement, the most common opinion is still that faith belongs in sacred settings, such as church and Bible study groups, but has very little to do with the daily activities of work. Most Christians in the United States today continue to view their work and their faith as distinct domains, affected by a long history of thought going back to the ancient Greeks, who created a distinction between the material and the transcendent, with the transcendent being valued above the material. While this sacred-secular divide is not a biblical concept, it has shaped the belief of most Western Christians.6

      This sacred-secular divide also influences how Christians think about calling. For centuries, Christians have believed that the concept of calling is primarily for those who work in religious settings full time. This idea dates back to the Middle Ages, when the term calling was reserved for those who were called by God to become priests, monks, or nuns. These people were special—called by God to do God’s work and set apart from the mundane activities of common people doing common work, who did not have such a calling.

      We found that many of those we interviewed thought that the types of jobs with the highest potential to serve God included working directly for the church, as a pastor or worship leader, for example, or perhaps being involved directly in Christian ministry through a parachurch organization. One man who works as an engineer told us, “If it comes down to it, a priest or nun or something like that, [perhaps] a deacon, really does the spiritual work. As for me, I see no real connection [to spirituality] . . . as far as my company and my career and my job.”7 The belief this man expressed, that only those who work for the church have a calling, is unfortunate since there are only about 450,000 clergy in the United States, and clergy are disproportionately White and male. The idea that only those who work as clergy have a spiritual job or can experience God’s calling in their work is severely limiting, since most of those who attend church will never become clergy.

    

    
    
      MEANING AND CALLING

      Through our surveys we found that only about 20 percent of people in the United States view their work as a spiritual calling. It is worth noting that these numbers are not reflective of Christians specifically but of all workers in the United States. In comparison, 37 percent of evangelical Christians, 25 percent of mainline Christians, and 18 percent of Catholics see their work this way (see fig. 2.1). (We should note that these categories of Christians were determined by both self-description and denominational affiliation.)
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          Figure 2.1

        

      

      
        Bar graph shows the percentages of people from different denominations who consider their work a spiritual calling. These percentages have already been called out in the text, but the graph does add the category of “Other Religions.” Under this category, a very small minority of only 10 percent of people consider their work a spiritual calling. 

      

      In other words, the large majority of workers do not see their jobs as a calling. We have some hunches as to why this might be. Historically, Christians in the West—and, indeed, all of those in the West who have been shaped by Greek philosophy—have bought into the Platonic notion that work, and particularly physical labor, is something to be avoided if possible. This negative view of labor has permeated our view of work more broadly. We also do not often hear pastors talking about work or calling from the pulpit.8

      Some industries have particularly low levels of workers who feel spiritually called to their work, such as manufacturing (11 percent) and retail sales (13 percent), while other industries—particularly those that involve relational work serving others—have comparatively high rates of workers who feel a sense of calling. These include education (35 percent), caretaking (33 percent), community or social services (33 percent), and health care (28 percent).

      Of minds and money. Our research reveals that the notion of work as secular influences those in some professions more than others and that most people view some kinds of work as more spiritual than other kinds. The more aligned a given job is with knowledge or finance professions (e.g., many business roles, sciences), the harder it is for people to conceive of that job as a calling or to see how to do work in that profession in a distinctively Christian way. “I think that some jobs that people can take . . . they’re more about making themselves money and not necessarily serving God [laughs]. . . . I think, if you’re doing things to help the public, though . . . that’s a calling,” said a Christian engineer. “Not everybody has that mentality that they want to do that. A lot of people don’t like to work with the public, so you have to be kind of called to do that and have the right personality and frame of mind.”9 Notice two things this engineer was saying. First, jobs that are about making money are not a calling, whereas jobs that serve others are. Second, not everyone has the temperament to serve others well. The implicit takeaway from this kind of thinking is that only a few people who have the “right personality and frame of mind” have the opportunity to do jobs that are experienced as a calling. It is particularly notable that this view was expressed by an engineer—someone who did not view her own work as a calling because she did not see it as working with the public.

      
        [image: Bar graph shows the correlation between making money as a primary reason for working and seeing work as a calling.]

        
          Figure 2.2

        

      

      
        A bar graph shows the correlation between making money as a primary reason for working and seeing work as a calling. For those who agree that the primary reason they work is to make money, only 18 percent see their work as a calling. For those who disagree that the primary reason they work is to make money, a much higher 40 percent of respondents see their work as a calling. 

      

      Both of us have had experiences interacting with people who struggle to see any sense of calling or aspects of faith in their work. One time, after Denise gave a talk on God’s purpose for business, a Christian man in the banking industry asked her how his work in the investment world could matter to God. He did not think about how his work was making it possible for people to buy homes, start businesses that make products people need, employ others, and so on. He viewed his work as a way to make money but did not see the potential his work had to be a partnership with God in accomplishing God’s purposes in the world. Our research shows that those who agree that the primary reason they work is to make money are less likely to feel a sense of calling in their work (see fig. 2.2).

      We have both talked with friends across various occupations who are looking forward to retirement, even though it might be ten or twenty years away, because they feel retirement will provide space in their lives to finally do work that feels more missional. There is a real and widespread sense that the jobs they have now, and the work they are doing on a daily basis, are simply a way to earn a living. At best, they view their work in a utilitarian way—as a means to an end. Through their work they are able to make money to support their family or do something else that is more important to them. “I’ve always thought that, you know, maybe at some point in my career, more than likely later in my career, once my children are out and gone and off the payroll, and we’re set for retirement, that I would take some time at the end of my career to maybe look at doing something more of what I want to do versus what I have to do,” said one man in his fifties who works in industrial sales.10 A scientist Elaine once interviewed about how his scientific work is connected to his faith as a Christian told her he thinks the primary connection is making money to give to mission work. She could not help but think that there are certainly other ways of making money that are easier than being a scientist!

      Care work as spiritual work. A majority of those we talked with as part of our research seemed to have a binary understanding of how faith is connected with work, viewing those jobs that are closer to money as inherently more secular, and those jobs that are closer to people—especially helping people—as more spiritual and closer to God. The closer the work is to a caring profession, or the more relational it is, the easier it is for Christians to see how that work could be a manifestation of Christian convictions. Perhaps part of the reason these service-oriented jobs are viewed as more spiritual is that when it is obvious who is being served by the work, the job becomes more intrinsically satisfying. An engineer explained it this way: “There’s definitely more satisfaction doing something, say, with manufacturing pharmaceuticals, which are directly helping people, than working in a plant making paint, right?”11

      Even in this hierarchy, Christians tend to elevate church jobs above jobs that do not directly serve the church. A grocery store clerk told us that jobs in which people are being helped are the more valuable jobs, but if you have the opportunity to work in the church, that serves God the most.12 Short of that, any “kind of job where you are helping people” is a more spiritual job, she said.

      “I mean, I don’t know if you’d really consider what I do serving God,” said a delivery truck driver we interviewed, “but I would think, yeah, if you’re like a missionary or something, you know, something in the religious field, yeah.”13 A man who works in the finance industry does not see his own work as spiritual but did identify other jobs that he thinks are: “Like a preacher or a pastor . . . they’re not only serving God but they’re serving people at the same time. They are serving their parishioners in translating . . . the Word of God to them. . . . Parishioners are able to understand and have their faith and grow their faith. So that’s a valuable job.”14 He went on to talk about firefighters and police officers, who are not ranked as highly as clergy in his hierarchy of calling, yet he sees these jobs as rewarding because they serve people. Outside clergy, he views being a teacher as perhaps the highest spiritual calling because teachers serve so many kids. In contrast, he had quite a negative view of those doing more menial tasks: “I would be fearful if somebody felt like they were doing the Lord’s work handing somebody a cup of coffee,” he concluded. “You know, it’s just not the same. It is not the same.”

      Even those who are not part of the Christian tradition tend to think work that helps others directly is both more spiritual and, hence more valuable than work that does not have this direct interpersonal interaction. For example, a practicing Muslim who works as part of the technical staff in a for-profit company explained:

      
        Certainly, I would say . . . being a doctor is a more appealing job, in terms of serving humanity, and, for example, working for nonprofit organizations, working for organizations helping people, wherever that may be. So, that could be nonprofit, it could be NGOs [nongovernmental organizations]. It could be education as well. I do see those being higher in value [spiritually] than other types of jobs.15

      

      Among those Christians we interviewed, there was a consistent lack of imagination for how their jobs could be viewed as in any way connected to their faith. This was true even when the jobs at least indirectly served others and helped people. For example, a university student we interviewed who is working part time on the business side of a hospital thought that the jobs that had “a lot more hands-on interaction with the patients” were more valuable than his.16 In particular, he singled out those who are there for patients “when they are suffering and when they pass,” “like the doctors and nurses,” as those who are doing truly spiritual work. Even though he is doing important work and “helping the mission,” he believes people in jobs like his, who are working more behind the scenes, are not doing work that is as meaningful.

      A privilege of the privileged. It was often especially hard for working-class individuals to see how the kinds of jobs they did served God. We found that those in blue-collar work, in entry-level service jobs, or engaged in the freelance (“gig”) economy often have difficulty viewing their work as more than a means of making money or imagining how their work matters to God.17 From their vantage point, it is hard to see how a person can be empowered through work to bring positive changes to the workplace or the larger world. There can be structural, cultural, or financial factors that restrict a person’s ability to pursue a job that is viewed as meaningful or experienced as a calling.

      Many of us have been shaped by our culture to minimize the value of some kinds of work, and this translates into how we understand the spiritual meaning of work. Elaine remembers the choir director at the church she grew up in; he seemed larger than life to her child eyes, to have so much power in the congregation as he moved his hands, and voices making beautiful sounds responded in unison. She was incredibly surprised one day when, driving around the neighborhood with her grandmother, she saw him get out of a washing machine repair truck. Her image of this man as being powerful was blown. She remembers her grandmother saying that this was “his day job so he could feed his family and do the work of the Lord for the church on the weekends.” Neither she nor her grandmother had the tools from their congregation to imagine how this man could be serving God through his work as a washing machine repairman.

      Our research shows that the experience of calling is often perceived to be a privilege of the privileged. Outside professional jobs that focus on helping others, many view only jobs with high levels of power or high responsibility as ones to which it is possible to be called. Figuring out whether one job is more spiritually valuable than another “depends on the level that you’re at,” a middle-aged Christian man who works as a program manager told us.18 In his sense of things, those in jobs where they have more power and agency may also have a chance to do things to support ministry, even from within their corporate jobs. Those who have “reached a certain level,” he said, “they can have a little bit more influence where you can guide funds, maybe influence the charitable giving that a company does back out to the community, and think you may have more of an impact there.”

      This perception that those at the top of the organization are more likely to have a calling was not simply a function of outsiders looking in. We found self-assessments of calling to be consistent with this notion that those who are more influential in the organization are more likely to feel they have a calling. People at the top of their organizations are more likely to agree that their work is a spiritual calling than those at the bottom of their organizations (26 percent vs. 16 percent).19 Those who view their work as a calling are most likely to be in senior-level roles in their organizations. There are a couple of plausible reasons for this. While being at the top of an organization might help foster a sense of calling, it could also be that individuals who feel called to their work tend to move up to the top of an organization.20 Under certain conditions, it could also be a function of maturity, bringing more thoughtful reflection (although we want to be careful not to assume here that those at the top of an organization are the wisest, while those at the bottom of the organization are less so). Often inequality factors are at play as well.

      In what might appear to be a contradiction, we also found that workers who make less money are more likely to see their work as a calling than are those who report higher incomes. For instance, workers with annual household incomes under $89,000 were more likely to see their work as a calling (22 percent) than were those with household incomes of $180,000 or more (17 percent). It may be that the kinds of jobs, roles, or industries in which people are likely to have the highest incomes are also those that align less with people’s intuitive sense of meaningful jobs (i.e., those that serve others directly).

      These findings may also reflect a difference between those who work in for-profit settings (where a high organizational level is likely to correlate with a high income) and those who work in nonprofit settings (where a high organizational level is less likely to correlate with a high income, but employees are more likely to see their work as a calling). When we look at workers in different sectors, we find that about 14 percent of workers in the for-profit sector feel spiritually called to their work compared with 36 percent of those in the nonprofit sector.21

      There is research that can help us understand why those who work in the nonprofit sector experience higher levels of spiritual calling, specifically Edward Deci’s work on the over-justification effect. Deci, an organizational psychologist, found that the more people are paid for a task they enjoy, the more they tend to minimize the intrinsic motivation for that task. “It appears that money—perhaps because of its connotation and use in our culture—may act as a stimulus, which leads the [research] subjects to a cognitive reevaluation of the activity from one which is intrinsically motivated to one which is motivated primarily by the expectation of financial rewards,” he writes in one study. “In short, money may work to ‘buy off’ one’s intrinsic motivation for an activity. And this decreased motivation appears, (from the results of the field experiment), to be more than just a temporary phenomenon.”22 Think about the kinds of tasks that you might be willing to do when volunteering for a good cause that you would not be excited to do as part of a paid job. For example, many Christians engage in mission trips where they do manual labor to build houses, churches, or wells for those in other countries, but many of those same people would not consider pursuing that same kind of work for paid employment upon their return. (In some sense we experience more meaning in a job with low or no compensation compared with a job where we are well paid.) So, while it could be that individuals who follow their calling are more likely to find themselves in nonprofit jobs where their work centers on helping others and fulfilling a meaningful purpose, or that workers who make less money ascribe a sense of calling to their work to make up for lower compensation, it could also be that workers lose the feeling that their work is a calling the more money they make.

      Those who see their work as a calling also tend to feel their work is important beyond making money—thinking more about achieving personal fulfillment and making a difference in the world through their work.23 In responding to the statement, “The primary reason I work is to make money,” fewer than half of people (47 percent) who viewed their work as a spiritual calling agreed, compared with 68 percent of those who do not feel called to their work. So, while making money and having a sense of calling are not mutually exclusive, there does seem to be a tension there, with a focus on making money associated with a lower likelihood of viewing work as a calling and vice versa.

    

    
    
      MORE AND LESS SPIRITUAL ASPECTS OF JOBS

      In every job, there are some aspects that are positive and, even in the best of jobs, aspects that are difficult, mundane, or menial. Here are the kinds of things we heard from people: “I feel like I am serving God when I am caring for students, but compliance with state-mandated standards seems meaningless.” “I love envisioning the big picture of my job as a CEO but can’t stand getting in the weeds of the administrative work.” “I really appreciate the spiritual impact of helping keep others away from germs through providing a clean room, but the punching in and out on the clock seems to have little purpose.” We found that there are aspects of jobs that are deemed more spiritual than other aspects.

      Our interviews with workers in a variety of jobs revealed that the parts of jobs that are more administrative (think about the classic “paper pushing” or writing endless emails) seem more secular and less meaningful, while the aspects of jobs that are geared more toward one-on-one personal relationships (the aspects of jobs that “help people,” as many of our respondents said) are deemed more spiritual and aligned with calling. A librarian said it is the aspects of jobs that are more directly related to service that are “probably more valuable work,” while a wedding coordinator said it is the aspects of “jobs that give you more of an opportunity to actually interact with people. You know, [those are the more spiritual] if you’re getting more of an opportunity to touch people.”24 The CFO of a credit union told us: “Maybe some [aspects of] jobs have more potential impact because . . . they’re interfacing, interacting with more people. . . . Maybe you just interact with just a handful of people, whereas you could have somebody like a teller at a branch, you’re meeting a lot more people and so you have a lot more opportunity to interact with people that way,” even though there are other aspects of being a teller that involve simply counting money.25

      The workers we talked with were aware of the aspects of their jobs they see as meaningful and aligned with their perceptions of calling as well as those aspects that are less meaningful and less aligned with their perceptions of calling. Rarely, however, do they have the agency or tools to change the aspects of their jobs they feel are less important or to spend more time doing what they see as the spiritual aspects of their jobs.

    

    
    
      JOBS WITH NO REDEMPTIVE POSSIBILITIES

      There are some jobs that workers see as having no potential at all to serve God and as explicitly counter to Christian teachings, and in our research Christian workers are very clear on what sorts of jobs these are. It was not surprising to us that those we interviewed mentioned jobs in bars and strip clubs—which involve tobacco and alcohol or what they see as sinful use of sexuality—as those that have no possibility for spiritual influence. Some even said these jobs are “evil.”

      A man who manages a logging company said straightforwardly, “There are some jobs that I think do not honor and glorify God.”26 As he started listing these jobs, he said he would not be “involved . . . in the alcohol or tobacco industry . . . and I’m not saying that it’s wrong to use alcohol at all. . . . But there is nothing about tobacco . . . that is a benefit. But I would say that the Bible does talk about the use of alcohol, at least medicinally, as being appropriate, and most people don’t use it that way, so therefore I would not be involved in—in producing it.”

      A graphic artist told us that he has “made a conscious choice not to take jobs that would violate certain biblical principles, or things that I don’t think would be honoring to God. So, you know, I’ve had offers to do logos for strip clubs, and I told them I can’t do it. I’ve had people try to hire me to design logos for pot dispensaries, and I’ve told them . . . I can’t do that [laughs].”27 He has questions that help him make these decisions, he said: “God gave me these talents, what am I using them for? Would he be pleased with the things that I’m promoting with my skills, or would he be displeased? And I use that as a guide.” A woman who works as a caretaker said, “If you are going to work at a bar,” then “that would have nothing to do with faith and would hence not be a job that honors God.”28

      Those we interviewed thought people who work in jobs that “chase money” have minimal or no spiritual influence; they had little vision for how these kinds of jobs could be spiritual. According to a reimbursement analyst: “I do believe that there are positions where people are able to serve God with their approach to life. . . . I think a job such as teaching and counseling and stuff like that is kind of . . . more lined up with God’s will. But not my job, where my main purpose is to make sure that the doctor I work for simply gets the amount of money he should get [laughs].”29 Workers we interviewed also said that jobs do not serve God if they take an individual away from church. For example, a woman who packs flour that is used to manufacture bread told us that a job is less valuable or even sinful if it leads you away from God.30 She said that at one point she had a job with a very good salary, earning more than she does now, but she was “unable to go to church.” Because she felt the job was taking her away from God, she decided to switch to a lower-paying job that allows her more time to participate in her congregation.

    

    
    
      PUTTING LIMITS ON WORK

      We will spend a lot of time critiquing the view that work is secular, and we ourselves align heavily with the view that most work can be redeemed. In the next chapter, we will examine ways to diminish the sacred-secular divide between work and worship.

      But there is one way in which seeing work as secular might have a positive effect. We want you to slow down here and take in the possibility that there can be a danger in viewing one’s work as sacred: our work can feel so meaningful and important that it inadvertently becomes an idol, something that is more important to us than even God, and we can come to see our work for pay as the most important and potentially only kind of calling we have.

      There are many examples of individuals who have elevated their work above all else and ultimately failed at the other important things in life. We can readily point to movie stars, political leaders, Fortune 500 CEOs—and sometimes even pastors—whose skills are admired and revered by many, yet who have wrecked their marriages or have children who do not speak to them because they have given everything to their work. It is common to hear the advice that work should take a back seat to other demands in life: “When you are on your deathbed, you aren’t going to wish you’d put in more time at the office,” the expression goes. Putting all of our hope, meaning, and purpose into our work can lead to depression and even death, hence the saying, “He worked himself to death!” A social-scientific sidenote on the gendered pronoun here: Research shows that, historically, men, particularly those who had high-powered jobs, have been much more likely than women to experience depression or even die shortly after they retired because they had little outside of work that gave them true meaning. Researchers have hypothesized that one of the reasons women often have better health outcomes than men in retirement is that they are more likely to have meaningful pursuits outside their work. Friendships and family relationships, which women are socialized to value, turn out to be associated with better mental and physical health and longevity. Yet, recent increases in US death rates for women are attributed by some researchers to be the result of more women moving into the kinds of high-powered, identity-totalizing careers that until recently have been occupied mainly by men.31

      Professionals often spend most of their waking hours at work and many of the remaining hours thinking about work. Our research shows that it is especially challenging to put limits on work that is connected to helping people (such as medical work, teaching, or social work). It is also hard to put limits on work when you are part of an industry that sees long hours as a badge of honor, such as medicine, the tech and legal industries, or academic work in universities. Workplaces and different job types often have cultures that we begin to embody without having space to think about it. In our quest to show the limits of seeing work as secular, we do not want to inadvertently advocate a perspective that sees all of life as work. We need to ask ourselves, “What is work doing to me?”
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