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TO MY DAD

You were always proud of me,

In my work and especially as a son,

A reminder of God’s never-changing love
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Part 1
Why Prioritize
Work at Church?





1
Why Pastoring for
Monday Matters
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I’VE NEVER MET A PASTOR who didn’t want to make more and better disciples of Jesus. To nurture a growing community that was learning to follow Christ in every moment and every place, worshiping God and loving their neighbor in increasing measure. But in the early years of my pastoral leadership, I noticed that there was a common struggle that many Christ-followers experienced for which I didn’t have many good answers.

The struggle I’m referring to goes by many names. The Sunday-to-Monday gap. The challenge of an integrated life. The worship and work chasm. It’s the struggle to meaningfully and consistently experience life as a follower of Jesus in the place where people spend most of their time—in their daily labors, whether paid or unpaid.

Can a middle manager in a company with six thousand employees carry a sense of joining in God’s mission for the world? Can a person working in HVAC sales embrace a sense of calling from God, first to know him and be known by him, and then to be sent to represent and honor him in their sales role? Can a software engineer working on code for an app keep in step with the Spirit? Can a real estate developer negotiating a land sale grow in their love and devotion to God, not in spite of their job but through it and because of it?

These questions, for me, are deeply personal before they are pastoral or professional. These questions make me think about my dad, who passed away a few years ago.


My Father’s Story

Kenneth Rusten spent forty years as a public school administrator, always in towns of less than one thousand people. The schools were small by any measure, and some grades would have less than ten students in a classroom. These are class sizes that are so small that even if you were valedictorian, you might wonder if you could claim you were in the top 10 percent of your class on the college application. Even so, my school left an enduring impact, serving as a vital lifeline for every family in our small town.

A few years before my dad passed away, I had a chance to ask him about his work. His eyes lit up and his voice became animated as he explained what made his job meaningful. Dad started talking about his early years, as he worked long hours, flying down to the Twin Cities on numerous occasions for several court cases before finally winning approval to build a new high school in his small town.

As I asked my dad about the significance of the new Grygla High School, he quickly recounted the exact percentage of students going directly into the workplace after graduation: 90 percent. In other words, the high school, not a college, would need to be the center of vocational training for emerging adults. To provide students with legitimate opportunities to work and earn a wage after graduation, under my dad’s leadership, the school prioritized five areas of vocational training, which at the age of eighty-two (almost fifty years after his work there), he rattled off without hesitation: metals, carpentry, auto tech, business, and home foods.

Then, he listed the companies where the high school graduates found jobs: Marvin Windows, Polaris, Arctic Cat. It was evident that my dad found delight in working to help rural kids in northern Minnesota find stable jobs after high school, so they might experience economic dignity. And over time, the small school helped provide an economic lift to the entire region.

He did this work with scant resources and meager budgets, shrewdly saving every possible dime for future needs. In a twist of irony, soon after my dad retired from his final school assignment, a new gas pipeline and a large flour mill were built on the outskirts of town. Both brought a significant amount of tax revenue to the school district—the school would no longer need to pinch pennies on such a tight budget.

Even so, years later, a local farmer was talking to my dad and commented, “Ken, it seemed like when you worked at the school, we always had money.” Actually, it was quite the opposite. But my dad was a wise manager with the little he had been given. He loved others by finding a way to save money for larger projects that could help students flourish long after they graduated.

And then, every single Sunday, we’d show up at church. My memory is not exhaustive, and I don’t mean to be uncharitable, but I don’t think there was a single moment when my dad ever heard his pastor or a leader in the church say, “Ken, thank you for serving as a high school superintendent. God has you exactly where he wants you. The school where you work is your parish, and the teachers and students you serve are your flock.1 I know your work isn’t easy. How are you doing? How can we as a church be praying for you in your ministry?”

There are many other ways they could have communicated the same message, but they never came. And as far as I know, they never came for any of the other members of our congregation, whose days were filled with tilling fields and fixing engines and caring for children.

In their silence, it seems as if they didn’t care. Maybe God didn’t care. As my dad woke up at six every morning and sometimes worked late into the evening so that a tiny school in a rural community could provide small-town kids an opportunity to learn and eventually find jobs in the economy, was God up in heaven yawning with boredom, or tapping his watch, impatiently waiting for my dad to do something more important with his life? The biblical witness, not to mention the example of the church throughout history, leads me to say I cannot believe it.

Perhaps I’m being unfair—after all, growing up, I suspect my pastors were doing the best they knew how to do. So I’ll state it positively: I think it would have made a huge difference in my dad’s life if he had heard some version of those words of recognition, blessing, and encouragement. I’m guessing they would have been words of life. I’m guessing they would have helped to enliven his faith and engage him more deeply in the church.

And if this had been done consistently, I imagine that the church of my youth would have increased my dad’s propensity to expect God’s activity at school board meetings and in hallway conversations with parents at music concerts. Perhaps my dad would have been reminded as a direct result of his church attendance to lean on God’s sustaining grace and the Spirit’s empowerment as he engaged in difficult conversations with disruptive students, or to listen and discern God’s direction as he prepared board reports and negotiated salary contracts with teachers.

My dad didn’t lack purpose in his work. But his church never helped him see that his work was also connected to God’s purposes in the world. He never heard that his place of work was a place of spiritual formation and ministry. In reflecting on my dad’s life and in listening to the stories of so many church members across the country, I have come to see that my dad wasn’t alone. Call it vocational unawareness. Mechanics, insurance brokers, middle managers, caregivers, and so many others have never heard directly from their church how God sees, values, and stands ready to empower his people amid the stresses, joys, and necessity of work.

But this reality was only one version of the Sunday-to-Monday gap. I began to see other iterations as I stepped into the world of pastoral ministry. I would regularly hear God’s people wrestling with a variety of experiences, all unique, and yet all united in how they confirmed the challenge of living an integrated life.




Vocational Restlessness

I’ll never forget a conversation I had with a congregation member while pastoring at a church in the Midwest. I was recruiting a team for a summer mission trip to a Latin American country, where we would be working with a local partner to serve at-risk children in their neighborhood. We interviewed all interested participants from the church to learn about why they were hoping to join us.

“So Greg, why are you interested in coming on the trip?” I asked. I wasn’t expecting to hear anything too novel. Most people expressed some version of God’s heart for the world and the bigness of God’s kingdom, and wanting to see God at work in a different place. But I was taken aback by Greg’s succinct answer. “I want to go on this trip because I don’t get to do what you get to do.”

I knew exactly what he meant and it broke my heart. These were not words of flattery, as if he wanted my job. They were not words of levity, as if he were trying to make me laugh. They were words of longing—for a more meaningful experience, even if just for a week, than his daily life could give.

In Greg’s professional life, he worked as an executive for a national clothing brand. He managed a large team with a large budget. His department was focused on growing the school uniform portion of the business, and they were stuck in a period of stagnation. As he endured late hours at the office and difficult conversations with employees and the management team, he was tired and frustrated.

On the surface, Greg was struggling with a stressful season of work, of the sort that would be challenging for any person. But below the surface, Greg struggled with something much deeper. A nagging suspicion drained him of emotional energy. He didn’t seem to believe God cared about his work—much less that his role leading a team selling school uniforms had anything to do with God’s kingdom.

This version of the Sunday-to-Monday gap is a struggle with vocational restlessness.

Greg was not necessarily expressing a desire to leave his work situation but to search for purpose and spiritual impact outside it. He deeply wanted his life to count for Christ. He believed the gospel and was seeking to live a life dependent on God’s grace. And yet he was spiritually restless at his current post.

A one-week mission trip to a Latin American country would serve to give Greg a taste of God-honoring work and purpose. In his mind, a mission trip to a foreign country represented real ministry, the activity God might be pleased with. To be sure, God cared deeply about the work going on to serve children in the Latin American context. But for Greg, managing a large group of people at a national clothing brand didn’t have much to do with following Jesus. At the very least, it didn’t seem like a meaningful contribution to living in God’s kingdom.

As Greg’s pastor, I longed for something different. It wasn’t that I was disappointed with him for his answer or that I didn’t sympathize with his difficult circumstances at work. But I wondered what formational influences had led Greg to experience such a chasm of experiencing God’s presence and believing God delighted in him as a child of God during church-sponsored activities, versus the perceived absence of God’s delight and a lack of sensing that he was joining God’s mission in the world through his daily life at work.

After all, our church was a Bible-believing, gospel-centered, Christ-exalting church. We emphasized relying on grace and trusting Christ and walking with the Spirit. We encouraged spiritual disciplines and preached the Word of God. We weren’t a perfect church, but by many measures we were a healthy church. But Greg’s experience left me with a haunting question: How many people in the congregation felt as he did?

As a church leader, I didn’t assume our church or any other church he had attended was entirely to blame. But I also didn’t assume we were off the hook either. Had we missed opportunities to help our entire congregation embrace a sense of mission, not merely in their church coordinated activities but especially where they showed up every day as salt and light—in their work in the city, whether paid or unpaid?

I came to realize that Greg’s experience was only one iteration of the gap. There were several others.




Vocational Disillusionment

Elaine loved the church. She was engaged in Bible studies and volunteered on Sundays. In my conversations with her, she had a deep interest in spiritual formation and a curiosity for how biblical principles applied to leadership development. In many ways, she was a model Christian, growing spiritually with a deep commitment to the local church.

During the week, Elaine also held a demanding job as an executive in a large healthcare system. She was good at it. She had a graduate degree from a prestigious university. She led a large team. She was on the fast track to the C-Suite.

But Elaine had a nagging sense that she wanted to make a more direct impact for the kingdom of God in her work—a place where her Christian faith could be expressed openly and often. She prayed about what she should do and landed on an answer—she would quit her current job in healthcare and start a Christian-oriented business. Not only would she hire employees who were fellow Christians, but the products they sold would help Christ-followers to communicate their faith wherever they went.

With hundreds of hours of work and all the grit it takes to start a business, Elaine launched her new brand. Team members were hired. A website was created. Designs were submitted. Marketing ensued. Weeks turned into months. But the idea wasn’t catching on. In the first year, sales didn’t grow as they would need to in order to sustain the business.

I saw Elaine try to remain resilient, but I also sensed that she was frustrated and maybe a bit embarrassed that things hadn’t worked out. As we talked, it was clear that she had grown disillusioned with God’s leading. “I really thought God was leading me to do this. If he called me to do it, and I stepped out in faith, why did the business end up failing?”

Elaine’s story was multifaceted. It encompassed her understanding of how God leads us and how we hear his voice. It challenged her theological vision of success and failure. It also was tied up with her sense of which kinds of work please God, and where she could be used for his purposes.

While Elaine’s willingness to take an entrepreneurial risk and trust God was admirable, her vocational disillusionment was unsettling to her faith. In God’s providence, we often grow spiritually when our faith is disrupted. But watching Elaine walk through this journey, I was again confronted with uncomfortable pastoral questions: Had we been pastorally misleading, always telling stories of how trusting God led to success? Had we adequately provided a much richer and more truthful account of God’s presence with us, even when we fail at work? Had the church failed to help Elaine, and those like her, with formational experiences and themes regarding the vocational life?




Vocational Woundedness

If some were vocationally unaware, like my dad, or vocationally restless, like Greg, and others were vocationally disillusioned, like Elaine, still others were vocationally wounded, like Edmund.

As a pastor, I was hearing stories from across the country that were resonant with my local experience. One came from the testimony of Edmund Moy, the director of the US Mint from 2006–2011. A committed follower of Christ, he had seen great success in business throughout his life and was a leader in his local church. But a storm was brewing at the beginning of Moy’s appointment. The subprime mortgage crisis would threaten the existence of several banks and prominent financial institutions, and Moy was thrust into a central role of serving the country in the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression.

That role would require exhausting, long days at the office, seeking solutions that would affect the lives of tens of millions of people who were suffering economic hardship. Needless to say, during that season Moy wasn’t leading small groups at his church or volunteering for Sunday school. Because of his absence, the church elders put Moy’s membership status on probation—they determined that his dedication to his work was not fitting for a Christian who was called to put God first. As Moy told his story, I could hear the pain he bore even years after the event.

This might seem like a gross example of ecclesiastical overreach and a giant lesson in missing the point, but as I’ve talked to workers across the country, I hear echoes of this struggle being expressed.

At times, congregation members carry wounds as their work is overlooked and not counted as a significant place of ministry. I heard one such story from a blue-collar worker I’ll call Reggie. As a machinist, he spent a lifetime working on gears and mentoring a younger generation to learn a trade that keeps all kinds of machines that we rely on every day functioning properly. In this blue-collar setting, he had personally mentored many young apprentices, modeling and teaching them the values of God’s kingdom.

With tears in his eyes, Reggie told an audience at a gathering, “This is painful to say, but I’ve lost hope in the church. I’ve been a part of thirteen different churches, and only one has been interested in my work or affirmed my work as a place of ministry.” In Reggie’s experience, the church’s position was that ordinary working life didn’t count for Christ. Ministry was the work of a chosen few who were sold out for Jesus. If he had value at all, it was to write checks for those who were doing the real work of being on mission—people in paid church or missionary roles.

Sometimes the Sunday-to-Monday gap means workers feel their Sunday gathering at church does nothing to affirm or commission them in their daily ministry. This can happen through blatant devaluation of work (as in the case of Edmund), or through consistent silence (as in the case of Reggie).

Taken together, these vocational vignettes do not encompass the breadth of ways people experience the struggle to integrate Sunday worship and Monday work. But in my pastoral work, these vignettes were clues that our discipleship in the church was not consistently comprehensive or durable enough to help people live integrated lives of following Jesus amid the day-to-day realities of work.




A New Story for Work

God’s people need to hear a new story for their work. The story is that the tip of the spear, the daring frontline, the beating heart of God’s mission in the world is wherever his people, the church, filled with his Spirit, scatter to represent him and serve others amid their everyday work, whether paid or unpaid. Ordinary work is neither a disruption from what God cares about—the thing that pulls us away from the spiritually important stuff—nor a distraction from the gospel. As Steven Garber has said, “Vocation is integral, not incidental, to the missio Dei.”2 Jesus’ call to “go and make disciples” is just as relevant for an individual who goes into a corporate marketing job, or for a carpenter at a job site, as one who goes to Abu Dhabi to plant a church. Some go to Jerusalem and Judea, while others go to the ends of the earth.




My Pastoral Journey

This message existed below the waterline of my theological convictions for many years—present but not yet visible. I’ve been in leadership positions in several churches through the years, but my experience at one church in particular deeply shaped my conviction that helping followers of Jesus have confidence that they have been sent into their places of work, paid or unpaid, to experience God and represent him to the world is vitally important.

I joined the staff of Christ Community Church in Kansas City in January of 2009. Led by Senior Pastor Tom Nelson, the church was planted in 1989 and has grown to become a multisite parish model with five campus locations in the Kansas City metro area.

In the early 2000s Tom Nelson made a purposeful, significant shift in the church’s ministry priorities. In a display of leadership humility, he confessed to his congregation that he had been spending the majority of his time equipping people for a minority of their lives, focused on attendance at church programming rather than prioritizing how following Christ would shape the places where people spent most of their time—at work, whether paid or unpaid.3

This conviction led to a number of changes in the way the church prioritized vocational discipleship, and it deeply shaped my pastoral paradigm. But what affected me as much or more than the example of my fellow pastors was the collective impact I saw these priorities make on the congregation. Members embraced a sense of calling and purpose in the spaces where they worked each day. It was both consistent and diverse in its expression. I was changed because I saw a vibrant example of the church, being the church, at work.




Made to Flourish

In 2015, I joined the staff of Made to Flourish, founded by Tom Nelson, as its first executive director. Our task from the very beginning has been to come alongside pastors and churches across the country to empower them to integrate faith, work, and economic wisdom for the flourishing of their communities. We long to see the local church form people in the gospel for all of life.

In the time since our founding, I have had the privilege of leading and learning from a growing movement of leaders, whether pastors or deacons or elders or simply engaged members, who both pray for revival and seek to help the whole church live out faith in the context of daily work. They consistently communicate how formation in Christ and life in the Spirit is lived out in faithful, excellent, cruciform-shaped, grace-informed work—in the classroom, boardroom, workshop, and restaurant.

They are living examples that show the Sunday-to-Monday gap doesn’t have to be the lived experience of most church members. They are charting a different path, and a growing number of churches across the country are embracing it. In the pages that follow, we’ll explore what that can look like, whether you lead or attend a church in Manhattan, New York, or Manhattan, Kansas.

Other books and essays have done a fine job of articulating the biblical story of work, the expansive mission of God, and the wide variety of callings of his people in the world, so I won’t be redundant.4 Instead, I’m offering something else—reliable models and paradigms on how this might take shape in a local congregation.

It is for this reason that I write this book—to help us reimagine and inhabit a new way for local churches to form Christians who follow, represent, and commune with Christ amid their daily work. What would it look like if it became normative for local churches to know, affirm, equip, and commission congregation members to embrace a sense of calling and mission in their everyday labors? What language would be avoided? What practices would be prioritized?

These questions are all the more urgent because there is another group of people who do not regularly attend worship services at church, and their numbers are growing. I’m talking about onlookers—or the group that researchers call the “nones,” people who are religiously unaffiliated or who have left the church and no longer believe the gospel.5

Church attendance is no longer the default setting for a majority of Americans, and it hasn’t been for some time. This is not breaking news. Researchers like Ryan Burge have noted that something like 40 million American adults have left churches in the past twenty-five years, the fastest pace in any twenty-five-year period in US history.6 This trend is consistent across every denomination, race, and area of the country. We are not merely living in a post-Christian age, we are living in a pluralistic society.

While this might seem like old news, it prompts an important question. If a growing number of people aren’t coming to church, how will they see and experience the gospel put on display? Where will the truth and transforming nature of Christ become plausible? The gospel is embodied and becomes plausible as Christ-followers, as salt and light, serve their neighbors amid their daily work.

Work matters to God—it must matter to his church. If you are a leader in the church, I know you likely believe that, perhaps even deeply. But alongside conviction, we must also adopt concrete, repeated practices that demonstrate our conviction. I don’t mean to suggest that pastors need to become experts on the ways modern work is conducted and experienced. Rather, as shepherds of God’s flock, there are meaningful paradigms and practices that we can adopt to help the entire people of God embrace the task of mission in whatever area of work they serve.

And of course, even the best practices are useless without the enlivening Spirit of God. So we pray, may God our Father, by his Spirit, bring to fruition your every good intention to help your congregation live out the gospel in their everyday work. We ask this so that God may be glorified in his people and among the nations. Amen.









2
Why Disciplemaking
Must Include Work


[image: ]


PUT FIRST THINGS FIRST. It’s a reliable principle for every human endeavor. The most seasoned pianist practices their scales. Experienced golfers start with their grip and stance. Master chefs prep their ingredients before cooking the meal. Long-lasting marriages prioritize connection. Every realm of human life keeps coming back to certain first principles.

Following Jesus has its own set of firsts. Repent and believe the gospel. Seek first the kingdom of God. Stay connected to the vine. Love God and love one another. We never graduate from these first principles.

But there is one first principle that wasn’t even on my radar as I began pastoring in a church—not only because I hadn’t seen it modeled in any churches I had been involved in but also because I had missed it in the very Bible I loved to read and help others understand. And though it is found throughout the pages of the Bible, it comes with striking clarity in the Gospel of Luke, beginning with the ministry of John the Baptist.

John the Baptizer was an eccentric man, even by first-century standards, with a camelhair cloak and a diet of locusts dipped in honey. In the tradition of the prophets of old, he lived in the wilderness and preached the opposite of a seeker-sensitive message to anyone who would listen—“You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. . . . Every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire” (Lk 3:7-9).

I’m not sure if John shouted through a bullhorn, but that is the picture I have in my mind. If I had been John’s communications director, I would have told him it was a broken ministry model. But against all odds, people flocked to listen to him down at the river.

And from what we are told, the crowds weren’t curious observers or amused spectators. They were coming with spiritual urgency, confessing their sins, being baptized, and earnestly wanting to know what repentance would require of their lives. This is every pastor’s dream—people so moved by the Spirit that they eagerly long to understand what aligning with God’s kingdom requires.

But then in Luke 3:12, the text provides a curious detail. We are told that different groups of people, labeled by their occupation, had come to speak with John. “Even tax collectors came to be baptized. ‘Teacher . . . what should we do?’” And again in Luke 3:14, “Then some soldiers asked him, ‘And what should we do?’”

This is a remarkable moment, unique in all the Gospels. We can conclude through inference that this group of tax collectors and soldiers was asking a loaded question—not merely asking about the broad requirements of repentance. They wanted to know what repentance would mean for their daily work.

When Luke draws our attention to these tax collectors and soldiers, we are invited to ask a more expansive question: What does repentance and aligning with the kingdom of God have to do with work? John’s reply is instructive.


Repentance Should Address Daily Work

First, John shows that turning back to God and bearing fruit must start with work. To the tax collectors he said, “Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” and to the soldiers, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your pay” (Lk 3:13-14).

Perhaps these were obvious answers given that tax collecting and soldiering were both widely known for being rampant with corruption. But John could have started by saying, “Now that you want to turn your life around and are asking where to start, the first thing you must do is come to synagogue and start reading Torah.”

Now most certainly, shortly after their time down at the river, this group of tax collectors and soldiers would be instructed by spiritual leaders to start meditating on Torah to live the Psalm 1 life. They would hear the law taught and explained in the synagogue. They would meet God fearers and observant Jews along the way. They would learn to pray throughout the day. They might start giving alms to the poor.

But John didn’t start there. The first topic John chose to address in explaining the requirements of repentance was his listeners’ interactions in the marketplace and how they represented God’s ways in the daily work of tax collecting and soldiering. After all, that’s where they lived their lives. That’s where they encountered their neighbors. The horizontal implications of repentance started at work.

The discipleship insight is clear. A first concern of new faith and of ongoing repentance must pertain to our daily work. To fail to start with work is to ignore the place where people spend most of their time following Jesus. It is one of the first areas of our lives where we are called to, in John’s words, “produce fruit in keeping with repentance” (Lk 3:8).




Repentance Addresses Specific Work Situations

Second, John shows that repentance must be applied to the actual tasks we take on at work. John didn’t give these workers the same generic answer about the first step in their discipleship. Repentance wasn’t a vague returning to God but specific and anchored in a current work reality.

In the first century, tax collecting functioned almost like a commission-based role. The Roman government hired chief tax collectors (like regional IRS representatives) to manage local tax collectors who worked under them. Rome would let the chief tax collectors know how much tax was due from their district or region, and they were responsible for collecting that much money and returning it to Rome.

But the tax collectors didn’t get paid by Rome. Caesar wasn’t sending out W-2 forms at the end of the year. Their take-home pay was based on the amount they overcharged households, and once they paid the regional tax bill, everything left over was profit.1

It is easy to imagine how this trade was prone to exploitation. While not all tax collectors would have been unjust, the mode of collection itself suffered from what economists call information asymmetry—regular people didn’t know what their actual tax bill was, and they were powerless to find information about how much they owed. Tax collecting was lucrative because tax collectors could collect money on top of what people owed to the government and threaten those who couldn’t pay with the power of Rome.

In a similar way, corruption among soldiers was prevalent. They had a reputation of bullying people along the roads, extorting money for safe passage, and falsely accusing people and accepting bribes.2 Soldiering was not lucrative. Quite the opposite—it was a low-wage job. Kindhearted soldiers might receive a pittance. But if you became a bully using the power of the state to threaten or bribe people for safe passage, you could make a decent wage. Bullying others helped your family get ahead. Discontented with their pay from the Roman government, they found ways to pad their wages at the expense of the weak.

John knew these things. Even though he was a wilderness preacher, he wasn’t disconnected from the economic realities of people’s lives. He knew how to address two different groups of people in different occupations. He gave pastoral and prophetic counsel that was unique to each group.

Repentance must be specific enough to address the ways we might participate in the typical trappings of corruption, idolatry, or brokenness in our unique fields of work. The profit that comes from the virtuous exchange of goods and services is a biblical good.3 But in nearly every field of work, there are ways that people can skirt the rules or take advantage of others for their own economic gain.

This is as true for pastors and nonprofit leaders as it is for mechanics, dentists, or landscape architects. Following John’s example, repentance that addresses the specific economic incentives and ways to get ahead in our daily work is a priority for all disciples.




Repentance Calls Them to Stay, Not Leave Their Profession

Third, John shows that repentance doesn’t mean choosing a more “holy” profession. John could very easily have said to the tax collectors, “If you’re serious about repenting, then it’s time to do something else with your life. You are in a corrupt field. There’s no redeeming it. Your peers are going to drag you down. Make a clean break and learn a new trade—make shoes, or build houses, or farm, or become a metalworker.”

And if he had said this, the tax collectors and soldiers might have obliged. They knew more than anyone else that faithfulness in their work would require a departure from the norms of their peers, and they might face ongoing temptation to engage in their worst tendencies to exploit people—or at least bend the rules for their own gain.

But John’s direction assumes there was a path for God-honoring work as a soldier or tax collector. He expected that God’s ways could be demonstrated in those places, and people didn’t need to leave their work to fully please God. To be sure, we know there were times when Jesus called people out of their profession—Matthew stopped collecting taxes and others laid down their fishing nets. But this seems to be the exception and not the rule in the Gospels.

The discipleship implication is clear: The call to live a holy, purposeful, God-honoring life can be accomplished in nearly every field of work. Even industries known for broad corruption can have redemptive actors. In fact, we might expect that the same God who led John the Baptist to instruct people to stay in fields broadly believed to be corrupt and demonstrate a new way of working in line with his kingdom would do the same today. It seems as if God’s normative path for Spirit-led repentance is not to call people away from their fields of work to pursue a more “holy” occupation but to call them to stay in challenging fields and do things his way.




A Brilliant Missional Model

In giving this counsel, John the Baptist was not only explaining the implications of true repentance; he was also offering a brilliant strategy for growing a movement of God fearers. Had the tax collectors and soldiers left their fields of work, the world would have never encountered God’s transformative power over their vocation. This becomes clear when we place ourselves in the world of the first century.

Imagine, if you will, that you and your family live in a small village in Galilee in AD 35. Life is challenging, but with careful financial management, you can make ends meet for your family of six. But there is one time each year that puts your family in jeopardy—when the tax man comes to your house. It seems too strong to say, but if you are honest, you despise him. His arrival means your family might struggle to afford food for weeks afterward, but if you don’t pay, you may lose your house or be imprisoned.

But this year, when the tax collector knocked at your door, something strange happened. He started by saying, “You probably don’t want to see me today. I understand that. And I want to start by letting you know that I’m sorry. I’ve been overcharging you for years. I want to make things right. As far as I can tell, this bag of money represents the amount that I’ve stolen from your family. Would you forgive me for the pain I’ve caused you?

“In addition, I want you to know that I will work with you on your upcoming tax payments. I do charge a service fee—after all, that’s how I feed my family too. But let’s work together on getting your tax payments made on time.”

If that happened to you in the first century, after the shock of what you had just heard, you might weep for joy. You would certainly ask, “What in the world happened to you?” And if, however sheepishly, the tax collector let you know that his radical occupational reorientation started after being baptized at the river—that he had tasted forgiveness and repented, and was realigning his life with the Lord’s purposes—that would bring immediate credibility to the reality and power of God. This God could change anyone.

That might sound like a fanciful story. After all, how could we possibly know if this sort of transformation was ever realized in the first century? It seems like a wishful thought experiment far detached from reality. People don’t change like that. At least not that quickly.

I would be tempted to agree. Except that there is a story later in the same Gospel of Luke—written like a purposeful echo meant to remind the reader of the surprising, life-altering work of the Spirit. The story isn’t told in Matthew, or Mark, or John. Only Luke tells us the story of Zacchaeus, sixteen chapters after we hear John the Baptizer’s proclamation.

The scene is often portrayed in children’s Bibles. Jesus, surrounded by the masses, called out to the wee little tax collector by name. Zacchaeus tasted grace when the Messiah said he must have dinner at his house. The crowd gasped and whispered at the scandal of it all. What a shameful embarrassment—Jesus must not have known he was talking to a man who exploited the poor.

But then Zacchaeus could have done something unexpected. He could have made a public declaration: “Today I have been transformed—I have met Jesus—and because of it, I will immediately start reading Torah, attending synagogue, and praying three times a day. Better yet, I will find a new job and stop preying on the poor.”

According to the text, he said nothing of the sort. The first thing that Zacchaeus said after meeting Jesus and encountering grace was, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount” (Lk 19:8).

At that point, if you were in the crowd, you would have almost hoped you had been cheated by Zacchaeus—a 300 percent return on investment would be a first-century windfall. Did the crowd’s whispers of gossip turn to gasps of joyful disbelief? These were words from a chief tax collector that they had never heard before—never dreamed they would hear. The grace of Jesus in Zacchaeus’s life produced fruit, and that fruit was workplace repentance. Justice and righteousness, the foundation of God’s throne, was ruling over the tax system.

If that transformation represented Jesus’ impact in someone’s life, and it spread to all who met them, what impact would that have in the first century? What if a noticeable remnant of tax collectors and soldiers, for example, spread throughout the Roman Empire, were known to have done their work so differently that people actually looked forward to greeting soldiers on the road, and they were happy to break bread with their local tax collector because of Jesus? Surely the kingdom of God must be near.

We do have a sense of how important this was in the spread of the gospel in the first few centuries of the church. Historians have wondered how the early Christian movement, made up of a relatively small number of individuals without wealth, military power, or government connections, could grow so explosively that it would not only continue to exist but become the dominant religion of the Roman Empire by the third century.

There is widespread agreement that it was not because of intentional church outreach. After all, in many places it could be dangerous to even attend a church if you were a seeker, and many Christian communities were cautious about opening their doors to outsiders. Instead, as Alan Kreider argues, it was how Christians lived out the gospel in the places where they worked that led to the magnificent spread of the Christian faith.

Noting Justin’s Apology, Kreider writes, “The reason the friends of Christians are attracted to Christianity may well be the Christians’ distinctive approach to life issues—for example, to the ‘patient’ way the Christians operate their businesses.”4 And again, “What happened was this: Non-Christians and Christians worked together and lived near each other. They became friends.”5 Both proximity, with Christians living and working in the midst of non-Christians, and distinction, with Christ-followers living lives of mercy, grace, justice, and righteousness, were vital in the growth of the church. A God so real that he could change the unjust doings of your day job.

These early believers didn’t live out their faith with an anxious urgency for the lost, but rather they exuded a patient confidence, believing that God was on the move, that his kingdom would come as surely as yeast spreads through the dough. And therefore, they could settle into their work and represent Christ, testifying by their good and beautiful lives that Jesus was risen. He would do his work as they worked and remained faithful to his call.




Modern-Day Implications of Repentance and Righteousness at Work

But is this same approach important for our day? Does work rise to the level of a top priority as we follow Jesus’ command to make disciples who will obey everything he taught? This question can be answered when we understand what is at stake when churches fail to prioritize workplace discipleship.

Daniel. My friend Daniel is Jewish. He grew up in a home that wasn’t religiously observant. His family had spotty attendance at the local synagogue. And yet, he knew his synagogue’s Rabbi by name, as he was always present at major milestones and family celebrations like weddings, funerals, and bar mitzvahs.

When Daniel reached high school, he was spiritually curious and attended a Christian camp with a friend. It was there that Daniel came to put his trust in Christ—believing that Jesus was Israel’s Messiah.

In the dawn of new faith, he wanted everyone he knew to come to trust Christ, just as he had experienced. At the top of his list was his father. Weeks after coming home from camp, he shared his experience with his father. “Dad, I’ve become a Christian. I’m convinced that the claims of Jesus are real. I feel like a changed person. I want you to experience this too.”

His dad responded without defensiveness, but he wasn’t interested. “Son, I’m glad you’ve found something that works for you. But can I tell you something and share some perspective? I do a lot of business in our city, and I have to tell you, all the Christian business leaders I know—they aren’t great people.

“Sure, they’ll invite me to an Easter service at their church, or an outreach event they want me to attend. But in their actual lives, when they are doing business, I see these same people be ruthless, and they have refused to work with me because I’m Jewish. They are like a cruel clique—kind to insiders and brutal to outsiders. If that is what following Jesus leads to, it’s not for me.”

I don’t know if Daniel’s dad’s perception was completely fair. Still less can I say if his perspective was shaped by a small sample of a few bad apples among Christian business leaders in the city. But what Daniel and his dad’s story shows is that when Christ-followers separate their religious lives from the day-to-day tasks of business (or health care, or law, or retail, or landscaping), the consequences ripple out in every direction.

Those who are not yet Christ-followers in our cities and towns most often encounter Christ through his people in the marketplace, not by entering the doors of a church. And because of this, local churches must prioritize the connection of following Jesus to the day-to-day realities of work, paid or unpaid.

I realize this is no small claim. So I’d like to call on two witnesses—a missiologist and a pastor—two leaders who acted like forerunners, showing us how the church must emphasize the central role of work in God’s mission in a pluralistic world. This emphasis is vital for the church, especially as it seeks to thrive when it is surrounded by difference.

Witness one. First the missiologist. In 1974 a missionary named Lesslie Newbigin retired from serving as the Bishop of Madras, India, and returned home with his wife, Helen, to their home in England. They had spent thirty-eight years in India, faithfully working to spread the gospel in a pluralist society, in a place characterized by the worship of many gods.

We might imagine that Newbigin experienced a “good culture shock” after coming back to his home in Birmingham, where Christian faith was the norm. But more than noticing stark cultural differences, Newbigin saw in his native England some surprising religious similarities to where he had served as a missionary.

During the almost forty years since he had left, England had become post-Christian, and it, too, was a pluralistic society. Newbigin noticed that though the veneer of Christianity remained with the state-promoted Church of England, the British public had largely moved on from putting their hope in the living Christ.

In that post-Christian, pluralist setting, Newbigin articulated a range of important themes that were vital in promoting a new missionary movement right at home. Among his most important and consistent ideas was that gospel-believing Christians must seriously, intentionally, and deeply fashion their daily work in light of the gospel of Jesus Christ. As he would write, “The primary action of the church in the world is the action of its members in their daily work. A congregation may have no social action program and may yet be acting more effectively in secular society than a congregation with a big program of social action.”6

Newbigin did not merely envision Christians living out their faith in their work; he saw in this statement the tangible action of God’s church in the world. “The Church gathers,” he argues, “to renew its participation in Christ’s priesthood . . . not within the walls of the Church but in the daily business of the world.7” According to Newbigin, this truth should reshape the pastoral calling so that clergy and lay leaders prioritize helping “the members of the church to go out into their places in the world and there perform the healing, regenerating, teaching, saving, leavening ministries among humankind. Ministers are to be servants of the servants of God.”8

In his native England, people weren’t coming to church, so an attractional model was not a serious missionary strategy. Instead, the church needed to live in such a way in ordinary society that the gospel would become plausible to skeptical or uninterested Brits. It would not be in the cathedral that a secular England would first see Christ, but in the conference room or at the construction site.

In the American church, we find ourselves in a situation not dissimilar from Newbigin’s England of 1974. Our culture is post-Christian, yet deeply religious; skeptical of traditional forms of faith and still open to all things spiritual; not interested in what is proclaimed to be true if it is not also shown to be good. Though trend lines go up and down in the short term, over the past one or two generations, fewer people are attending church—but work, whether paid or unpaid, brings people with deep differences together in shared spaces. The gospel must come to bear in our pluralist society.

And now I must call a second witness.

Witness two. In 1989, a pastor from a rural town in Virginia took a position as a pastor in the big city. He was moving from a place that had a very high rate of church attendance to a place where church attendance and the practice of Christianity were very low. Manhattan, religiously speaking, was out of place in the America of 1989. Leading a church in Manhattan in 1989 would need to look different from leading churches in more Christian-friendly cities like Dallas, or Nashville, or in the rural community he was leaving.

The pastor’s name was Tim Keller. He was laser focused on the gospel, preached to the religious and irreligious alike, and helped people cultivate a gospel-centered life. Very early on, Keller understood that in a pluralistic setting, where people were confronted with the implications of religious difference in their daily work and where most of the culture wouldn’t be attending church, Redeemer Presbyterian would need to prioritize helping people follow Jesus in their jobs. As Keller put it,

In the West during the time of Christendom, the church could afford to limit its discipleship and training of believers to prayer, Bible study, and evangelism because most Christians were not facing non-Christian values at work, in their neighborhoods, or at school. They did not need (or did not think they needed) to reflect deeply about a Christian approach to business, art, politics . . . to name a few examples. In a missional church today, however, believers are surrounded by a radically non-Christian culture. They require much more preparation and education to “think Christianly” about all of life, public and private, and about how to do their work with Christian distinctiveness.9


Faith and work would become one of five ministry fronts of the church. Over the course of a long tenure of faithful pastoring with this focus, many New Yorkers came to trust and follow Christ. Katherine Leary Alsdorf was one such person who came to faith at Redeemer. She was a tech executive when she started attending. The gospel, delivered with passion and reason, would greatly move Katherine’s heart. After trusting in Christ, Katherine would go on to lead Redeemer’s Center for Faith and Work.

A few years back, I asked Katherine, “What impact, if any, did Tim’s emphasis on connecting the gospel to work have on your conversion?”

The directness of her answer startled me: “I wouldn’t have come to faith if I hadn’t heard a preacher connect the gospel to my work.” Because she so consistently heard a pastor address the longings of her heart and the idols she had embraced through her work, and then put them in the perspective of the gospel, she had to keep coming back each Sunday. It was a gospel whose effect was big enough to make demands on her whole life and give her resources to do her regular work with a new God-given purpose.

In Katherine’s statement, I heard echoes of Dorothy Sayers when she said of churches lifting up the importance of the secular vocation, “How can anyone remain interested in a religion which seems to have no concern with nine-tenths of [their] life?”10 Katherine heard the gospel applied to nine-tenths of her life and eventually submitted her life to Christ.

Work and its discipleship implications should be an important focus of all churches. When churches meaningfully and consistently proclaim the gospel and explain its implications for daily work, Christ-followers understand what is at stake for the ways their public discipleship influences others. And these same commitments in the church may also draw in those who are not yet Christians. When the gospel is integrally connected to nine-tenths of our lives, it is a compelling apologetic to a skeptical but seeking world.
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