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ROSS—

To Candace and William, Pierce, and Beckett

May you always be able to see how your work

can be done with God and for others

RYAN—

To Bill and Penni Van Horn


Introduction

Our Greatest Opportunity Is Daily Work


S. Truett Cathy, the founder of Chick-fil-A, said, “Food is essential to life; therefore, make it good.”
 It’s a fixture quote at Chick-fil-A restaurants now, but it’s more than a motto. Cathy’s Christian faith turned this statement into a charge to love one’s neighbor with excellence. The fast-food restaurants make food good. Millions now have the exceptional option of enjoying the chicken sandwich any time they want.
 They also made work good. Their customer service is consistently ranked the highest among all fast-food restaurants.1 The product (food) and the process (customer service) are a direct result of how a biblical view of work changes the why, what, and how of daily work.
 I (Ross Chapman) want to propose we can make the same statement about work: work is essential to life; therefore, make it good.
 What we hope you’ll find in this book is that these two parts of the statement above are a simple way to sum up what God, through Scripture, says about work.
 Would anyone argue work is not essential to life?
 Our organization’s hometown, Denver, is a city often trying to work as little as possible to make more time for play, yet even this city would say work is essential. Flexible work that pays well is highly sought after because it enables play, whether it’s winter sports in the Rocky Mountains, biking the many trails and streets of Denver, or enjoying evening entertainment and food.
 Work, then, is essential because it’s the thing that allows me to have a more desired thing. It’s the means to a self-determined end.
 That self-determined end may not be about skiing, hiking, or nightlife for you. Maybe it’s more financial resources to live comfortably or take a big vacation. Maybe it’s working enough to go on cruise control during retirement. Maybe it’s what has to be done to pay the bills. Maybe it’s what brings a preferred status among peers and family members. Maybe it’s just the rhythm and routine society has created as an attempt to keep things running and progressing.
 There is no escaping work, it seems. Work really is essential to life. But it’s essential for much bigger reasons than the ones we’ve just covered.
 Often in our local communities of faith, the story of work is untold or limited to an instrumental understanding of it, meaning our everyday work can only be a means to something more important. And that something is typically determined by us or our spiritual leaders. Countless faithful churchgoers have gotten the message their daily work is mostly about two things: (1) providing financially for the work of the church as expressed through church-led ministries, nonprofits, and missionaries, and (2) evangelism. Sometimes work is not even given an instrumental value; rather it is perceived as getting in the way of “spiritual” activities.
 Many factors contribute to low views of work—views that are limited, narrow, or negative; we’ll explore some of them in this short book. But that’s not the story of work in Scripture. Scripture has a very high view of work.
 The first thing God tells us about himself is that he is a God who works. “In the beginning God created” (Genesis 1:1). Or said another way, God worked. Out of nothing, he made the universe and everything in it. That’s more work than one person or all of humanity together can even imagine. And it’s better work than we can imagine too. God likes work and he enjoys work, so much so that it is the first thing he tells us about himself.
 Of course, God also had a purpose in the work he did—a self-determined one. But it’s one thing for God to have an instrumental view of work, because he is true, just, and wholly good; it’s quite another thing for humanity to have a self-determined view, because humanity is not wholly good, just, and true.
 Throughout this book, we’ll briefly explore God’s work and humanity’s work, and how God intended them to complement each other.
 It was his plan from the beginning that our daily work would come alongside and submit to his work and purposes. Our work adds to his work. When we do our daily work out of who he intended us to be—his image bearers given the responsibility of bringing fruitfulness to his creation—we experience a taste of what it really means to be human, to live life to the full.
 The origin story of work is good, exciting, and empowering. It’s a message about the dignity and purpose of all the daily work of humanity, not just what we consider spiritual or sacred work.
 But our everyday experience of work is broken.
 Sometimes, work is just hard and frustrating. Results do not reflect the effort given. Bad work is rewarded and good work is ignored. Systems create winners and losers. Abuses of power, injustice, and poor or evil products abound in our daily work experience. It’s toilsome and fruitless, frustratingly counterproductive, and difficult to align with God’s purposes.
 This is why so many people, including and sometimes especially Christians, assume work is bad. It’s like it is bent in the wrong direction. But the origin story of work contradicts this assumption. Work was given as a good gift and an invitation to be cocreators with God.
 When humanity rebelled against God and took work into their own hands, work got harder and less fruitful. Yet work remains essential to life, and like everything else in God’s created world, it needs redemption.
 This is why the second statement follows the first. Given that work is essential to life, make it good.
 To redeem work or to work redemptively means, simply, turning bad and broken work into good and godly work wherever it is encountered. That is the task of the worker who follows Jesus.
 If we as Christians see work the way God does, then we must find and seek to heal the brokenness in our daily work as people in the public, private, and social sectors. We must also find ways to make the work of family and the work of being a good neighbor redemptive.
 Food is indeed essential to life. As we have seen, the same goes for all work, not just the business of food—from legal documents to car repairs, from government policy to fitness equipment, and from power line maintenance to wealth management. Renowned English essayist Dorothy L. Sayers clarifies the same point in her essay “Why Work?” when she says, “When a man or woman is called to a particular job of secular work, that is as true a vocation as though he or she were called to specifically religious work.”2
 Why? Because Christians can be more than just engaged, good, or successful workers. They can be redemptive workers. Every industry needs them to be.
 Can you imagine Jesus turning a blind eye to bad systems, practices, and products in his industry of craftsmanship? Can you imagine Paul making inferior or mediocre products as a tentmaker? Jesus and Paul spent an awful lot of their time in everyday work, and I’m confident they found ways to work redemptively in their industries.
 The daily work of Christians is the church’s greatest opportunity to complement God’s work. Yet for centuries, that opportunity has been largely ignored and often squandered. It must not continue.
 What follows is a brief launching point for making your daily work redemptive that includes and goes beyond sharing your faith with a coworker, starting a workplace Bible study, or funding “spiritual” work, which are all good things. We will be challenged to think theologically about our industry and workplace, seek deep spiritual health personally, create good and beneficial work, embrace the relationships work brings, and serve others sacrificially.
 Our hope is that this introduction to a rich theology of work would enliven your life and encourage you to bring meaning to your daily work in alignment with God’s redemptive plan. When that happens, work in society will change, and people will see Jesus in a fresh, compelling way.
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The Importance of Work


If we can accept [a] broader concept of mission as Christian service in the world comprising both evangelism and social action—a concept which is laid upon us by the model of our Saviour’s mission in the world—then Christians could under God make a far greater impact on society.
 JOHN STOTT





Today, many of us are less than satisfied when it comes to our work lives. Beyond our jobs providing us with a paycheck, we don’t really see any meaning or purpose in what we do day after day. We feel isolated from our colleagues at work, uncertain when it comes to understanding our calling, and conflicted when it comes to our personal faith and our public commitments in fields such as business, education, law, and health care. Finding answers to these dilemmas is essential if we want to live integrated, vital Christian lives—not just on Sundays but on the other six days too.
 After all, we spend one-third of our adult lives at work, possibly more than ninety thousand hours. Life isn’t all about work, but it’s certainly a huge part of it. And if we don’t approach our work with an understanding of why we do what we do—in a context that is greater than ourselves—our daily lives can easily feel disconnected from our faith. It’s not intentional, of course, but our lack of coherence leads to us living in two separate and often disconnected worlds: church and work, private and public, values and facts.
 There is no poverty worse than that which takes away work and the dignity of work. In a genuinely developed society, work is an essential dimension of social life, for it is not only a means of earning one’s daily bread but also an avenue of personal growth, self-expression, the building of healthy relationships, and the exchange of gifts. Work gives us a sense of shared responsibility for the development of the world and, ultimately, for our life as a people.1


Was It Always Like This?

There was a time, according to the German sociologist Max Weber, when the world was like a “great enchanted garden”—when people understood the ordinary elements of their world and experience to be integrated into one great cosmic tapestry. Human work was thought to somehow participate in a greater, transcendent spiritual reality: there was no distinction between the sacred and the secular.
 These days, most of us don’t think about our work this way. According to Weber, starting with the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, rapid modernization, a trend toward secularization, and the bureaucratization of work converged in what he called the “disenchantment of the world.” No longer is the world viewed as an “enchanted garden” but instead as a barren, sterile environment where we feel alienated from one another and from the nature of our work.2 As a result, for most of us in Western cultures, work has become thoroughly secular, divorced from any transcendent framework of ultimate meaning, stripped of any intrinsic value, and reduced to a means to an end—which is almost always the accumulation of material wealth. Faith is divorced from reason and forced out of the public square and into our private lives.
 The net result has been a thoroughly dualistic worldview to which almost all modern Westerners subscribe without a second thought, many Christians included. Think of it this way: religious commitments have been confined to the private space and are considered inappropriate in the public square—such that if you were hosting a house party, you would expect to find guests in your living room but would be alarmed and offended to find them in your bedroom. Religious values, we might say, have been banished from the living room: what someone believes privately is their own business, so the thinking goes, but religious beliefs have no place in conversations of common concern. Thus Christianity went from being a public good to a private good, and now, in the minds of many, to a private ill.
 For the Christian, an activity that is not sinful or displeasing to God is neither sacred nor secular in itself. But much Christian thinking is unwittingly shaped by dualistic assumptions, especially when it comes to work. For example, we may initially consider traditional ministry work—such as that of pastors, missionaries, or relief workers—to be more sacred than ordinary, secular work like practicing law, fitting pipes, or teaching eighth grade science. Indeed, dualism is still alive and well among Christians. According to a recent survey, 70 percent of American churchgoers don’t see how their work serves God’s purposes, and 78 percent see their work as less important than the work of a pastor or priest.3
 This sacred/secular divide is a concept totally foreign to the New Testament, which teaches that all things done in and through Jesus Christ in the power of the Spirit are sacred.
 We have gotten ourselves on the horns of a dilemma, true enough, but the dilemma is not real. It is a creature of misunderstanding. The sacred/secular antithesis has no foundation in the Old Testament or New Testament. Without doubt, a more perfect understanding of Christian truth will deliver us from it. As A. W. Tozer has written, “One of the greatest hindrances to internal peace which the Christian encounters is the common habit of dividing our lives into two areas—the sacred and the secular.”4
 We can turn to the Bible to dissolve this false sacred/secular divide and find a way to reintegrate faith and work:

	• All things (including all industries and social systems) are being redeemed (Colossians 1:17-20).
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