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  To my wonderful colleagues


  in the School of Business and Economics


  at Seattle Pacific University


  Preface and Acknowledgments


  This book is about why business can be, and often is, a powerful tool for good in the hands of God. It is a book that celebrates the amazing way that the market works, and it sees global capitalism as one of the best hopes for addressing the problems of the world. It is a book that seeks to honor Christians who have been called into business and who have often been made to feel like second-class citizens in God’s kingdom. It seeks to affirm the intrinsic value of business work as work full of meaning and importance to God.


  However, it is also a book that argues that, for all the good that business is already doing in the world, it could do more. It seeks to challenge the dominant business paradigm of the day. It argues that a true understanding of Scripture requires that a number of assumptions that are often taken as givens be reexamined and, in many cases, turned upside down.


  As such, this book seeks to encourage and challenge at the same time. It is intended to provide business persons with a framework that will allow them to see the importance of their daily work from God’s perspective and at the same time, call them to more carefully align their practices with God’s grand plans for humanity. In short the book is trying to be both comforting and prophetic, to describe both why business matters to God and why there is still more work to be done.


  I am extremely grateful for the friends and counselors who have guided me along this path. In particular, I wish to thank my colleagues in the School of Business and Economics at Seattle Pacific University who have worked with me for many years to help develop the thoughts that I have set forth in this book. In truth, it might be fairer to list us collectively as the authors of this book—except that that would end up saddling them with the errors that I have, no doubt, made, and that would suggest a somewhat greater uniformity of views on all particulars than would be fair. I would also like to express my gratitude to my colleagues in Seattle Pacific’s School of Theology who have worked closely with our School of Business for years in commenting on, refining and shaping our thinking—thinking which has now found its way into this book.


  I am also very grateful to many friends in business, the church and the academy who have offered me counsel, read manuscripts and pushed my thinking along the way. In particular, I want to thank Dan Baumgartner, Barry Rowan and Doug Strong for their willingness to read multiple drafts and to suggest meaningful correction and improvements. I am also grateful for the assistance and encouragement of Mike Purdy, Tim Dearborn, Gary Karns, Cindy Strong and Bruce Hansen (and the men in his Bible study group).


  Finally, I must thank my family for their patience in hearing me out as I talked about these ideas ad nauseam. I thank them for their support through some of the slower parts of the process and for their constant encouragement. In particular, this book would not have happened without the loving care of my wife, Margie, to whom I am for this, and so much more, eternally grateful.


  Introduction


  In many ways I am an unlikely author of a book on why business matters to God.


  I grew up just outside of Berkeley, California, and went to high school there during the late 1960s and early 1970s. These were radical times in a radicalized place, and I was steeped in the “anti” ethos of the day. It was in the air we breathed—a kind of backdrop for all the usual traumas of adolescence. We were against the war in Vietnam. We were against the police. We were against the government. Indeed, we were against authority of any kind. Authority was “the man” and one could either actively resist it or just “turn on, tune in and drop out.”


  In this cultural milieu we were, of course, also against capitalism and business. Even without knowing where I learned this, I came to believe almost unconsciously (and certainly uncritically) that business and market economies were the source of much damage and evil in the world. Greedy capitalists were polluting the environment. Big business was profiting from the war and encouraging its continuation. Discrimination against blacks and women was rampant. Large international businesses were plundering the poor in what we referred to in those days as “third-world countries.” And so on. Moreover as a Christian I was sure that God would agree with these assessments. A radical Jesus would want the tables of these money changers and merchants overthrown and the business leaders driven from the temple.


  If you had told me as I graduated from high school that someday I would be the dean of a business school, I would have told you that you must be smoking something. (And in those days you probably would have been.)


  Fast forward thirty years. After a number of different moves in my life, that in retrospect primarily prove that God is sovereign and has a tremendous sense of humor, in 2001 I was appointed the fourth dean of Seattle Pacific University’s business school. SPU is a Christian university affiliated with the Free Methodist denomination. All of its faculty subscribe to a broadly ecumenical Christian faith statement, and I soon discovered that they took their faith very seriously. For the first time in my life I found myself working in a setting that invited me to think deeply and clearly about the discipline of business from God’s perspective.


  How It Got Started


  Against this backdrop, a few early discoveries served as the seeds for many of the thoughts that I want to share in this book. First, I realized that from my adolescence I still had a well-rehearsed litany of critiques that I could lay at the doorstep of business. But now I was the dean of a business school. I was regularly being invited to speak on business to student groups, cross-campus gatherings, Rotary clubs and other community groups from the perspective of a champion and apologist. These folks wanted to know what was going on in our school and how the business leaders we were training would be agents for affirmative, life-giving change in the world. It became apparent to me that I had some work to do.


  I set out to learn what I could say that was positive about business—and somewhat to my surprise, I discovered that I didn’t have to look far. What I quickly learned was that my high school prejudices were in some cases simply wrong and in almost every case woefully one-sided. I began to meet with Christian business leaders who told me stories of how they went to extraordinary lengths to care for employees who were going through difficult patches in their lives. They talked about how their businesses gave them opportunities to serve in different ways in their communities. They showed me how the products they were making were bringing health to sick people and Internet access to those who for centuries had not been able to get the information they needed. Most of all they shared with me the sense of joy and fulfillment that they were finding in their day-to-day work.


  I also began to read about examples of business behavior around the globe and realized how business generates the economic capital that allows the rest of society to flourish. I saw small-scale examples of how modest loans and investments proved sufficient to launch economically prosperous communities. I saw how businesses often provided opportunities that never before existed so that, for example, young girls could now receive an education that was previously out of reach. I observed the benefits to larger economies when new businesses entered the market and allowed the community to become less dependent on a single industry. I found case after case where businessmen and women were playing leadership roles in pursuing systems and structures designed to better protect human rights. I discovered that many companies were on the forefront of efforts to address global climate change. In short, I found much to celebrate about the role of business in the world.


  Of course, not everything was rosy. This was all unfolding for me at the same time that we were navigating through the collapse of Enron and the massive malfeasance of WorldCom, Tyco and many others. But to me, the good that business was doing did not get washed away in the wake of these failures. Instead, it stood out all the more—at least pointing the way toward a positive understanding of the role of business in society. I found myself often replacing my earlier reflexive criticisms of business with a more balanced view. Indeed, at times I found myself in danger of exhibiting a zealotry in defense of business that often characterizes the fervor of the recent convert.


  A second early discovery was far less happy, however. When I met with business leaders I would sometimes ask them how their identities as Christians changed how they did their work. In other words, what difference did it make to their work that they were Christians? Unfortunately, far too frequently, the answer that I got back was some variant of “Well, Jeff, business is business, but I try to be honest and kind.” In other words, everyone does business the same way.[1] There is nothing any more particular about Christian business than there would be about the molecular formula (H2O) that a Christian scientist would use to make water from hydrogen and oxygen. Being a Christian means doing the same work everyone else was doing but just trying to be nicer about it—a perspective that I have come to describe disparagingly as “Enron with a smile.” And I found myself asking if this really was all that Christianity has to say about the practice of business.


  My conversations with these business leaders also revealed another factor that has animated this book. Quite often, these leaders felt ignored or treated like second-class citizens in their churches and in the broader Christian community. They told me that they would never ask for business advice from their pastors since their pastors would have nothing to tell them about how to make Christian business decisions. Their pastors didn’t understand business and didn’t seem particularly interested in learning. Indeed, at times business was characterized from the pulpit as the expression of sinful greed—perhaps a necessary evil but certainly nothing to be encouraged. A calling to business was always put in third place behind a calling to a position in the church or the mission field or a calling to one of the “helping professions”—a designation that incidentally never included business. Their work was never celebrated in the church community. When they got a promotion nobody at their church ever suggested a commissioning service for them. Conversely, many heard sermon examples of “exemplary Christians” who left successful business practices to go to the mission field. The message was clear. One serves God by leaving business. Apparently what was once sordid or at best neutral could now be redeemed in so-called full-time Christian service.[2]


  In short, many owners and managers of businesses seem to feel disenfranchised from God’s work in the world. For most of their working hours these businessmen and women feel only indirectly connected to what God is doing. For them, business is at best an instrumental means to an end. They work for most of their lives at what they characterize as essentially neutral activities. With the money they earn, however, they can support a missionary, a local church or a not-for-profit ministry—that is they can fund the “real work” of God in the world. Their part in God’s grand scheme is limited to providing resources to others and, along the way, abiding by a personal code of ethics that calls them to act with integrity and kindness. In effect, God’s sacred realm invades their secular activities only at the level of personal behavior. Work (and its products) remain neatly divided between the secular (which hardly counts) and the sacred (which is ultimately all that matters). But this is a false dichotomy and bad theology that limits the advance of God’s kingdom.


  These discoveries led me and my colleagues to begin a multiyear effort to find and read what had been written on these subjects. Specifically, we began to ask how God sees business. If God has a role for it at all, what would God want business to be about? What should it do—that is, what is its purpose? And what should it not do—what are its limits?


  Remarkably from our standpoint, when we began this effort we found very little written that discussed these issues at a macro level (although much more has been written recently). We found a modest amount written about a theology of work and more written on a biblical understanding of money and wealth accumulation.[3] We found a number of useful resources about personal ethics in the workplace but little or no work on building the underlying theological framework for the discipline as a whole.[4]


  The purpose of this book is to encourage conversation around the development of such a theological framework. I am not writing to criticize the church (or for that matter, Christians in business). Other recent works have begun to explore why those trained in theology and pastoral ministry often have difficulties providing helpful advice to their parishioners on business issues.[5] Nor would I want to claim that this book represents the first efforts to explore a theology of business. I am clearly “writing on the shoulders” of a number who have gone before and who have written about business issues and on related theologies of work and wealth.[6] Still, at least relative to other theological inquiries and to the development of systems of ethics, the theological foundation for an understanding of business remains underdeveloped.[7]


  Several Tensions


  As this project has unfolded three sets of tensions have arisen. The first should have been obvious to me from the beginning. This book is inter­disciplinary; in it I hope to connect theological and biblical studies, on the one hand, with the disciplines of business and economics, on the other. From my experience, however, interdisciplinary work is often disappointing to practitioners and scholars because it inevitably lacks the depth that could be brought to bear in a work that focuses on a single discipline. Scholars in both disciplines will no doubt wish for more explanations and nuance in some of what follows.


  More importantly, however, interdisciplinary work not only seeks to combine the expertise from different fields, it necessarily tries to bring different ethoses—different scholarly cultures—together. Different fields have grown up essentially alone. As such, over time they have developed their own ways of looking at the world, of asking questions, of using language, of pursuing truth. Embedded in these disciplinary silos are essentially different worldviews. Any interdisciplinary work, however, will require that these cultures leave their silos and coexist in the same room. Anyone who has ever met the parents of his or her child’s future spouse for the first time may have some sense of the awkwardness of this endeavor. Each family brings years of their own traditions, memories and histories to the meeting, but now in anticipation of the upcoming nuptials these family cultures will, at least periodically, need to learn to coexist and blend together.


  I had the great privilege of having several of my colleagues in business and theology read an early draft of this text. Their responses were very helpful but also illustrative of these different worldviews. My business associates criticized the text as being too negative about business. As one suggested, at times this reads like “a left-leaning author who was grudgingly dragged into business and was fighting it, trying to justify his presence there, or, at a minimum, change the ugly capitalistic world in which he found himself.” My theology friends, however, argued just the opposite. I was insufficiently sensitive to the legitimate critiques that have been directed at business down through the centuries and unduly positive about businesses’ current work in the world. Nowhere did these views clash more directly than in the discussion of profit-making and a market economy—which is why I have sought to devote additional space to these particular features of business in today’s global economy in what follows.


  The second tension reflects some of the structural challenges inherent in reflecting theologically on what is essentially an applied discipline. I did not set out to write a bifurcated book—a book where the first half was all about the Bible and theology, and the second half was all about business. I wanted to integrate the two from the outset.


  The structural challenge, however, arose from my decision to approach this topic by looking separately at each of the movements—the “chapters”—of the big story of Scripture. As I will explain at greater length, I have found it useful to approach the biblical story by looking separately at creation, Fall, redemption and consummation. I believe that together these four movements make up the big story but that each of them contributes new insights into how God sees business today. Consequently, there is value in reflecting on each of them one by one.


  In a very real sense, however, I also believe that we will need to consider the whole story in order to fully appreciate its implications for the purpose and practice of business. A consideration of creation independent of the Fall will end up ignoring much of the reality of today’s world. Considering the Fall without considering Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection will leave us unduly hopeless. Similarly, considering Christ’s work at the cross without reflecting on God’s “end game” will provide us with only a partial picture of how we are called to live in light of the new creation. In each case, while there are helpful observations to be gleaned from the individual movements, the fullest understanding of Scripture’s teaching can only be appreciated from the vantage point of the story in its entirety. In other words, we can best answer some of the big questions about business only after the whole story has been told.


  So, I have compromised. In each of the first four chapters I consider one of the four movements of the story. And in each case I end the chapter by briefly highlighting some implications for business and for Christians in the for-profit world. Hopefully this will allow me to highlight some of the implications that flow from that piece of the story and will prove at least minimally sufficient for those readers who are eager to get on to the application.


  Only in the last two chapters, however—after the whole story has been told—do I set out in a more comprehensive fashion how all of this applies to business. In chapter seven, the penultimate chapter, I identify an overall framework for business that builds on my earlier discussion of the biblical narrative. Then, in chapter eight, I set forth answers to key philosophical and practical questions that may arise as Christians seek to live out this approach in their places of work.


  So, it is my hope that you will find helpful insights in what follows on a chapter-by-chapter basis. But I also hope that you will be rewarded with a richer and fuller understanding by persevering to the end.


  The third tension emerged from the dual purpose of this book. In short, I hope that this book can play both a priestly and prophetic role. But there seems to be an inherent tension between these two functions.


  In the Old Testament, one of the functions of the priest was to pronounce God’s blessing. I hope this book will help business practitioners better understand that their daily work is blessed by God, has great significance for God’s work in the world and is consequently endued with great meaning. By providing a conceptual framework for understanding business from God’s perspective, I hope to help Christians in business better understand the sacred nature of their daily tasks. In short, I hope this book serves as a useful reminder that a calling into business is a noble, kingdom-advancing calling.


  To this end, this book seeks to affirm that the day-to-day, seemingly mundane tasks often associated with running a business can indeed be tools that God uses to achieve kingdom objectives. Of course, these tasks often look similar when performed by Christians and non-Christians. Analyzing a spreadsheet, preparing a quarterly income statement and entering into a lease agreement are acts that from the standpoint of the outside observer may look the same regardless of the faith of the practitioner. But from the inside it makes all the difference. If Christians can understand that the work they are doing is God’s work they can bring a sense of joy, meaning, purpose, pride and hope to their tasks that might otherwise elude them. In a world where there is a “meaning crisis” in so many work places, hopefully this theological framework can be a valuable help.


  In its priestly role, then, this book seeks to pronounce God’s blessing on the work as it is currently being done. It seeks to affirm that God is using business for divine purposes—in effect, that God likes business and values the work of women and men in business.


  But the book also hopes to play a prophetic role. Yes, God likes business but God also has purposes and plans for business that we can align with or oppose. While wanting desperately to affirm the kingdom nature of business work, I also do not want to be guilty of just sprinkling holy water on all business practices.


  Specifically, by providing an alternative paradigm to the existing emphasis on maximizing profits at all costs, I hope that I can actually play a small part in redirecting the flow and impact of business activities. Business need not be just business as usual. There are alternatives. It can be conceived of and practiced differently, and these differences matter. By focusing on a consideration of business from God’s perspective, I am also hoping to engender deeper thinking about the purpose and practice of business that will, where appropriate, lead to on-the-ground changes in behavior.


  So throughout what follows you may experience the tension that I have encountered as I have sought to pursue these two goals. On the one hand I hope that what I have written can be a life-giving affirmation to a whole class of Christians who for too long have felt like their work had, at best, only instrumental value to God. To this end I simply want to affirm what is. On the other hand I do believe that the dominant paradigm that governs much of our business practices today is flawed and needs to be changed. I seek to call Christians to be at the forefront of these changes. Affirming and challenging. Priest and prophet.


  Why It Matters


  The twenty-first century is destined to be the century of global business. More than any other institution, business is likely to shape the face of our world. The sheer magnitude of the resources controlled by corporations makes it almost certain that business will dwarf the influence of other traditional institutions. Of the 150 largest economies in the world, nearly half are not countries. They are businesses.[8] Annual sales from the top two hundred corporations are larger than the combined economies of all but the twenty-five largest countries in the world.[9] Moreover, businesses are increasingly multinational or trans­national in reach. Notwithstanding the retraction in global trade and investment accompanying the 2008-2009 recession, it is very unlikely that we will see a long-term diminution of the cross-border influence of companies. In short, companies doing business will, in many ways, dictate the kind of world we will live in. Thus, for Christians interested in advancing God’s agenda of peace, justice and reconciliation, a focus on business and its role in society is critical.


  1
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  In the Beginning


  Consider an unfinished parable: Three students make appointments to ask a pastor for career advice. The first student explains that she is considering going to law school and asks the pastor why God might want a Christian to be a lawyer. After thinking about her question for a moment, the pastor answers that Christians in law make sense because God cares about justice. By becoming a lawyer she can help advance God’s desire for a just society. The second student explains that he is considering a career in medicine and asks why God might want Christians to serve as doctors or nurses. “That’s simple,” the pastor replies, “God cares about wholeness, and by pursuing a career in the medical field you can play a key part in God’s healing work in the world.” The last student arrives for her appointment and says she is considering a career in business. She asks the pastor why God might want her to pursue such a career.


  At this point, however, the parable remains unfinished. How should the pastor respond? If law furthers God’s interest in justice and medicine furthers God’s interest in healing, what aspect of God’s work will a business career further? Or, put differently, from God’s perspective what is the purpose of business?


  God’s Purpose for Business


  Answering this question is not as simple as it may seem at first. Indeed, on closer examination, this one question raises three other preliminary questions.


  First, does it even make sense to talk about God having a purpose for business? Or does God only have a purpose for people in business? Stated more generally, does God have purposes for institutions? Or is it better to understand institutions (such as corporations, economic systems, governments) as merely artificial human constructs that are in and of themselves inherently neutral—they can further or thwart God’s desires depending on the intentions and actions of the human beings within them, but as separate things they are of no account.


  Second, setting aside for the moment the question of institutions, what do we mean when we ask about God’s purpose for people in business?[1] The Westminster Shorter Catechism (1674) begins this way:


  Question 1. What is the chief end of man?


  Answer. Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.


  Is this all that we can say about God’s purpose for people active in business? Does God simply have a general purpose for men and women—to glorify and enjoy God—that they are to faithfully pursue across all of their activities? Or can we say something more? Are there any unique purposes that God would like to see accomplished through business activities?


  And finally, assuming that God has unique purposes for people in business, are these purposes intrinsic to the actual business activity or only instrumental? For example, businesses can make money for their owners, who in turn can use that money to support mission activities. In this sense businesses could be said to serve God’s purposes instrumentally. They generate the funds necessary to sponsor God’s desired activity.


  Businesses can also serve as a platform from which Christians can share their faith with others. Here too is a use for business. Instrumentally, it creates a forum for the sharing of the gospel. But still, this is not intrinsic to business itself. Christians are called on to “be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks” about their faith regardless of the setting (1 Peter 3:15). In the supermarket, on the sidelines of soccer fields, in PTSA meetings as well as in work settings, Christians are invited to share the good news sensitively with all who might be interested in hearing. This fact, however, does not tell us much about how God intends to use the practice of business itself.


  Specifically, can we say that business activities—analyzing balance sheets, manufacturing products, marketing goods, providing performance reviews—in and of themselves further God’s kingdom?[2] Does business have an intrinsic as well as instrumental purpose?


  The Search for Purpose


  Searching for biblically based answers to these questions is not easy. In a narrow verse-by-verse sense there is not much to work with. One can find a handful of ethical admonitions such as the Old Testament’s prescription against using faulty scales to apportion out purchased grain (Proverbs 11:1) or the New Testament’s admonitions to pay a worker his or her just due (Luke 10:7). Unfortunately, even in the aggregate these prove to be fairly thin threads from which to weave a whole theology. While there is certainly a great deal of teaching in Scripture on economics and a regular call to fair dealing, there is very little written directly about the purpose of business activities, the appropriate limits of business and its role, if any, in God’s work in the world.


  Consequently, rather than seeking to construct a theology of business from a handful of specific verses, I have found it more useful to build on what has sometimes been called the “grand narrative.” All of Scripture (through many writings and in many genres) tells one basic story—one basic story in four great movements.


  In the beginning God created a world and placed human beings at its center (creation). It was God’s intent to enjoy creation and live in a loving intimacy with humankind forever. This initial intent, however, was thwarted by human disobedience (the Fall). All the rest of the story is about reconciliation. God seeks to reestablish the love relationship that was intended from the beginning (redemption). These efforts climax with God’s arrival in the person of Jesus Christ, who breaks down the wall of separation through his death and resurrection and inaugurates the new creation. The full implications of this victory are revealed in the last chapters of the story, the final conclusion (consummation).


  The choice of a narrative hermeneutic and the identification of these four great movements of Scripture is certainly not the only option. Theology can be shaped in a number of crucibles. For example, many theologians work in fields of moral, historical or practical theologies. Even for those committed to a biblical theology, there can be many different organizing principles. And to make matters more complicated, even among those adopting a narrative approach to their biblical theologies, there are differences over how to divide the Scriptures into separate movements.[3]


  My choice of narrative is partially tactical, as “story” seems to be one of the most effective means of communicating truth in our current cultural environment. Hopefully it is also an ecumenical approach. While the creation-fall-redemption-consummation framework is often associated with the Reformed tradition, as a basic outline of the biblical story it can be adopted by a wide variety of Christian faith traditions. Indeed down through the history of the church this has been a standard way to describe the Christian journey. The emphasis placed on each movement may differ slightly from tradition to tradition (and the implications that follow from these differing emphases may be nontrivial), but still as a basic outline of the overall biblical narrative, this approach should allow for different traditions to find common ground.[4]


  In the context of this grand narrative, then, it makes sense to begin our search for purpose with a consideration of the creation movement. After all, the creation account describes the world as God originally intended it to be. While the Fall interfered with this plan (and will need to be considered separately), it is still useful to start by considering what God had in mind at the very beginning.


  The Brevity of the Creation Account


  When we think of the Scripture story as comprising four grand movements, it is remarkable that the description of the first two of the four movements is completed by the end of the third chapter of the first book. Creation is described in Genesis 1–2.[5] The Fall is described in Genesis 3. Everything else in Scripture—the remainder of Genesis, the remaining thirty-eight books in the Old Testament and all of the New Testament—is given over to the great third movement of redemption and the fourth movement of consummation.


  For our purposes the very brevity of the creation account should serve as an important reminder. First, it reminds us that God is most fully known in redemptive activity. In some ways, virtually the entire Bible tells the story of God’s efforts to restore the relationships that God desired from the beginning. It is a story of love—a love that is expressed in a constant reaching out, a grace that seeks communion with a rebellious people, consistently offering them that which they do not deserve. A theology of business must be set, first and foremost, in the context of God’s desire to restore this loving relationship.


  Second, as we turn to the “creation movement” itself, the sheer brevity of this section of Scripture must give us pause as we seek to draw conclusions about God’s original plan. Here we find only the slightest of hints, almost imperceptible nods toward various aspects of divine truth. On the one hand, this brevity invites us to speculate from the tiniest of clues. On the other hand, it reminds us that for the most part we are speculating. The terse account reinforces our need for humility, reminding us that we must wrap our conclusions in a cloak of tentativeness. Much of the meaning of the creation story will necessarily remain shrouded in mystery.


  Observations from Creation


  With these cautions in mind, then, let us consider what observations we might make from the account of creation.


  1. The material world matters to God. The observation that the material world matters to God is so obvious that it would be easy to overlook. Throughout the Genesis account of creation God makes material things, and each is declared good. Clearly, the material world matters to God. When God conceives of human flourishing, it involves, in part, the satisfaction of the material needs and desires of men and women.[6] Food that nourishes, roofs that hold out the rain, shade that protects from the heat of the sun—these are all part of God’s good design. When businesses produce material things that enhance the welfare of the community, they are engaged in work that matters to God.


  2. Human beings are called to steward God’s creation. The Genesis account reminds us that the world was made by God and remains God’s creation. God made the heavens and the earth. God turned on the lights. God parted the waters to bring forth the sky as well as dry land. God made plants and wildlife, and for a finale, made human beings.


  Nowhere in the account is there any suggestion, however, that title to creation was somehow then transferred to Adam and Eve. The only things given to them outright were “seed-bearing plants” and “fruits with seeds,” and these were only made available to them as food (Genesis 1:29). By the double reference to “seeds,” the account suggests that even in this provision for them, God did not intend to relinquish the ongoing productive capacity of God’s creation to human beings. They could eat the fruit, and the plants would continue to grow more fruit. In effect, Adam and Eve were invited to enjoy the income from God’s trust without invading the principal. God remained the owner. As the psalmist reminds us:


  
    The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in it,

    the world, and all who live in it;


    for he founded it upon the seas

    and established it upon the waters. (Psalm 24:1-2)

  


  This is not to say, however, that Adam and Eve were mere passive beneficiaries of God’s largesse. They were given a role to play. In a shorthand way we can identify this role as one of “stewards” or in more modern parlance “trustees.” A steward (or trustee) is “a person who manages another’s property or financial affairs; one who administers anything as the agent of another.”[7] Human beings were called to steward God’s creation on God’s behalf. “The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it” (Genesis 2:15).


  For Christians in business, acknowledging their role as stewards is an important first step toward understanding God’s intentions for business. Implicit in this acknowledgment is the conviction that the business does not belong to them or to any other earthly owners. It belongs to God. This sets the frame through which any consideration of shareholder or stakeholder rights must be viewed.


  Of course, this is not the end of the inquiry. It is not enough just to conclude that we act as stewards of God’s creation. This conclusion invites the next question: if we are to manage creation for God’s purposes, what end should we be pursuing? What does the owner want us to do with the “trust corpus”?


  Consider, by analogy, a family trust established today. In law, the trustee who agrees to administer the trust for the family is bound to follow the instructions of the one who formed and funded the trust, the trust’s “settlor.” These instructions are usually set forth in a trust agreement. To the extent that the agreement is silent on certain points, the law will fill in the gaps by implying certain duties for the trustee. For example, by law a trustee owes the trust his or her undivided loyalty. All self-dealing with trust assets is strictly prohibited. The trustee may not favor one class of beneficiaries over another and must diversify the portfolio to avoid unreasonable risk and so on. Moreover, subject to all of these constraints, the trustee’s charge is clear: he or she is to maximize the return on trust assets for the benefit of the trust beneficiaries.


  By analogy, then, for Christians it is not enough just to declare that we act as God’s stewards. It is an important first step but not the end of the discussion. As stewards/trustees we need to know what our goal in managing the “trust corpus” is and what constraints we need to abide by along the way. More specifically, as stewards of God’s businesses, we need to know what our goal (or purpose) is when managing the business and what limitations we need to observe to manage the business in accordance with God’s desires.[8]


  3. Human beings are made in the image of God. On three separate occasions we are told that human beings are made in the image of God.


  Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness.” . . . So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. (Genesis 1:26-27)


  What does this mean? In what sense are human beings stamped with God’s image?


  This is a difficult question to answer and Scripture gives few clues. Theologians have debated the issue at length. The notion that we have been created in God’s image is not confined to the Genesis account but is repeated on a number of occasions throughout the Scriptures. Evidently it involves a close parallel between the original and the image; on two occasions—2 Corinthians 4:4; Colossians 1:15—Christ is said to be the “image” of God the Father. It suggests that the image-bearer plays a role in revealing the essence of the Other.


  At a minimum, however, we should find in the Genesis use of “image” an intent to reflect those characteristics of God that have already been described in the Genesis account. Specifically, two such characteristics are important for our purpose. First, God has been described as inherently relational (“Let us make man in our image, in our likeness” [Genesis 1:26]). Second, God has been described as a worker. God makes things.


  Relationship. The God in whose image Adam and Eve were created is the trinitarian God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—a God inherently relational from before the beginning of time. The plural pronouns in Genesis 1:26 remind us that before God did anything, God in three persons was. All of the mighty acts of creation flowed out of that relationship. Indeed, because the work of creation was itself an overflowing of the love nature of the Godhead, it was a tangible expression of this relational character. The work gave expression to the relationship. Moreover, since creation was designed to return glory to God, the work of creation not only came out of relationship but was intended to return for the benefit of the Trinity.


  As people made in God’s image we are reminded that human beings are also inherently relational. We are only fully complete in community. As God remarked about Adam: “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Genesis 2:18). The nurturing and building of community is, therefore, one of the fundamental tasks to be pursued by those seeking to be genuinely human. To be true to the Genesis account, any theology of business must be relational and communitarian in character. Relationships in community must precede labor and productivity. Business must flow from relationship and be shaped so as to flow back to support the community.


  Work. The God in whose image Adam and Eve were created was also a worker.


  By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done. (Genesis 2:2-3, emphasis added)


  Men and women, then, were made in part to work, and by so doing to reflect this aspect of God’s glory.


  Christians often incorrectly perceive work as having been assigned to human beings as punishment for Adam and Eve’s disobedience in the Garden of Eden. Nothing could be further from the truth. The call and the opportunity to work were embedded into the very fabric of human beings as they were first designed by God. Adam and Eve were assigned work in the Garden from the beginning.


  And it was not just any work. Since Adam and Eve were created in the image of God, they were made with an inherent capacity for and need to be engaged in creative activity. Of course, their creative activities differed from God’s in that only God creates out of nothing (ex nihilo).[9] Human creativity is always derivative, always derived from the work of the Creator. But still, to reflect God’s image is to create, to innovate—to bring new things and new ways of doing things into being.


  In business terms God made the initial capital investment. He richly endowed the earth with resources. Adam and Eve were the initial managers called to creatively organize (name the animals) and manage these resources (take dominion), to enhance the productivity of the Garden (be fruitful and multiply) in a sustainable (guard creation) manner. Creativity is not just a gift given to some artists or design engineers. It is inherent in the very meaning of being human.


  In addition, if the work that Christians do is to reflect the work of God, it must also be meaningful work. After each act of creation, God examined the creative handiwork and pronounced it “good” (Genesis 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25) and after the creation of human beings, “very good” (v. 31). For our work to mirror God’s it too must aim for outcomes that are good. Good work has substance and meaning.


  When humans engage in creative, meaningful work that grows out of relationships and gives back to the community they become more deeply human. Of course, work became more difficult as a consequence of the Fall (“Cursed is the ground because of you; . . . it will produce thorns and thistles for you” [Genesis 3:17-18]). But the pre-Fall picture is of human beings gardening and farming on land that readily yielded its produce without demanding payment in sweat and toil. Indeed, pre-Fall work was inherently pleasurable.
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