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INTRODUCTION


We don’t like nuts on our cake!”

Those were the deceptive words my mother blurted out to a fellow elementary student in a rural Wisconsin schoolhouse during the era of the Great Depression. Her more materially advantaged school chum simply couldn’t fathom why the cake in my mom’s lunch pail didn’t have sugary frosting with nuts on top. A shy and sensitive young girl, my mom immediately felt the shame of her family’s material impoverishment. Mom had not taken an economics class, but even so, she intuitively knew economic realities mattered in everyday life.

Nuts on a cake were a luxury her family could not afford.

As mom recounted this moment years later to her seven awestruck children, she made clear that outright deception seemed to be her only option at the time. How else could she protect her proper sense of human dignity? Lying was not habit for her. But I find it telling that this boldface lie came out quickly and easily when an insensitive schoolmate backed her into an economic corner.

Like my mom, I too grew up in rural poverty. My father’s untimely death amplified the number of times my six siblings and I faced the struggle of material impoverishment. On more than one occasion we felt the shame of our own “we don’t like nuts on our cake” moments. During our daily bus rides home from school, our family poverty could not be masked. Schoolmates would ask, “When are you going to paint your house?” Following our mother’s example, we too lied through our teeth, offering up plausible yet deceptive reasons for the glaringly neglected appearance of our home.

Even as a ten-year-old boy, I knew house paint was a luxury far beyond our single mother’s meager budget. Although I had little economic understanding at the time, I could see that the world I’d been born into was an economic one, and that the economics of a family mattered. Though she never spoke a single complaining word, I was aware it was a herculean struggle for my mom to make sure we had enough food on the table. The exterior of the house would have to wait. There were more pressing matters at hand. The bus ride home would remain a regular and unwelcome reminder that we were poor—a reminder that often prompted me to question my own worth and value.

One of the most painful memories from my early adolescence occurred after a softball game with a few friends. I found myself at a drive-in restaurant where I realized I could not afford a single item on the menu. Suddenly I wasn’t hungry anymore. I fought back tears while I stood beside my teammates. And when I got home that night, I drenched my pillow in a flood of sorrow.

Though I had not yet taken an economics class or even thought about supply and demand; though I hadn’t heard the names of Milton Friedman, Friedrich Hayek, and John Maynard Keynes, I knew in the depths of my heart that economics mattered, and mattered a lot. I couldn’t articulate it at the time, but I began to grasp on a personal level that economic flourishing and human flourishing were intricately connected.

Yet even as our family was materially impoverished, we experienced spiritual richness through our Christian faith and in our local church. But growing up I was puzzled as to why so many in our church didn’t seem to care about our family’s economic stresses and vulnerabilities. Was it a lack of compassion? A lack of capacity? Or was it something different altogether? As a single parent, my mom worked extraordinarily hard at a relatively low-paying job. The economic challenges we faced were not hard for others to see. Indeed, material poverty not only weighs on the human heart but also on the sleeves. I’m sure our economic situation was apparent to those around us. Nevertheless, the Christian faith of our local church felt deeply disconnected from the economic challenges we experienced. Each day, I woke up in an economic world, yet the Christian faith I was taught seemed to have little to say about it. I wondered why this was: Did Christian faith have anything to do with the economic world I lived, worked, and played in?

As a young adult this important question was put on the back burner for a time, even as I pursued a college degree in business. I took classes in macroeconomics, microeconomics, and economic statistics. I learned about classical and modern economics. I was exposed to Adam Smith, as well as the Austrian, Keynesian, and Chicago Schools of economic thought. Even so, my painful childhood experiences and the deep disconnect I experienced between my Christian faith and my economic life laid fallow in the recesses of my mind and my heart.

A few years later, I sensed God’s call to serve the local church in a pastoral role. That meant seminary education and theological study. Yet again, the question of how Christian faith might speak into economic life was sidestepped, as the worlds of theology and everyday work were presented to me as entirely separate spheres, which were kept planets apart in my seminary classrooms.

In my professional education for pastoral ministry, I do not recall any serious discussion about economics or its connection to faith or to the local church. As an impressionable seminarian this neglect further reinforced a dualistic understanding of the world, deepening the faulty notion that pastoral work and economic life had little in common. Economics was for economists; theology was for pastors. There were no points of intersection—or so I believed.

It wasn’t until I’d served for a few years in pastoral ministry that the burning questions of my childhood revisited me. How did Christian faith speak meaningfully to everyday life? What did it have to say about work and economics? I needed answers. After an extensive reexamination of the biblical text and a careful revisiting of the writings of the Protestant Reformers, I came to a sobering conclusion. Due to an impoverished understanding of Scripture, I had been perpetuating an improperly dualistic Sunday-to-Monday gap through my teaching and ministry. Wrongly, I had separated the life of Christian faith from ordinary, everyday living in the world. Though I had experienced economic hardship, and though I had studied economic theory and Christian theology, I had failed to connect faith and economics in a meaningful way.

This was an inconvenient truth as a young pastor. I had made a grave mistake. Operating out of an impoverished biblical theology and pastoral paradigm, I had been spending the majority of my time equipping the congregation I served for the minority of their lives. I had to call it what it was: malpractice. This pastoral malpractice was impoverishing our congregation in its spiritual formation and gospel mission. To be faithful in my vocational calling, I knew deep in my bones that this massive gap needed to dramatically narrow.

By God’s grace over the past twenty years, the Sunday-to-Monday gap is beginning to shrink in the parish I serve, though we still have miles to go. In my conversations with other pastors and Christian leaders, I’ve come to see that my story of pastoral malpractice is not unique. It is tragically common. I now realize the gap is far bigger and more perilous than I first imagined. The rightful worship of God, the spiritual formation of God’s people, the plausibility and proclamation of the gospel, and the common good of our neighbors—both local and global—are crippled because we have long neglected to rightly understand how the gospel speaks to every nook and cranny of life, including our work and economic systems. Pastors and Christian leaders in all vocations are called to care for the vulnerable and to seek the flourishing of every image bearer of God. I hope this work will contribute to that high and holy task.

I am delighted that so many have recently written on the deep and significant connections between faith and work, making the case that our individual work truly matters to God and to our neighbors. Yet, while our personal vocations do, of course, matter a great deal, they are by no means the entire story. Our work always takes place within larger economic realities; we are part of a much bigger story. All of our collaborative, value-adding work takes place within a system of cooperative global exchange. This is what modern, everyday economics is all about. From my pastoral perspective, far too little has been written or taught to the rising generation of leaders about how theology and economics seamlessly intersect. The glaring irony is that Holy Scripture speaks a good deal about economic flourishing. Yet in our personal lives, in our congregations, and in our work, we all too often woefully neglect to connect the gospel of the kingdom with economics. This harms our witness, our cities, and our future. The church needs to address and begin the hard work of overcoming the perilous Sunday-to-Monday gap.

Does Christian faith have anything to do with the economic world we live, work, and play in? As a young boy growing up in a materially impoverished, single-parent home, I wrestled with that question. Today, I am still wrestling, even as I’ve begun to ask other questions as well: What does the Bible say about economics? What does a life of fruitfulness look like? What role do Christian leaders have in nurturing the economic well-being of their congregations and organizations? What about the economic well-being of the cities where they minister and serve?

From this crucible of my own pastoral malpractice, and in the gracious providence of God, I am hopeful that some of the insights I have assembled in the pages that follow will stretch your mind, inspire your heart, and spark your imagination in new ways. My prayer is that you might become more like Jesus, better loving your neighbor, and growing in fruitfulness to your vocational calling within the larger web of economic order that the God of history has marvelously invited us to inhabit.
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NEIGHBORLY LOVE



It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest most uninteresting person you can talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. It is in light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with awe and the circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations—these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub and exploit—immortal horrors or everlasting splendors. Next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object presented to your senses.

C. S. LEWIS, “THE WEIGHT OF GLORY”




You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.

LUKE 10:27






On a plane from Portland to Kansas City, I sat by two young men who were on their way to visit their retired father, now living in Arkansas. As we chatted in casual conversation, the younger brother informed me he had graduated from a highly reputable college two years prior. Like the sword of Damocles, the burden of sizeable college loans precariously dangled over his financial future. Though he had been searching job listings on a number of websites, he hadn’t been able to find an adequately paying job that would allow him to cover his rent and to begin paying off his student loans. With a fearful glisten in his eyes he looked at me, someone who had been a total stranger only moments earlier, and transparently said, “It’s really hard out there. I am not sure what I am going to do.” Hearing the cry of his heart, my attempt to offer some encouraging words seemed hollow at best.

As a young boy I remember hearing the blaring heart cry of a restless generation echoing from my oldest brother’s high-powered stereo. The words of pop singer Jackie DeShannon still ring in my ears with crystal clarity. “What the world needs now is love, sweet love, / it’s the only thing there is just too little of.’’ The world still needs lots of love, but the heart cry I hear from so many today is “what the world needs now is jobs, sweet jobs, it’s the only thing there is just too little of.”

In my pastoral vocation the most frequent conversations I have with congregants do not revolve around their troubling spiritual or existential questions, or even their relational problems and difficulties, but rather focus on their many economic challenges. The parents of a high school student approaching her senior year tell me they are anxious about helping their child handle the high expense of a college education. They want their daughter to go to college, but they don’t want her saddled with loads of debt. What are they to do? As a pastor, how am I to respond to the cry of their anxious hearts? Following a Sunday morning worship service, a senior citizen confides in me her need for pastoral prayer. I ask how I can pray for her, anticipating she desires that I pray for her health or the well-being of her grandchildren. But she is concerned by historic low interest rates, and the consequently meager return she receives on her savings. She’s worried about outliving her financial resources and becoming a financial burden to her children. What do I say? How do I pray?

The everyday world we live in is an economic world. Daily we are confronted with global economic realities that impact us in a myriad of stress-filled ways. We may lose our job to downsizing. We may face unemployment or underemployment. Job reports and housing stats immediately affect the financial markets, consumer confidence, and our retirement accounts. An unwelcome rush of worry ambushes us with the alarming economic headlines.

Additionally, the growing challenges of cyber security and the rapid pace of technological advance are profoundly reshaping the very nature of work itself. In an article titled “A World Without Work,” Derek Thompson makes the case that technological change, particularly the development of increasingly complex and skilled robots, will “exert a slow but continual downward pressure on the value and availability of work—that is on wages and on the share of prime-age workers with full-time jobs.”1 Taking a different view is economic historian Joel Mokyr, who argues that though jobs will dramatically change in terms of skills needed, there still will be meaningful work to do in the future.2

Regardless of how the future unfolds, numerous challenges, pressures, and questions loom on the economic horizon of our ever-changing globalized economy. What will work look like in the future? How will changing demographics impact the job market? Will there be enough workers? Or too many? And where will new jobs come from?

The heartfelt concern I hear from so many people is not merely, Does my work matter? but also, Is there meaningful work for me to do? They wonder if they will be able to earn a decent living to pay their bills. They worry about whether they will have enough money in their retirement. The human need for security never ends. And our rapidly changing economic world makes it difficult to respond to these sincere concerns with confidence.


THE GREAT COMMANDMENT

Our world is asking serious questions. And as followers of Jesus, we have little to say in response. As gospel people we affirm that integral, biblical faith speaks into every nook and cranny of life. But many times our Christian faith has not informed our thinking, our prayers, and our priorities when it comes to our global economy and the economic opportunity of others. Our lack of thoughtful engagement in the economic challenges of our world is in part due to an impoverished understanding of Jesus’ teaching on the Great Commandment. Could it be we are overlooking something very important?

Jesus taught that loving God and our neighbor is at the very heart of Christian faith, but what does loving our neighbor look like in daily life? Is it about taking soup to our neighbor when they are sick or mowing our neighbor’s lawn when they are on vacation? Is it about inviting our neighbors to dinner or to church? Of course these tangible gestures of love are good and right for the apprentice of Jesus, but a careful study of Jesus’ teaching suggests he had more in mind when he spoke about neighborly love. Jesus teaches us that neighborly love speaks into the collaborative work we do every day. He insists that our neighborly love should fuel economic flourishing. Understanding this teaching is vital, particularly in our increasingly global and interconnected world.

A closer look at the New Testament Gospels reveals that Jesus talked more about money, work, and economics than we might at first imagine. Most of Jesus’ parables were closely tied to the agrarian economy of the first century. Klaus Issler notes, “Of the thirty-seven parables in the Synoptic Gospels, thirty-two mention some form of work-related activity as part of the storyline.”3 Understanding Jesus’ economic interest and competency should not be surprising when we remember that Jesus spent the majority of his life on earth learning carpentry and running a small business. In Jesus’ first-century context, he was known first and foremost as a carpenter from Nazareth.4

When Jesus became an itinerant rabbi, he often preached in marketplaces, surrounded by buyers and sellers. What if brilliant Jesus was truly an insightful economist? What if Jesus points us to the economics textbook we had in high school or college? What if the Bible has a great deal to say about economic flourishing?

In Luke 10, we encounter a compelling narrative that gives us profound insight into the economics of neighborly love. Jesus engages in conversation with a legal expert who was highly trained in Old Testament law. The lawyer asks Jesus how one inherits eternal life, and Jesus responds with a question: What does the Old Testament have to say about that? The legal expert responds to Jesus with what has come to be known as The Great Commandment: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself ” (Lk 10:27). After affirming the lawyer’s wise insight, extracted from two Old Testament texts (Deut 6:5; Lev 19:18), Jesus instructs the lawyer to embody this reality, bringing it to bear on all aspects of his everyday life. It certainly seems like Jesus’ assertion will put an end to the conversation, but the discussion continues.

In the exchange that follows, Luke provides an insightful glimpse into the true intent motivating the lawyer’s question. It becomes clear that this Old Testament expert is more interested in trying to discredit Jesus than he is in learning from Jesus. The heart of the lawyer’s problem is his heart. The lawyer is most interested in earning his way into God’s acceptance and love. By recording the lawyer’s follow-up question, “Who is my neighbor?” Luke allows us to observe the massive gap between what the lawyer knew was right and how he actually lived out the Old Testament mandate to love God and his neighbor. In asking this question, the lawyer betrays that he’s looking for loopholes.

Rather than giving a pat answer, Jesus tells a riveting story that not only addresses the question “Who is my neighbor?” but also reveals insight into another important question: What does loving our neighbor require? Jesus speaks of a man who was making the arduous seventeen-mile trek from Jerusalem to Jericho. Along the way this man, who likely was Jewish, becomes a victim of thugs who rob him, beat him, and leave him for dead. In the aftermath, a Jewish priest traveling the same road stumbles on the beaten man. But he keeps walking. Although we are curious, Jesus doesn’t tell us what this Jewish religious leader is thinking. Perhaps in his heart and mind an intense tug of war ensues. Should he maintain ritual purity by avoiding contact with blood or seek to aid the needy stranger, who is badly wounded and might already be dead? The ethical deliberating doesn’t last long. The Jewish priest keeps his pace, leaving a very needy and desperate stranger lying on the side of the road, woefully vulnerable and unattended.

But not all hope is lost. A glimmer of promise enters the story as another religious leader, a Jewish Levite, comes down the same road. For whatever reason, the Levite also passes by. Just like the priest, he walks past the man without offering help or assistance.

Things are looking increasingly grim until a Samaritan comes down the road. Culturally, it is likely the Samaritan was not a religious leader but rather a person seeking to engage in a business transaction in Jericho. Strategically located on routes of trade, Jericho was a center of commerce and economic activity in the first century.

It is important to realize that both racially and religiously, Jews looked down on Samaritans. Yet in Jesus’ story, the Samaritan crosses formidable barriers of human indifference, racial bigotry, and religious prejudice to offer aid to the gravely beaten Jewish man. But even more, the Samaritan interrupts his business trip to take the desperately needy Jewish neighbor to an inn for healing and recovery.

The surprising hero of Jesus’ story is not a Jewish religious leader but a despised and often ostracized Samaritan. Though they all saw the ambushed man, only the Samaritan saw him as a neighbor in need. The religious bigotry and hypocrisy of the Levite and priest is contrasted with the true compassion of the Samaritan businessperson.

Indeed, as he tells this story, Jesus uses a very specific and important word to describe the Samaritan’s motivation to help the injured man. This word expresses deep, heartfelt feelings of empathy often manifested physiologically. So deep are the feelings that those experiencing them are moved to loving action. It’s worth noting that Jesus also uses this same word in the parable of the prodigal (Lk 15). There, Jesus intentionally highlights that the father, seeing his son return home after squandering his inheritance, is not angry or bitter but is moved by great empathy and generous love to help and care for his son. The word Jesus uses in Luke 10 and in Luke 15 is translated into modern English as compassion.5




A HEART OF COMPASSION

By using this specific word, the Gospel writer Luke is emphasizing that the loving Samaritan, unlike the two religious leaders, saw the robbed man neither as a Jew nor as a Samaritan, but rather as he would see his own needy son. The kind of compassion is a familial love. This is why the Samaritan cares for the man like a member of his own family. At the heart of his parable, Jesus insists that neighborly love is an extension of family love. A neighbor, properly understood, is a fellow image bearer of God, a member of the family of humanity.

In his surprising story Jesus showcases the amazing generosity of the Samaritan, who offers more than first aid but also leverages his resources to ensure the recovery of his injured neighbor. Like the generous father in the parable of the prodigal, who puts a ring on his son’s finger, places shoes on his feet, and throws a lavish party to celebrate his return, the generous Samaritan businessman pulls out his credit card and guarantees payment for whatever the robbed and wounded man will need in this crisis.

In Jesus’ story we observe a stark contrast between the callous indifference of the religious leaders and the heartfelt compassion of a Samaritan businessperson. However, we must not overlook another subtler contrast Jesus is making in the story. We need to pay attention to the contrast between the economic injustice of the robbers and the economic capacity and generosity of the Samaritan businessman. Embedded in Jesus’ parable is an intentional contrast between the economic injustice perpetrated by the robbers, who wrongly take what is not theirs, and the economic goodness demonstrated by the Samaritan, who generously gives what is rightfully his.

Kenneth Bailey notes that Jesus’ parable is literarily arranged into seven scenes, and argues that the first and final scenes present a clear economic contrast. Bailey writes, “In scene 1 the robbers take all the man’s possessions, and in scene 7 the Samaritan pays for the man out of his own resources because the man has nothing.”6 Bailey’s astute observation points us in the direction of an important truth built into Jesus’ story: loving our neighbor in need involves both Christian compassion and economic capacity.

Jesus goes out of his way in this story to describe not only the merciful compassion of the Samaritan but also the economic generosity the Samaritan exhibited. Properly understood, neighborly love calls for truth, grace, and mercy to put on economic hands and feet.

Have we paused to consider how the Samaritan was able to care for his neighbor in this moment of crisis? What made it possible for the Samaritan businessperson to help his needy neighbor recover? The Samaritan was motivated by heartfelt compassion, but he was also able to engage in loving action because he had the economic capacity to do so. The Samaritan’s economic capacity came from diligent labor and wise financial stewardship within an economic system where he added value to others. If we are going to love our neighbor well, we must not only manage our financial resources well; we must also have ample financial resources to manage. Distinguished economist Thomas Sowell emphasizes the need for economic capacity in caring for our neighbors. “Ultimately it is economic prosperity which makes possible for billions of dollars to be devoted to the less fortunate.”7 Compassion needs capacity if we are to care well for our neighbors.

The gospel both compels and empowers us with robust neighborly love. The apostle Paul makes the salient point as he describes how the gospel transforms not only our work but also our economic life, stating, “Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need” (Eph 4:28).

Do we grasp what Paul is saying? The gospel not only addresses our greatest impoverishment, which is spiritual impoverishment resulting from our ruptured relationship with God, but also empowers us to address economic impoverishment in neighborly love. The gospel compels us to live in such a God-honoring way that we do honest work, make an honest profit, and cultivate economic capacity to serve others and help meet their economic needs. Our diligent work creates economic value, and economic value leads to economic capacity for living generously.




THE BEST WORKERS MAKE THE BEST NEIGHBORS

The great sixteenth-century Protestant Reformer Martin Luther said it well, “God does not need your good works, but our neighbor does.”8 A primary way God designed us to love our neighbors is for us to do our work well, and from our work to have the capacity to be generous to neighbors in need. When it comes to being a helpful neighbor, a slothful worker faces an uphill climb. On the other hand, the best workers make the best neighbors.

As apprentices of Jesus we are called to be generous with our time and our talents. We are called to be generous with acts of kindness and faithful in our prayers for others. We are commissioned to be generous in sharing the gospel with our neighbors, and we are also called to be generous with our financial resources, which come from diligent labor and wise financial management. How can we be generous in tangibly caring for our neighbor if we have nothing to be generous with? If we have compassion without capacity, we have human frustration. If we have capacity without compassion, we have human alienation. If we have compassion and capacity, we have human transformation. We have neighborly love.

Dallas Willard adds thoughtful insight:

The task of Christian spokespersons, leaders, and professionals is to exemplify and teach foundational traits of the good life Jesus manifests. But this must also include the more specific traits required in the public domain—industriousness, self-control, moderation, and responsibility for oneself and others. That is the responsibility and posture of love. The human drive to be self-supporting can be tied to a determination to be productive in order to bless others.9


The Great Commandment challenges us to better connect Sunday to Monday, not only by nurturing compassionate hearts but also by growing in our economic capacity. And economic capacity does not appear out of thin air. It comes from our faithful vocational stewardship. The financial margin we need for generosity flows from a lifestyle of wise financial management. Neighborly love requires both compassion and capacity. It requires transformed hearts and habits, deep compassion, and faithful stewardship.

If we are going to narrow the Sunday-to-Monday gap between our faith, our work, and the economic flourishing of our neighbors, we must take tangible steps to love with both greater compassion and increased capacity. But what does this look like?

Know your neighbor. First, to love our neighbors we must seek to know our neighbors. Ask yourself, Who are the neighbors in my life? Who are those I live by? Those I go to school with? Those I work with? What about those society says are not my neighbors? Those who speak a different language? Those who embrace different faiths? Those who live in another part of the city? Geographic proximity calls for responsibility, but in a globalized world there is more than geographical proximity; there is also human proximity.

For many of us the ever-present danger of cultural insularity and isolation is quite real. We can be blinded to the economic difficulties experienced by our neighbors, even in communities minutes away from where we live. I was reminded of this truth when my wife, Liz, and I, who live in the suburbs of Kansas City, took an extended walk through one of the most underresourced neighborhoods in our metro area. Walking down Prospect Avenue, dilapidated storefronts and neglected vacant lots border the crumbling sidewalks. Viable businesses are virtually nonexistent. The lack of thriving stores or markets has made this area an urban food desert. Pride of ownership, meaningful work, and economic activity seem to have ground to a halt. The scene is heartbreaking and unfortunately not uncommon.

My wife and I have lived in Kansas City for over twenty-five years, yet before we intentionally walked through this neighborhood, we had no idea who these neighbors were, how they lived, or what challenges they faced in their neighborhoods. In many ways we had been hauntingly similar to the Jewish priest and Levite who walked past their neighbors in need. For years we not only walked past them, we avoided their neighborhood completely. This needs to change.

If we are going to embrace neighborly love, we will have to take the initiative to move out of the comfort zone of our cultural and geographical insularity and get to know our neighbors as people who, like us, have a unique history, have felt the pain of heartache, harbor unfulfilled dreams, and possess underutilized talents and future aspirations.

Help your neighbor. Once we’ve identified our neighbors, we can take tangible steps to help them. The first step will likely require us to increase our capacity to help. Think with me for a moment: How much good could the Samaritan have done if he hadn’t worked hard on Monday? When we think about helping our neighbors, we ought to think first about our own work and the value it creates for others. We should consider how the economic capacity our work produces not only makes possible material provision for our families and ourselves, but also gives us opportunity to come alongside the poor and underresourced.

The Bible speaks a great deal about our responsibility to care for the poor and vulnerable, but how do we do that? Robert Lupton offers insight into the complexities of human impoverishment, reminding us that in spite of our best intentions sometimes our philanthropic efforts can yield unintended consequences: “While we are very generous in charitable giving, much of that money is either wasted or actually harms the people it is targeted to help.”10 Instead of adhering to philanthropic models that dehumanize our neighbors by perpetuating impoverishment, Lupton advocates the cultivation of institutions and relationships that develop economic capacity.

As we seek to help our neighbors, we must remember that both the creation of wealth and the stewardship of economic capacity through diligent work need biblical love and wisdom to guide them. You cannot help your neighbor well if you do not understand economics well, because human flourishing and economic flourishing go hand in hand.

Do your work well. This means that neighborly love is more about how we work than where we live, more about how we use our time and resources than who happens to live next door. While the Samaritan incarnated neighborly love, so did the innkeeper, whose year-round business provided an important service for the traveler. Unlike the robbers who perpetrated economic injustice against the Jewish man, the innkeeper worked hard to maintain a helpful enterprise that served others’ needs. God created us as his image bearers with work in mind. An important aspect of being an image bearer of God is to work and to create value by serving others within our collaborative economic system.

Certainly we followers of Jesus are far from perfect, inhabit broken workplaces, and play out our vocational roles within imperfect economic systems. Nevertheless, we must remember that in spite of the less-than-ideal work we might do, and in spite of the less-than-optimum environments of labor we inhabit, we are called to be agents of redemption, doing good work as an act of worship, while seeking to further the common good. Human work is not a solitary enterprise; it is woven into the fabric of human community’s flourishing design. Doing our work well matters to God and to our neighbor. The best workers make for the best neighbors.

I received an email from a member of my congregation whose company does a good deal of international business. His email speaks volumes about neighborly love. Tim is a modern-day Samaritan businessperson, doing good work and loving his neighbors in India. He describes his last fifteen years working with a talented international workforce:

What I have come to realize is that my position of influence puts me in a unique position as a Christian. My workers in India are decent, hardworking, college educated, and have a desire to live a good life. I pay a fair wage and offer a path to economic freedom. Many on the team are the first generation to graduate from college. They are mostly Hindu and Muslim. During my many visits to India, they’ve told me that my values seem different from many perceptions they have of Americans. I’ve been able to share my faith and values with a group that is willing to listen. My neighbors in India now have a larger stake in a stable world since they are connected to the world economy. Their prosperity trickles down into their community. And hopefully they see a little of the love of Jesus reflected through me.11


Yes, the best workers make for the best neighbors!




A SACRIFICIAL LOVE

Finally, we must not miss that the Samaritan businessman not only loved his neighbor with abundant financial generosity, but also risked his life for his neighbor. With all the hatred, bigotry, and prejudice Jews had toward Samaritans, taking an injured Jewish man to a hotel was no simple task for the Samaritan. Indeed, the Samaritan faced the very real possibility of a hostile reception. Kenneth Bailey decontextualizes the complexity of the situation, placing its characters in the nineteenth-century American West. “Suppose a Native American found a cowboy with two arrows in his back, placed the cowboy on his horse and rode into Dodge City. What kind of reception do you think he would receive?”12

While the risky compassion and generous capacity of the Samaritan is stunning, we dare not overlook the fact that in telling this story, Jesus is ultimately pointing to himself. Jesus, the ultimate loving Samaritan, would not only risk his life but also lay it down freely on the cross for our sake. No matter our physical health or our economic condition, we are that person beaten and left for dead. We are helpless and utterly without hope, and we need Christ’s compassion and sacrifice. Jesus, the ultimate good neighbor, who took on human flesh and lived among us, had both the compassion and capacity to rescue us (Jn 1:14). Both in his faithful work at the carpentry shop and through his atoning work on the cross, he demonstrated the highest expression of neighborly love.

The world still needs love sweet love, but it also needs jobs sweet jobs. The world needs our work of neighborly love, which is made possible by a fruitful and productive life.
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MADE TO FLOURISH



Work supplies the physical, psychological, artistic, and religious needs of communities extending to the ends of the earth. Furthermore, through work, we create abundance out of which we help meet the needs of others.

VICTOR CLAAR, ECONOMICS IN CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE





And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.”

GENESIS 1:28






The movie The Intern did not win any Academy Awards, which is hardly surprising. Punchy blockbuster comedies rarely receive Hollywood’s highest honors. But its message is nevertheless award worthy. In The Intern, actor Robert De Nero plays a seventy-year-old widowed retiree who realizes there is a massive hole in his life. After playing too many rounds of golf and embarking on numerous trips to see the grandchildren, he looks in the mirror and sees a glaring lack of meaning and purpose staring back. But what is he to do?

After stumbling onto an advertisement for an entrepreneurial online fashion company offering nonpaid internships, DeNiro’s character applies. And guess what? He lands the job. The Intern evokes some big laughs, but it also explores a serious theme, engaging our human need to find meaning by both connecting with others and contributing to the world.

Not only recent movies engage this subject. In his classic twentieth-century work Man’s Search for Meaning, psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl made the compelling case that humans are fundamentally meaning-seeking creatures. Frankl advocates we search for meaning in two quests of the human heart—intimacy and accomplishment. It is in the relationships we make and the work we do that meaning greets us. No matter our age, education, ethnicity, or gender, we long to contribute, to accomplish things, to make a difference, to live a flourishing life. But what does a flourishing life look like?


JESUS AND THE FLOURISHING LIFE

Jesus spoke a great deal about the truly good and flourishing life. In his most famous sermon, the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus charts the paradoxical terrain of the flourishing life, identifying what it is, where it is found, and how it is experienced for those who apprentice themselves to him. The Gospel writer John frames the flourishing life against the backdrop of Jesus the good Shepherd, whose continual presence, constant protection, and capable provision make possible the flourishing life. Recording the words of Jesus, John writes, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly” (Jn 10:10). Jesus, the sinless Son of God, came to our sin-ravaged planet so that we might flourish in all dimensions of our human existence. Tragically, we often reduce the richness of what Jesus came to accomplish, confining his pronouncements of flourishing to our own personalized, privatized, and pietistic faith.

Jesus’ teaching on the Great Commandment reminds us that human flourishing is multidimensional, encompassing both our vertical relationship with God and our horizontal relationships with our neighbors. Flourishing lives matter a great deal to God and to our neighbors. The measure of our neighborly love is not only seen in our ever-increasing Christlike character, but also in our outpouring of Christlike compassion and productive capacity for the good of our neighbors. When we wholeheartedly embrace the Great Commandment, we are compelled to live with greater compassion and fruitful productivity, which fuel our economic capacity. As our economic capacity grows, whether it is measured in influence, access, or ownership of wealth, our ability to lead a life of love-fueled fruitfulness increases.

When we look back at God’s original design for human flourishing, we discover we were created for a vibrant life of responsible creativity, innovation, and productivity. In and through these capacities, we were designed to reflect our Creator and to experience a deep sense of meaning as we express our love for God and for our neighbors in our productive work.




CREATED TO BE CREATIVE

If we are going to more fully grasp God’s design and desire for human flourishing, we must learn the biblical story well, observing its seamless continuity and coherence. We must begin at the beginning. Few of us would see a movie or read a book and miss the beginning, yet so many of us do not take the time to look closely at the beginning of the biblical story. Whether we have studied the Bible extensively or read it only a little, the ever-present danger for each one of us is to see what we know rather than truly know what we see. With fresh eyes of curiosity and with sharp senses for close observation, let’s go back to the beginning and explore God’s creation design in the opening pages of the Bible.

In Genesis 1 we are immediately introduced to a God who works and is productive. As his masterful creational architecture unfolds, humankind emerges on the landscape of time as the sparkling crown of his magnificent achievement.

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”



So God created man in his own image,

in the image of God he created him;

male and female he created them. (Gen 1:26-27)



On the sixth day of creation the biblical writer ushers us to a front-row seat to observe humanity’s creation. Here we see something distinct in the biblical narrative. This distinction is emphasized in the threefold repetition of the word image. When we hear the word image, we may have an initial negative reaction. In our contemporary context, image language is often used in conjunction with individuals who display a kind of flaky lack of authenticity. We might imagine a politician who tries to look a certain way to earn votes, or a colleague at work or a peer at school who tries too hard to ramp up their cool factor. But what does this word mean in Genesis 1? Here, image doesn’t convey a lack of authenticity. Rather, it connotes the opposite. The image language of Genesis 1 affirms the enduring stamp of our Creator on us—his authentic, created beings.

Being created in God’s image means humans are endowed with two essential and unique characteristics in the created order. First, we were designed to experience relational connection with our relational God. Second, we were given the creative capacity to reflect God in all that we are and do. To borrow words from Frankl, the Genesis account reveals that we were made for intimacy and for accomplishment. Theologian John Kilner captures well what the word image conveys. “God creates humanity in reference to (according to) the likeness-image of God. That concept involves humanity’s special connection with God, which makes possible for humanity to become a meaningful reflection of God.”1

Because humans are created in God’s image, we have unimaginable intrinsic worth. Being made in God’s image means that our lives matter both in who we are and what we do. We were designed to connect with God relationally and to reflect God in our work. In this sense we are both human beings and human doings. Our relational connection with God is essential for us to reflect him. Without connection, there is little reflection. Human flourishing is first and foremost a flourishing of relationships—our relationship with God and with others. But human flourishing is also a product of fruitful work that reflects our God who works.




REFLECTING THE GOD WHO WORKS

In Genesis 1 we see that the God we were made to reflect is a productive, fruitful, and creative worker. Parents and grandparents particularly delight when they see creativity budding in their children and grandchildren. Watching children explore the world, we marvel at the many ways children’s fertile imaginations are ignited. We capture the creativity of their play on our cell phones. The pictures they draw quickly end up on our refrigerator doors. The castles and jet fighters they make, the cardboard forts they erect in the basement or in the backyard, enrich our lives in inexpressible ways.

I love watching young boys and girls build things with Legos. Their small, creative masterpieces cannot help but reflect their image-bearing nature and remind us we were all made to make things. When I think of creation’s design, it is as if God made the world and gave us a massive pile of Legos to play with for our sense of accomplishment, the well-being of our neighbors, and for his glory. We did not create the Legos themselves, but we have been entrusted to steward well the Legos we’ve been given, and we need to recognize that those pieces are brimming with seemingly endless possibilities.

When we make things, we reflect God and express love for our neighbor. No matter our age, God created us to be creative, to serve others, and to work. Yet many of us are all too quick to dismiss or minimize our creativity. If we are not an accomplished musician, a notable artist, a Hollywood star, a Steve Jobs in business, or a Nobel Prize winner in economics or literature, we may discount our creativity. To minimize our unique creativity is to diminish the God who designed us in his image. Each one of us has the capacity to be creative and to reflect God with our creative output.

Some people are amazing at starting new business enterprises or managing existing complex commercial ventures. Others can make beautiful meals. Some folks can design or build almost anything. As someone who is technologically challenged, I stand in awe of those who are breathtakingly creative in solving computer problems. Creativity is a capacity we all have, and we are wise to take seriously its stewardship. God made us to be creative not only to reflect him but also to use that creativity for loving our neighbor. We were created to be creative, and we are also called to fruitfulness.




OUR CULTURAL MANDATE

On the sixth day of creation we read, “And God blessed them. And God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth’ ” (Gen 1:28, italics added). Theologians often call this biblical text the cultural mandate, which is like our human job description, our earthly responsibility as image bearers of God. It is what we were created to do, what we are entrusted to get done in the world. The cultural mandate might also be understood as God’s “get to work” mandate.
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