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For my grandchildren,
longing that you will live into the vision of a seamless life,
a coherence between who you are and why you are,
giving meaning to what you do with the lives that are yours.
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      A BEGINNING


      

        MOST OF LIFE is pretty autobiographical.


        We are sons of Adam and daughters of Eve, each one with histories written into the history of people who have lived through the centuries and cultures before us, the joys and sorrows of their lives mysteriously twined into the very meaning of our lives. It cannot not be.


        True for everyone everywhere, it is true of me.


        Almost always, when someone asks, “Why do you think about vocation like you do?” I will simply say that it begins with my Grandfather Gilchrist, and tell the tale of the way that ora et labora, prayer and work, were woven into the meaning of his life. That he allowed me in—summer after summer, year after year, giving me the gift of seeing over his shoulder and through his heart as he prayed and worked—has formed me, heart and mind, soul and strength.


        My grandparents lived between Durango and Cortez, Colorado, in the grand geography known as the Four Corners—the wonderful place in the American Southwest where the mesas meet the mountains. It is a land that I still love. My earliest memories are of its air and the wonder of the wind blowing through the aspen leaves, gracing its meadows and river valleys, making the world new again, morning by morning. At least, it seemed that way to me as a child. They had cattle, and I gloried in them, from my first years knowing the differences between the breeds and why they mattered. I still remember an exceptional morning walking through the corral by the barn, a very little boy that I was, and meeting an Angus bull who began to chase me. I thought I was going to die.


        There were better days though, many of them. Riding horseback through the pastures, catching frogs in creeks and bringing them home for my always-and-ever kind grandmother who fried their legs. And then best of all, rounding up my relatives for a home-grown rodeo, complete with calves who bucked their best.


        One day a Navajo man came to the ranch, asking if my grandfather would trade a blanket for a cow. They made a deal, and through the years of my boyhood the blanket was my grandfather’s saddle blanket; not a collector’s item, but a simple, ordinary saddle blanket, bearing the smells and sweat of a horse. When my grandfather died, the blanket became mine, and over many years I have prized it, loving what it means to me about the life and world that is mine to remember.


        The blanket now graces a shelf full of books that matter to me, all on the theme of vocation, the complex and rich word that it is. As this book was being born, one morning I laid the blanket out on the floor of Regent College’s art gallery, and then walked around it, wanting to get the light and shadow right, hoping that I could find a way to capture its native beauty and textured meaning—its history threading its way through the years of my life, a memory for me of what seamlessness is and ought to be.


        This is a book about vocation, but a different book, a collection of essays and photos. An unusual effort for the publisher, it is new for me too. Rather than making an argument that is developed over scores of pages and many chapters, this one is a deeper and deeper reflection on one question: What does it mean to see seamlessly? To see the whole of life as important to God, to us, and to the world—the deepest and truest meaning of vocation—is to understand that our longing for coherence is born of our truest humanity, a calling into the reality that being human and being holy are one and the same life.


        Yes, ora et labora, in my life and in yours.


        

          

            Photo of my grandfather’s saddle blanket.
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  MADISON AVENUE, MAD MEN, AND MUCH MORE


  

    MADISON AVENUE. Mad Men. Image and reality. True stories and sort-of-true stories and not-so-true stories.


    While visiting New York City, very close to Madison Ave., I thought about the stories of our lives. Where do they come from? Who tells them? Should we believe them?


    Having watched most of Mad Men—falling, falling, falling as they do—I was intrigued by another story, this one of a company called FiveStone, which offers a different way to imagine the meaning of the marketplace. As their website says, “FiveStone locks arms with organizations fighting to make the world a better place. We use design to help nonprofits and social enterprises solve their biggest challenges and create positive impact. . . . We want to see a world where thoughtful organizations win and good pushes itself into every aspect of society.”


    Brought into being by Jason Locy, a Virginian now living in Brooklyn, his company tells stories about ideas, about organizations, about businesses, doing their best to tell the truth about the way things are in a way that is imaginative, compelling, and engaging. Not spinning but instead listening carefully and then creatively offering windows into what honestly is, even as every one of us dreams of what might be—doing something that is rare but is at the heart of the best stories, always.


    The day before I got there, Jason was in Detroit at work for a client whose work is to bring renewal to debilitated schools. Nothing very romantic about that, but seeing his labor as written into the calling to seek the flourishing of the city—wherever the city may be found—he has drawn his team of creatives around what the schools are doing, what still needs to be done, and what help they need to accomplish their vision.


    One shelf in their office is devoted to Tegu Blocks, another client, whose hard work and global vision have brought into the marketplace a toy that children love. All kinds of creative play are possible with a little help from a magnet built into the colored blocks of every different shape. Their website tells their tale: “We believe that every child possesses the ability to build, create, and imagine. Tegu blocks are a canvas for their imagination. No instruction manuals or electronics, just toys that inspire limitless creativity across all ages.”


    The day before I was with the leadership of the Praxis Labs, another client of FiveStone, whose own remarkable vision and creativity are drawing together entrepreneurs from all over the world who want their labors to both do well and do good. And some will know of the work of Q, the yearly and more gathering of people in the cities of America to think about and work on complex questions at the heart of our common good; they too are a client of FiveStone.


    Watching Mad Men as I have over the last few years, seeing Donald Draper fall and fall and fall some more, seeing how hard it is to imagine the life and work of Madison Avenue to be anything other than Spin (with a capital S), it was a grace to enter into another way to be human, seeing that it is possible to live and work and have one’s being right in the middle of Manhattan and at the end of the day still stand with one’s integrity intact—knowing that all of us have flourished more fully because of their good work.


    

      

        Photo from the streets of New York.


      


    


  







[image: ]

ON GOOD BUSINESS


CAN BUSINESS EVER BE JUST ABOUT BUSINESS? Or politics just about politics? Or the arts just about the arts? Or education just about education?

The wisest wisdom has always said no.

Life is too complex for all of us. One area of life is connected to every other area of life—by the very nature of the universe (uni-verse that it is)—which is why the most important learning we do is interdisciplinary, the in-between conversations that connect the conversations the disciplines have on their own. To master cellular biology is not the same thing as mastering nineteenth-century English literature; the questions of the one are not the questions of the other. So it is not that specialization is an evil; there are times when we want someone who has spent the years required to understand the precise character of the brain, its intricacies, its dimensions, its diseases and pathologies—and of course what is needed to repair it.

But even brain surgeons need to be human beings too, first and last. They need to be intelligent, but in a multidimensional way—and so morally intelligent, emotionally intelligent, historically intelligent, sociologically intelligent, and more—if their gifts are to honestly serve the common good.

I thought of this on the day I spent several hours at the Mars corporation headquarters, taking part in a serious conversation about economics and the world, particularly about the way business ought to be done if human beings are to flourish.

For several years I have been working with Mars on the economics of mutuality, a morally and institutionally serious effort to rethink the very way business works in the world. For a many-billion-dollar-a-year company to even ask that question is unusual, perhaps rare. In fact, why even bother? Isn’t business, business? And if you can make enough money to be charitable at the end of the year, isn’t that all that can be expected? Maybe even more than can be expected?

But what if justice and mercy, honesty and integrity, truthfulness from beginning to end were the contours of our lives and labors? What if we decided that good business necessarily requires a more complex bottom line, a rethinking of the very purposes of business? What if doing well and doing good were a seamless reality? What if personal convictions were integrally woven into public practices? And of course, in the middle of our conversation was the hard work of making peace with the proximate—of something that is right and good and true and just, even if we cannot find our way to everything, where every wrong is righted and every hope is addressed finally and fully.

We were hosted by Jay Jakub, the director of external research at Mars, and long a friend, the one who initially drew me in to this work. Jay is one of the two executives who lead this project at Mars and are the coauthors of Completing Capitalism in which they set forth their thesis and hope. Two friends who lead other organizations joined in, Michael Bontrager, CEO of the Chatham Financial Corporation, and Mark Rodgers, principal of the Clapham Group, who brought their own commitments and insights into the conversation. To a person, we have given years to careful and critical evaluation of the marketplaces of the world: working in the global financial markets as Michael does, and consulting with the largest foundations in the world as Mark does, and then me too, in my own “always the professor at the table” in the conversations of my world. As Jay put it, “You are the one who reminds us of purpose, of why we are doing this and what this is about.” I hope so.

For most of my life I have been drawn to people who ask hard questions. Or at least questions that question the status quo, the way it’s “always been done.” Perhaps it was coming of age in the counterculture or being a second son or maybe even my deepest instincts formed by my faith in the counterreality of the kingdom of God being the primary reality, but from the first days when I was beginning to grow beyond my childhood beliefs about everything, I have yearned for something more. The connections between things have mattered to me—if this is true, then what about this? and how does this relate to that?

The people I am drawn to are like that too, in their very-different-from-me ways. I will never be an executive for a global corporation, a CEO of another, a political strategist either, or anyone but frail, finite me—but to have friends who long for coherence across the whole of life is a gift; each one bringing unique but collaborative vocations to bear on our common calling, each one asking deeper questions about coherence, about the interrelationships of ideas and beliefs, of practices and choices, not only for individuals but for institutions as well.

Years ago I was persuaded that the “nothing-but” approach to life was flawed. That human beings are “nothing but.” That sex is nothing but. That work is nothing but. That psychology is nothing but. That politics is nothing but.

Yet everything is more than that because everyone is more than that. Our conversation, in the midst of the Mars corporation and its M&Ms, was a signpost that pointed to a different way, arguing against the belief that “business is nothing but.” Simply said, it was a reminder that sometimes in some places some people give their very lives for something more.

Photo taken at the Mars corporation in McLean, Virginia.
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REPAIRING THE WORLD


THERE ARE TIMES WHEN I FEEL LIKE I am walking through the day trying to repair the world. One morning I put on worn-out jeans and painted in my son David’s house in Anacostia, for too long a forgotten part of the city of Washington. After some years of dreaming and working in that neighborhood, he was selling his house. It was a horrible mess when he bought it, completely full of junk and garbage everywhere, and he slowly made it new, renovating it from top to bottom. He hoped to put it on the market quickly, and so he had been working on it, getting it ready, and I wanted to help.

I had planned to come home, get cleaned up, and then go to my afternoon meeting at the headquarters of a global corporation that I consult with. But painting “one last section” kept me longer, and I decided to just go as is. It was okay because we met offsite in a restaurant that didn’t mind.

This company makes things that people all over the world enjoy, by the billions of dollars’ worth. For years now I have worked with them on rethinking the way that business is done, in fact the way that economic life is ordered, and as the months pass, that work only becomes more intriguing and complex. Some time ago I offered my colleagues there the vision of tikkun olam, a long-ago Hebrew way of describing our vocation as human beings to “repair the world,” seeing ourselves as responsible for the way things turn out. For years I have been intrigued by what this image means and what it assumes.

Most of us see the sorrows and horrors of life, and groan. Things are not the way they are supposed to be. But the language of “supposed to be” makes assumptions about the very meaning of life. There are really only a few ways of seeing life that can make sense of “supposed to be.” Not all ideas are equal; they just can’t be. Not all stories tell the same story; how could they?

For example, drawing on the analysis of my favorite philosopher-poet—Bono of U2, who sees karma written into most ways of making sense of life and the world, whether the materialism of the West (“I am my DNA, and therefore the wiring has already been done and I have no responsibility”), or the pantheism of the East (“The fates have already decided what is and will be, and therefore I have no responsibility”)—without grace we are stuck, metaphysically and morally, in moments we cannot get out of. And that’s a problem.

To speak of repairing the world assumes that we see some things as wrong. But if what is is right, then what is wrong? Nothing, really. Personal preference matters, but not very much. At the end of the day, what I like bumps up against what you like—and “it is what it is.” Whether a broken house or a broken economy, things are as they are. After all, what is is right.

But human beings that we are, there is something in us that cries out. We do groan. We do sigh. We do protest. And sometimes, we long for something more, maybe even for the way “things are supposed to be.”

Yet we are reminded that every effort at repairing the world costs us. We will get hurt because it is very messy, and never neat and clean. To take up the wounds of the world will wound us.

This week I went “further up and further in” (remembering the allusive wisdom of Aslan in C. S. Lewis’s The Last Battle) to the vocation of tikkun olam, a calling that belongs to all of us, wherever we are in the world. The vision makes sense of the brokenness of life, of everyone’s life, of life for everyone, whether my son’s house or my colleagues’ business, or the heartaches of neighbors a world away. We yearn for things to be made right, for life to be as it could be, as it might be, as it should be—as it is supposed to be.

Photo taken at my son’s house in the Anacostia neighborhood of Washington, DC.
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