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INTRODUCTION
The Pain of Work



I don’t know how long I lay on the floor sobbing. Maybe it was five minutes. Maybe it was fifty. Time stood still the second I uttered, I lost my job.

That was August 2010. I can still remember the feel of the tear-stained carpet against my face. Since May 2009, when my full-time job as a pastoral resident had ended, I had bounced between unemployed and underemployed. But in the summer of 2010, I landed a job developing middle school math curriculum. It was a limited-term, contract position, but it was going to compensate me enough to pay for the PhD program I was starting that fall.

It was a remote job. Still, the company brought all of the curriculum developers to their headquarters for two days of training. It felt amazing to be part of a team and to have work that used my skills and paid well. A month into the job, the project supervisor called me for a quick performance review. They loved my work. I loved doing the work. It seemed like a win-win. But the next day he called again. It caught me by surprise since I’d just talked to him. It could only mean more good news, right? Wrong. So so so so wrong.

I can’t recall the entire conversation. But I remember the essence of it. Meryl, we just had some budget meetings, and we have to make some cuts. We’re eliminating your position.

I couldn’t make sense of it. Wasn’t my work amazing? Why did my position get eliminated? Why not one of the other curriculum developers? Why me? In an instant, my job disappeared. I picked up my phone and called my husband. I told him I had lost my job. And then I collapsed to the floor and wept. I was devastated.


FULL OF HOPES AND DREAMS

Once upon a time, I felt excited about work. I had a vague sense of calling—that God was inviting me to help people develop deeper relationships with him. That calling gave me enough direction to go to seminary. When I graduated with my Master of Divinity degree, I felt this Holy Spirit current charging in my veins and a deep assurance that my friends and I had been well-equipped to steward the gospel no matter where God sent us. That passion stayed alive through two years of a pastoral residency. And then the residency ended. In the middle of the Great Recession.

At that time, churches were laying off more pastors than they were hiring. My husband had also been a pastoral resident. We thought the odds of finding one ministry position were better than the odds of finding two. For a few months, I worked retail while my husband temped and looked for a new job. When my boss asked for my availability, I told her I could work anytime other than Sunday mornings. But she would never schedule me for more than twenty-nine hours per week. I wasn’t looking for the benefits that came with being full-time. I simply wanted to work as much as I could to earn money. I scrambled for other gigs to try to supplement our income.

When my husband got a new job, we moved. And no one in the new town would hire me—at least, no one in the types of jobs I was seeking, ones that used my gifts and my training. I sent out résumé after résumé. I even went to a temp agency. I got a little worried when the staffing associate, Rose, asked me if I considered myself to be a professional. I was the only prospective employee in business dress. She found me a job making cold calls for a local veteran’s affairs organization. I lasted two days.

At my lowest point in all of this, my husband would come home from work for lunch and find me in my sweats, eating lunch, and watching The Jerry Springer Show, the trashy talk show that came on after the WGN midday news. The show took up topics like contentious love triangles, revenge plots, and paternity test revelations. Somehow the show brought consolation. I would think, “At least my life’s not that bad.”

Around that time, I started having conversations with a few trusted mentors who encouraged me to get a doctorate. I liked the idea, but I needed a job to pay for it. That curriculum writing job was perfect. It was a ten-month contract developing pre-algebra and algebra curriculum. (I realize this might sound like a lot of people’s worst nightmare, but I’m a total math nerd. I majored in math, and I was even on my school’s math team from seventh through twelfth grade. Feel free to laugh. We were national champs three out of four years I was in high school, and it gave me lots of opportunities for travel and to experience how easily I can crack under pressure.)

Anyway, I was fine capitalizing on my love for math to pay for my PhD in not-math. It felt like the Lord’s provision. The job would be part-time and it would pay about forty thousand dollars—slightly under what I needed for tuition. Truly a miracle. Until it wasn’t. Until that work got yanked out from under me. Until I discovered that salty carpet is equal parts scratchy and disgusting—but also, oddly grounding when work has leveled you.




WORK HAS HURT MANY OF US

What I wish I had known then was that I wasn’t alone.

I lost my job as the United States began climbing out of the Great Recession. That was a time of severe global economic decline from 2007 to 2009 that stemmed largely from two related crises: the burst of the housing bubble and the financial meltdown of big banks. Millions of people around the world lost their jobs. The unemployment rate in the United States rose sharply, from 5 to 10 percent, indicating that millions of people were looking for work and not able to find it.1

That wouldn’t be the last time a massive employment crisis would sweep the globe. When the coronavirus pandemic hit in 2020, roughly 250 million full-time jobs were lost around the world—four times the amount of jobs lost during the Great Recession.2 In the United States, over 20 million people lost their jobs at the start of the pandemic.3 As people returned to work and the economy tried to rebound, a new phenomenon emerged—the Great Resignation. Between June 2021 and December 2022, over 4 million people per month quit their jobs.4 Prior to the pandemic, an average of 1.8 million people per month were laid off or terminated from their jobs, and since the pandemic, the number has gone down slightly to about 1.5 million people per month.5 Still, that’s a lot of job loss.

Those statistics are jaw-dropping, yet they don’t even begin to account for all of the other disappointment and disillusionment that happen at work—the frustration and sometimes outright abuse we endure: not getting the interview, job, or promotion we wanted; being the victim of bullying, discrimination, or harassment; holding out for even a standard-of-living raise; wishing our boss wasn’t such a tyrant; or wanting our coworkers to treat us with dignity. The list could go on and on. And it does.

Let’s start with burnout. In a 2022 survey of employees from fifteen countries, McKinsey & Company found that approximately one in four employees were experiencing burnout.6 Both Gallup and Deloitte report that at least three out of four of those working in the United States have experienced burnout sometime at work.7 In 2024, approximately one out of every four employees in the United States very often or always felt burned out at work.8

What contributes to the burnout? Gallup says the main reasons are “unfair treatment at work, unmanageable workload, unclear communication from managers, lack of manager support, and unreasonable time pressure.”9 (Those of us who have experienced burnout probably don’t need a survey to tell us this.) When the folks at Gallup looked at burnout rates across industries in the United States, K-12 teachers had the highest rate at 44 percent. But nearly a third of people working in law, health care, retail, government or public policy, professional services, and college or university jobs were also burned out.10

And then there’s the harassment and discrimination. One in five employees globally have experienced at least one form of violence or harassment at work.11 Within the United States, 38 percent of women and 14 percent of men report having been sexually harassed in the workplace or at school.12 The American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) found that two in three workers in the United States who are ages forty-five and over have experienced discrimination at work due to their age.13 In 2020, Gallup found that 24 percent of Black employees and 24 percent of Hispanic employees had experienced racism at work in the previous year.


Most jobs will not make us happy, and even the ones that do will often be a source of deep frustration.

SARAH JAFFE



Work engagement is another indicator of what is and is not working well at work. It’s a measure of an employee’s enthusiasm for and involvement in their daily work. It’s probably not surprising that only one in four workers globally and one in three workers in the United States are actually engaged in their jobs.14 Writing about the current state of work in capitalist societies, Sarah Jaffe says that we live in an era in which we’re supposed to love our jobs, but most of us don’t. Jaffe writes, “The new work ethic, in which work is expected to give us something like self-actualization, cannot help but fail. Most jobs will not make us happy, and even the ones that do will often be a source of deep frustration.”15 Ugh!




THE GAP BETWEEN GOD’S DESIGN FOR WORK AND WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. Work isn’t supposed to be fraught with so much disappointment and despair. God designed work to be a delight. In fact, God works. In six days, God formed and filled our world, creating us, his image bearers on the last day (Genesis 1). And God continues to work, caring for all that he has made.

God saw the completed creation and called it very good (Genesis 1:31). He delighted in the work of his hands. And I believe that’s what he intended for us to experience in our work. But sin destroyed that hope. After Adam and Eve disobeyed God by eating the forbidden fruit, God punished them and cursed the ground—both of which had dire consequences for our work.


To the woman he said,

“I will make your pains in childbearing very severe;

with painful labor you will give birth to children.

Your desire will be for your husband,

and he will rule over you.”

 

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate fruit from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat from it,’

 

“Cursed is the ground because of you;

through painful toil you will eat food from it

all the days of your life.

It will produce thorns and thistles for you,

and you will eat the plants of the field.

By the sweat of your brow

you will eat your food

until you return to the ground,

since from it you were taken;

for dust you are

and to dust you will return.” (Genesis 3:16-19)



When we read the phrases “painful labor” and “painful toil” in Genesis 3:16-17, we likely think about physical pain. Painful labor. Yes, it is, with and without an epidural. Painful toil. Obviously. Splinters and sore muscles seem like the logical outcome of working the ground. But the Hebrew word translated as “painful” can also mean causing “mental and emotional suffering.”16 This word shows up in one other place in Scripture. In Genesis 5:29 we read of Noah’s birth: “He [Lamech] named him Noah and said, ‘He will comfort us in the labor and painful toil of our hands caused by the ground the LORD has cursed.’” For generations after the fall, people experienced such anguish in their work that they needed comfort and relief. Many of us have the same need today. Work can certainly break our bodies. But more often it breaks our hearts.


Work can certainly break our bodies. But more often it breaks our hearts.



Even when we know work will not be easy, we go into it with high hopes. We’ll get along fabulously with our boss and coworkers. Our performance reviews will be glowing. And we’ll stay in the job long enough to make a real impact. Those high expectations can make the disappointment, disillusionment, and devastation we experience in our work all the more jarring. Realizing the enormous gap between expectations and reality causes immense frustration and heartache. When work doesn’t go the way we hope or the way it ought, the anger, grief, and shame we experience can be profound, and no amount of Ben and Jerry’s can fix it. Eating our feelings can’t pick us up and put us back together.




DEALING WITH OUR WORK HURT

When work beats us up, burns us out, or breaks our hearts, giving up and staying down on the floor can seem like viable options. We could wallow in our sadness. We could ignore our pain or try to numb it as we try to move on to the next project or next job. But here’s the problem with both those options: they make our light grow dim. Brené Brown warns about the consequences of numbing our pain: “We cannot selectively numb emotion,” she writes. “If we numb the dark, we numb the light. If we take the edge off pain and discomfort, we are, by default, taking the edge off joy, love, belonging, and the other emotions that give meaning to our lives.”17

Since he brought them out of Egypt, God has intended for his people to be a light to the nations (cf. Deuteronomy 4:5-8; Isaiah 42:6). Jesus told his followers,


You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven. (Matthew 5:14-16)



Jesus calls us to let our light shine brightly—and we do so by doing good work and, in that, pointing others to him. As Steve Garber puts it, our work is integral to the mission of God regardless of whether we work as a pastor or plumber, missionary or math teacher.18 But the disappointment, disillusionment, and devastation we experience in our work can dim our light. Heck, work-related hurt can make us want to crawl under a bush and hide. Ignoring our hurt can dim our light, but—worse—it can also cause us to spread darkness. Richard Rohr put it this way:


If we cannot find a way to make our wounds into sacred wounds, we invariably become cynical, negative, or bitter. This is the storyline of many of the greatest novels, myths, and stories of every culture. If we do not transform our pain, we will most assuredly transmit it—usually to those closest to us: our family, our neighbors, our co-workers, and, invariably, the most vulnerable, our children.19



We have to tend to our pain. If we don’t deal with our work hurt, eventually it will deal with us.

When work hurts us—physically or emotionally—it’s as if a violent wind rattles our flame and threatens to snuff us out. When reduced to a flicker, we no longer burn brightly. Jesus calls us to be beacons of hope. I imagine his followers as millions of tiny lighthouses illuminating the way to him in the midst of life’s challenges. If we don’t attend to the pain that work causes, we’ll fade into the shadows, turn inward, and wonder what we could have done to keep the light on.




LEARNING TO BE RESILIENT

Resilience is “the capacity of a system to withstand or recover from significant challenges.”20 It’s the ability to flicker from time to time without going out. It’s also the ability to burn brightly again after nearly being extinguished. Keeping the candle burning pushes back the darkness in this world. It sustains us, and it helps other people see the radiance of Christ—the light that God has shined in our hearts (2 Corinthians 4:6).

My suspicion is that very few of us have received formal training on how to be resilient in our work. I never took When Work Hurts 101. In school, I gained the technical and relational skills to get a job, do it well, and build a career. No one intentionally prepared me for the hard days, the harsh words, and the heavy burdens that can come with our work. Even the workplace training I have received has fallen woefully short. Our training videos may teach us how to recognize workplace bullying or report sexual harassment, but they don’t equip us to grieve, process, and recover from it.

Much of the training I have received has come through the proverbial “school of hard knocks.” The same is true for many. We’ve learned to be resilient through experience. We’ve had to endure frustrating, stressful, or grueling work because we didn’t have any other viable options. I’ve also learned about resilience by watching others endure their own battles with work hurt. Both of my parents started their own businesses when I was young. I recall the stress it caused them. My mom eventually had to close her company. She got laid off from another job while I was in college, and for years she worked for someone she described as “the worst boss anyone could imagine.” But my parents never gave up. They kept going.

I’ve also learned something about resilience by studying the Scriptures and observing God’s people in some of their most difficult moments. In particular, I think about the time when the people of Judah found themselves sitting in a pile of rubble, utterly destroyed by something many of them never expected would happen in their lifetime. They watched their beloved city of Jerusalem sieged and then burned to the ground. And then most of them were carried off into exile.

Over the course of this book, we’re going to walk through the story of the Israelites from the fall of Jerusalem, their journey into exile, and back home again. No single book of the Bible covers that time period. To get the full story, we’re going to dip our toes into several books and go for a long swim in another. Second Chronicles, the Psalms, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Lamentations will give us some of the historical context. We’ll also take a quick look at Daniel, Haggai, and Zechariah. But we’ll spend the majority of our time in what the Hebrew Scriptures treated as a single book: Ezra-Nehemiah. They describe the journey home and the rebuilding, renewing, and restoring work that happened among a people who had once been sitting in the rubble.

I hope you’ll discover that we can find solidarity in their story because they experienced nearly catastrophic grief. Yet they kept going. With God’s help, they kept the light on and remained faithful to God’s call not only to pick up the pieces but also to engage a broken world. And they did that even in the face of more challenges, opposition, and heartbreak.


With God’s help, the Israelites kept the light on and remained faithful to God’s call not only to pick up the pieces but also to engage a broken world.



If God’s people could be resilient then, in those circumstances, we can learn to be resilient now, in ours. That’s where we’re going to start—with our circumstances. We’re going to unpack some of the ways work can level us. We’ll talk about what it looks and feels like when work beats us up, burns us out, or breaks our hearts. I’ll introduce you to several people who have experienced all types of work hurt. They courageously and generously shared their stories because of their desire to help you. In most cases, I’ve changed names and details to protect their identities.

I’ll share more of my story as well. When I lost my job in 2010, I never imagined that other people’s work would become central to my work. For over a decade, I’ve studied work—from how college students choose certain careers to what university administrators think about their jobs. I’ve interviewed people who have experienced so much organizational dysfunction and trauma that they’ve cried when telling me about it. I’ve spoken with people whose toxic work environments have filled them with fear. And I’ve walked alongside friends and students who have been treated poorly at work and who have lost their jobs or their businesses. I’ve learned that work can bring tremendous joy but often brings incredible sorrow. I can’t help but groan.

I want better for these people; I want better for all of us. But there’s no easy fix. The causes of work hurt are legion. Some of them are systemic. Through my work at the Max De Pree Center for Leadership at Fuller Seminary, I help equip organizational leaders who can catalyze change and promote the flourishing of their employees. Change takes time, though. So while we yearn for more organizations to have healthy cultures and prioritize the well-being of their people, we can learn to be more resilient in our everyday work. And if you’re an organizational leader or a manager, I hope that this book will give you a new perspective on how people experience their work so that you’ll be inspired to make work better.

We’ll also turn our attention to the story of the Israelites to see how they responded when the Babylonians leveled them. We’ll discover the practices they used to stoke the fire in their hearts so that it wouldn’t go out. And we’ll learn what it takes to keep the light on. Because we, my friends, are the light of the world. It’s hard to be a city on a hill when we’re a smoldering pile of rubble. As we heal from our work-related hurt and develop resilience to deal with it again and again, we can better respond to the call that God has for us to be rebuilders, renewers, repairers, and restorers as we partner in his redemptive work in the world.


WORK HURT CLINIC


When we’re in severe pain, whether from a sore throat or broken ankle, we need help to get well. If we can, we go to the nearest clinic where a medical professional asks us about our symptoms, assesses our pain, makes a diagnosis, and prescribes a treatment plan. I’m a doctor, but of philosophy, not medicine. I can’t diagnose your condition or prescribe a course of treatment, but I can offer some prompts and suggestions for you to reflect on your work hurt and pursue healing. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a Work Hurt Clinic where you can revisit some of the main ideas and begin to apply some of the practices.

Symptoms: In your work, have you now or in the past experienced any of the following?

► Grief

► Anger

► Burnout

► Frustration

► Heartbreak

► Disappointment

► Emotional numbing

Causes: To what extent did you identify with the work hurt examples included in this chapter?

► Job loss

► Underemployment

► Unemployment

► Frustrating job search

► Bullying

► Discrimination

► Harassment

► Low or inequitable pay

► Toxic boss

► Burnout

Pain:

► On a scale of 1 (minimal pain) to 10 (severe pain), how would you rate the pain that your work hurt has caused?

► Do you have pain from work hurt that you’ve neglected or numbed?

► To what extent might your pain be affecting your current work, relationships, or well-being?

Care: Continue reading this book and consider discussing your work hurt with a friend.
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When the Walls
Fall Down


After ten years in educational and nonprofit leadership in her community of Athens, Georgia, Lora had a vision for what could help children flourish—schools that were student-centered and creative. The events of 2020 helped her refine that vision. As racial tensions rose in the United States and she began receiving invitations to speak on race-related issues, Lora started to reflect on her educational journey as a Black child who attended a predominately White private school. She lamented not having Black cultural spaces to explore that part of her identity while growing up. That’s what Athens needed—a school that would focus on the thriving of the community’s Black youth. The idea came like a torrent, she told me. The call to start Joy Village School was unmistakable.

Joy Village School welcomed twenty-five students in the fall of 2022. Drawing on the West African tradition of Harambe, students began their days with chants, cheers, and affirmations before attending to their core subjects of math, language arts, and Black history. After a focused reading time, they participated in enrichment activities such as drumming, chess, coding, cooking, basketball, and step. Everything seemed to be flourishing, except Lora was crumbling on the inside.

Running a school required leasing a building and paying staff—two huge expenses. Lora took out personal loans to help cover the costs, and she began to focus thirty to forty hours per week on fundraising on top of her teaching and administrative responsibilities. She took any opportunity she had to talk to people about the school and ask for a donation. She made pleas via social media, telling the world, “We’re having such a joyful experience here.” But what Lora felt was the antithesis of joy. She told me,


I set out to create this school and do work that was meaningful to me, but the job I ended up doing was 20 percent of the meaningful, lifegiving work. I spent 80 percent of my time fundraising and writing grants—thirty grants that year, and I was out at community events all the time meeting people and trying to raise money.



She admitted, “I was maintaining a façade of togetherness when on the inside I was drowning a lot of the time.”

Lora was exhausted. She was working seventy to eighty hours per week. At one point she contracted Covid-19 and shingles, but she didn’t take time off. She had to keep the school afloat. Still, she put a happy face on even though she and her school were crumbling. Lora was drowning in debt and eventually had to declare personal bankruptcy. When the school finally closed at the end of its first year, it felt like a mercy while at the same time sending Lora spiraling deep into a midlife crisis. Lora’s dream died, and with the closing of Joy Village School came a flood of grief.

The pain we experience in our work can vary in severity and scope. Researchers believe the brain processes socio-emotional pain the same way it processes pain from a physical injury.1 Like the pain we feel in our body, the emotional pain we experience from work can be chronic or acute. It can be tolerable or debilitating. It can dissipate or accumulate. Regardless, it hurts and cries out for our attention.


WHEN WORK DISAPPOINTS

Disappointment at work is an everyday experience for most of us. It happens when work fails to live up to our hopes or expectations. We don’t finish everything on our to-do list. Only one person attends the online event we planned. Customers prefer our competitor’s product to ours. Our boss tells us that our report needs another round of revisions. We overcook the chicken—again.

It’s all frustrating. But for the most part, we can deal with that level of disappointment. We reexamine our priorities and brush up our time management strategies. We receive the one attendee with hospitality and gratitude and think about how we might better promote the next event. We do some market analysis to reassess our customers’ needs. We dig in and fix the report. We finally buy a new oven.

But sometimes the disappointments are more profound. I think of a 2019 Indeed commercial that depicts a group of professionals standing in a conference room.2 At the front of the room, we see Claire, gleaming in expectation as her boss prepares to announce the name of the company’s newest vice president. As soon as the “m” sound rolls off her boss’s tongue, Claire’s face begins to fall. The promotion went to her colleague Michael. We get the sense that she had been passed over before. She’s crushed.

In 2022, news outlets began talking about the “Great Resignation” because people in the United States were quitting their jobs in record numbers.3 They quit their jobs during the Great Resignation because work had become a Great Disappointment. The Pew Research Center found that people who quit their jobs during that period tended to do so because of low pay, no opportunities for advancement, and feeling disrespected at work.4 Patrick quit a job for all three of those reasons.

He was working as an adjunct professor for a small college. From the outset, the pay was terrible. Patrick had dreamed of becoming a professor for years and thought he could tolerate the low pay for a season in exchange for an opportunity to get his foot in the door. At one point, he did the math and figured he could have been making about the same amount working retail. That was rather infuriating since the teaching job required a doctorate; still, he was willing to accept it for a while.

But soon, the possibilities for advancement went from slim to nil. He felt like some people in the university didn’t respect him. Others made him feel like he had nothing to contribute to the school beyond the few tasks they had asked him to do. Patrick’s disappointment became so profound that it festered into resentment and bitterness. Like a poison, it started seeping into his relationships and his work. Even his students began to pick up on his cynicism. He knew he should quit but needed the money and wanted to hold out hope that it would get better. But it didn’t. Things got worse. And he left. To Patrick, it felt like a bad breakup, like waking up to the realization of unrequited love. And it hurt.




WHEN WORK DISILLUSIONS US

Disappointment leads to pain; but the disillusionment we experience at work can also hurt us. Disillusionment comes when work challenges some of our deeply held assumptions.

My husband and I got married in 2005 while we were both in seminary, but we knew that we couldn’t afford for both of us to be in school at the same time. So we agreed that one would work full-time while the other finished their degree, and then we would switch. That’s how I came to teach middle school math. Two months after we got married, I landed the job at a local Christian school.

I was so excited about the job because I loved teaching math, and I was eager to help my students understand how math fit into God’s big story. I decorated my classroom, designed some fun learning activities, and developed relationships with the other teachers. I knew the job would be difficult—four different math classes and three electives to prep and almost no support from our special education staff. But no one prepared for me for the biggest challenge I would face: the parents.

I would get an earful from parents when their students had to sit the bench at a basketball game because they weren’t passing pre-algebra. It didn’t matter that I offered to help their students before school, after school, and during study hall. It didn’t matter that I had extra credit work available for all students. To these parents, the fact that their kids weren’t passing was my fault and mine alone.

Another parent was so hostile toward me that the principal would no longer let her communicate with me on the phone or in person without an administrator present. It turned out that this mom had a rather tumultuous home life and opted to take it out on me. I decided I would take her verbal abuse again in a heartbeat if it kept her from unleashing her anger on her son, who was my student.

And then there were the parents of eighth graders who pressured me to recommend their children for the best math classes at their new high schools, even when I knew the student had little chance of success. If I declined, I was “ruining their lives.” That math placement would affect their ability to get into Harvard. I secretly wished I could tell one mom, “Ma’am, right now your daughter appears to be more interested in boys and basketball than equations and inequalities. Maybe let’s work together to help her learn to solve for x so that she passes my class and doesn’t have to repeat pre-algebra as a freshman.”

Over time, the parents’ persistent enmity wore me down. I had no idea that people who paid money to send their children to a Christian school could be so mean. The way they treated me jilted me out of my naiveté. Note to my twenty-five-year-old self: not everyone in a Christian school community will act Christlike.

Disillusionment at work is no respecter of persons. Catherine was a young mom who had taken a new job to support herself and her kids. She was quite good at her job, and her boss noticed. He gave her more responsibility. And then he gave her something she didn’t want—sexual harassment. He hit on her. In an instant, any illusions Catherine had about her boss’s professionalism shattered. She quit immediately. But the hurt persisted. She had liked her work. She had needed the income the job provided. And her boss’s transgression siphoned away any sense of joy and delight she felt in it.




WHEN WORK DEVASTATES US

Devastate: “to reduce to chaos, disorder, or helplessness: overwhelm.”5 The word that particularly captures my attention there is “reduce.” Work can make us feel small. It can bring us to our knees, to the floor. Has work ever made you feel this way before? That’s what happened to Rachel.

I interviewed her two weeks after she was laid off. Rachel worked for a large, regional bank in the United States. Throughout her twenty-year tenure with the bank, Rachel had several roles in both local branches and regional management. In the fall of 2023, the company mentioned that it would be making some budget cuts. Hers wasn’t the only bank making cuts: several multinational and global banks laid off thousands of employees that year.6 The first round of layoffs happened in November. She survived those but knew that more could be coming in the new year. Realistic in her outlook, she knew she could be laid off. Still, she didn’t let that deter her from focusing on her job.

At 8:30 a.m. on a Wednesday, Rachel received an email from her manager asking to join her for a check-in via video chat at 9:00 a.m. The request felt odd and out of character. She texted her husband, “I think I’m about to lose my job.” When her boss began the conversation with small talk, Rachel knew. Her boss told her that her work was done at that moment. Rachel told me, “My whole world just crashed.”


Even when our position isn’t on the chopping block, there are thousands of different ways we can have our hearts broken on the job.



Job loss is incredibly painful, and it’s an all-too-common occurrence today. It’s also far from the only form of devastation we can experience in work. Even when our position isn’t on the chopping block, there are thousands of different ways we can have our hearts broken on the job. I think about those whose bosses never encourage and only ever tear them down. Or those whose colleagues take the credit for their ideas. And then there are those who witness violence, physical harm, and even death in the workplace. It’s too much. Come, Lord Jesus.

When work wounds us, sometimes it leaves little cracks—cracks small enough that we can mend with patience, time, and care. Other times work smashes us to pieces. When that happens, we can stay on the tear-stained carpet for a while. But even though it feels safer on the floor, where there’s no way we can fall any further, we can’t live there. Eventually we need to get up and survey the damage.

The Bible offers some insight on how to stand up and examine all the broken pieces in and around us after work demolishes us. There’s a place in the Bible where we see God’s people leveled, their city reduced to rubble. And there’s a man who finds himself left to take in all the destruction. Maybe if we study his response, we can glean some wisdom for what to do when work tears us apart.




A BEAUTIFUL CITY, BROKEN

Jerusalem was a remarkable city. But it wasn’t always that way. Before it became the geographical and spiritual center of Israel’s life, Jerusalem was a Jebusite fortress in the hill country of Judah, the southernmost of the twelve tribes of Israel. The Jebusites were one of the Canaanite tribes that God’s people were supposed to drive out of the Promised Land but didn’t. The Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible describes Jebusite Jerusalem this way: “Occupied by the Jebusites, it was a pocket of neutral territory between the northern and southern sections of David’s united kingdom and politically acceptable to both.”7 Scholars believe Jebusite Jerusalem was home to about one thousand people.8

Shortly after David became king, he and his men marched on Jerusalem and conquered it. The Bible tells us, “David then took up residence in the fortress and called it the City of David. He built up the area around it, from the terraces inward” (2 Samuel 5:9). David unified the tribes into one nation, and Jerusalem became its political and religious center.

David wanted to continue building. He wanted to build a temple to house the ark of God’s covenant that he and his men had reclaimed from the Philistines. But God told him that the task of building the temple would fall to someone else. That someone else was David’s son Solomon. Solomon oversaw much of Jerusalem’s development. It’s believed that Jerusalem’s population grew to between four and five thousand during his reign.9 God chose Solomon to build the temple. It was a massive undertaking that took seven years to complete (1 Kings 6:38).

First, Solomon chose Mount Zion as the site for the temple. For the Israelites, the temple would come to symbolize the place where heaven and earth met, and it was the place where God dwelled among his people. Second, Solomon spared no expense on its construction. He paid the King of Tyre for the best lumber from Lebanon. Solomon used the cedar, cypress, and high-quality stone to construct and decorate the temple. The inside of the temple had intricate carvings (1 Kings 6:18). The inner sanctuary and its altar were covered in pure gold (1 Kings 6:20-22). The furnishings were just as ornate (1 Kings 7:13-51). The temple was lavish. And its extravagance pointed to the holiness of God. One scholar described the temple this way, “Solomon’s temple was the embodiment of Israel’s religious and national identity. Its setting and design manifested Yahweh’s presence, while its splendor provided tangible evidence of his favor.”10

After the work had been completed, God consecrated the temple and promised to establish Solomon’s throne if he would follow the Lord “faithfully with integrity of heart and uprightness” (1 Kings 9:4). But the Lord added a condition. If Solomon and his people chose not to follow God, he would reject his people and the temple would “become a heap of rubble” (1 Kings 9:8).

Fast forward about 360 years. David’s kingdom has been split in two—Israel to the north and Judah to the south. Israel has been raided by the Assyrians and many of its inhabitants have been taken into captivity. And now Jerusalem, the capital of Judah—including the temple, which was the center of Israel’s religious life and the symbol of God’s presence among them—is indeed a heap of rubble.

Sadly in our modern times we don’t have to look far to see cities reduced to ruin and rubble. When Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, entire cities were demolished, their buildings blown to smithereens. Many residents of Kyiv gathered a few precious belongings and took shelter in subway tunnels while bombs rained down overhead, pulverizing their homes. In 2024, Israeli forces targeting Hamas terrorists obliterated much of neighboring Gaza, displacing millions of people. News reports showed charred apartment buildings, crippled hospitals, and people desperate for food, clean water, and medical care. These scenes can help us imagine just how horrible the destruction of Jerusalem must have been.

The prophet Jeremiah, who lived in Judah and prophesied to God’s people, looked out over the city and cried,


What can I say for you, to what compare you,

O daughter of Jerusalem?

What can I liken to you, that I may comfort you,

O virgin daughter of Zion?

For your ruin is vast as the sea;

who can heal you? (Lamentations 2:13 ESV)



Your ruin is vast as the sea. What once was radiant is now ruin. What once shone like the sun smolders. A city, God’s Holy City, the City of David, once filled with God’s people, had been cast down and trampled under the feet of the nations.

God had warned his people through the words of his prophets. “Return to me,” he told them time and again. “I see you attempting to look religious while your heart is far from me. I am God and there is no other. I am the God of your fathers—of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. I am the one who delivered you from Egypt and established you in this land. I am the one who chose you to be my treasured possession, my light to the nations. But you refuse to worship me” (see Deuteronomy 8; Jeremiah 16–17; 25; and Ezekiel 4; 7–11).

And so ruin came. Her name was Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, laid siege to Jerusalem. His army surrounded the city—creating fear and famine within her. Eventually, the wall was breached. Judah’s fighting men fled, and Zedekiah the king was captured. But the worst was still to come. Babylon had taken Judah’s king, but now they would seek to take her very heart and soul. The commander of Nebuchadnezzar’s imperial guard, Nebuzaradan, came to Jerusalem to take up the task of utter destruction. Jeremiah described it this way: “He set fire to the temple of the LORD, the royal palace and all the houses of Jerusalem. Every important building he burned down. The whole Babylonian army, under the commander of the imperial guard, broke down all the walls around Jerusalem” (Jeremiah 52:13-14). Many of the remaining people were carried off into exile in Babylon.
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