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  FOR KELLY


    Thank you for your


    grace and your friendship


    in my journey of becoming.










  

    The highest reward for a person’s toil is not what they get for it, but what they become by it.


    JOHN RUSKIN
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  Fragmented Lives, Fractured Culture


  

    

      Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work with me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and lightly.


      MATTHEW 11:28-30 MSG




    


  


  

    We sat on the sideline of a windswept soccer field. It was between games at the Wichita Fall Invitational in Kansas. Parents watched their sons eat mandarin oranges and bagels between games, surrounded by cleats, soccer socks, and cheers in the distance.


    I sat next to Amy, the mother of three sons, and talked life, work, and family as the fall sun shone on our faces. She turned the conversation to her husband, Brent, and their early marriage and career. “We moved to Idaho and followed them out there,” Amy said, referring to a couple who had mentored Brent and Amy during their time as Young Life leaders after college. “In only weeks, the business—and our mentors—fell apart. We had just bought a house, and now we were jobless. What were we supposed to do?” Pain settled in just months after the wedding day.


    As Amy recounted the rocky start to Brent’s career, the conversation quickly became more honest. “Work has been such a struggle for him,” she said about her husband’s occupational odyssey. Holding various midlevel business roles, Brent now works for a wholesale alcoholic beverage distributor. “Years ago, Brent fell into a deep depression. It was pretty scary. I don’t think he likes what his work is doing to him,” she said, explaining the false persona he’s had to put on during tough business negotiations.


    This weighty story about Brent caught me by surprise. Brent is vibrant, always positive, in great shape, and exudes energy.


    Later that evening at our hotel, I asked Brent directly about his day job. “I help people make more money from booze,” he said with a defeated laugh. “I only send one-sentence work emails.”


    I learned that Brent’s early aspirations for an up-and-to-the-right business career had been squeezed out like a tube of toothpaste, and meaning that had escaped him in his career now became transferred to hobbies, coaching, and family. Work paid the bills and happened to be close to his home. But nothing more. His wife said he usually avoided the subject of work, as he felt a tinge of shame he hadn’t been more of a “success.”


    

      LONGING FOR MEANING


      Work is where we spend most of our adult lives. The average adult will spend ninety thousand hours, or a third of their adult lives, at the job. And yet work—not just for Brent—is a shared struggle for nearly all of us.


      One summer, we at Denver Institute for Faith & Work, the educational organization I founded, studied how people felt about their work. We did surveys and dozens of first-hand interviews. People spoke of being proud of their work and seeing the value in what they do. But they also shared their heartaches: “I feel like no matter what I do it won’t make a difference. I wish I could make an impact.” “I feel isolated from those who share my Christian values in my workplace.” “I feel intense pressure to perform and meet demands.” “I feel like nobody cares about my values as long as I perform.” “I feel like my faith community doesn’t understand my working life.” “I feel like my boss doesn’t recognize what I contribute around here.” “I feel rushed, busied, and overwhelmed by the responsibilities of life. I can’t do one more thing.”


      We sense that work must be more than a paycheck, a way to make an imprint on the world around us. Christians in particular yearn to connect heart, mind, and work to meaningful contribution to the world. And yet, doing so is often fraught with difficulty and setbacks. Even success can breed disillusionment.


      Owen Hill’s early career was meteoric. He attended the Air Force Academy and then graduated with a PhD in policy analysis from the Pardee RAND Graduate School in Santa Monica, California. He was elected to the Colorado State Senate at age thirty. Having cosponsored several successful bills in Colorado, he decided to “wager it all” six years later and run for US Congress. He largely self-funded his campaign for the US House of Representatives—and lost. After losing to a long-standing incumbent, he felt growing tension around broad Republican support for personality rather than policy, so Owen decided to leave politics altogether.


      Nearly penniless and jobless after a decade in politics, Owen reflected one evening over dinner about his work, “What was it really for? Did I accomplish anything that will last?” A nagging sense of emptiness hung over him like a cloud as he tried to start over in a new career, but now with four kids. At the midpoint of his life, Owen found himself reassessing his career, identity, and the overarching story of his life.


      Many of us deeply enjoy our work. Yet we also feel lonely, anxious, tired, misunderstood, and undervalued at our jobs. In 2021 Gallup reported only 36 percent of US employees were engaged in their work and workplace; globally only 20 percent are engaged at work.1 Much of the world is either going through the motions or lacking excitement for their current role.


      The Covid-19 pandemic spurred millions to quit their jobs in 2021, popularly known as the Great Resignation. The mass layoffs of the 2020 pandemic lockdown, especially in restaurants and hotels, were clearly not forgotten by workers. When the economy began to recover a year later and employee power increased, millions walked out. In April 2021, four million Americans quit their jobs; in August, 65 percent of employees said they were looking for a new job.2 Heather Long, a reporter at the Washington Post, believes the pandemic didn’t just cause a labor shortage but “a great reassessment of work in America.”3


      As the reassessment of work becomes a stronger cultural current, we can’t get away from the sense that if work is just exchanging dollars for hours, we’re letting our lives slip away. Since the pandemic, a Pew Research Center study found the majority of workers who quit a job cited low pay, no opportunities for advancement, or disrespect as top reasons for leaving.4 As jobs were plentiful, men and women across industries hit the door. And yet, the Great Resignation was often followed by “the Great Regret” for those same employees. Their next workplaces, many found, weren’t much more human than the last ones.5


      Finding meaning in work feels like searching for Bigfoot, ever elusive and probably just a myth. Owen and Brent are asking honest questions that many of us are too afraid to ask. Am I wasting my life? Is work meaningless? As I go about my daily life, who am I becoming?


    


    

    


      A SPLINTERING CULTURE


      Work is not done in a vacuum. The tensions around work in our culture are growing. Here are just a few.


      The opportunity gap. Working-class communities are facing growing barriers to thriving lives. Since 1970, professional wages have increased dramatically, yet the wages of high school educated men have fallen 47 percent. You’re more than twice as likely to die of suicide if you have a high school degree compared to a college degree. For kids of working-class parents, the rate of single-parent homes has jumped in the last half century from 20 to 70 percent. And shockingly, high-achieving poor kids are now less likely (29 percent) to get a college degree than low-achieving rich kids (30 percent). “This fact is particularly hard to square,” writes Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam, “with the idea at the heart of the American Dream: equality of opportunity.”6


      Crisis of work. On one side of the economic spectrum, work has become almost a religion. Derek Thompson of the Atlantic calls this “workism,” the belief that the center of one’s identity and life’s purpose must always be found in work.7 On the other side is what researcher Nicholas Eberstadt calls America’s invisible crises, the phenomenon of “men without work.” As of the winter of 2020, “nearly 7 million civilian non-institutionalized men [not in prison] between the ages of 25 and 54 are neither working nor looking for work—over four times as many as are formally unemployed.”8 Arthur Brooks, a Harvard professor and former president of the American Enterprise Institute, points out that these men are not just lagging behind economically—they’re experiencing a deficit of dignity.9


      Social isolation. A Harvard study found more than one-third of all Americans—including 61 percent of young adults—report feeling “serious loneliness,” which has worsened since the pandemic.10 Despite being more “connected” than ever through social media, researchers have pointed out that loneliness is more damaging to your health than smoking or obesity. Britain even appointed a minister for loneliness. The shift to remote or hybrid work after the pandemic accelerated this trend as well.


      Mental health crisis. The United States surgeon general, Dr. Vivek H. Murthy, warns that young people are facing a “devastating” mental health crisis. Emergency room visits for suicide attempts rose 51 percent for adolescent girls in 2021. Yet trips to the ER related to depression, anxiety, and related issues were already up 28 percent from 2007 to 2018.11 Anxiety rates are also rising for adults, especially Generation Z—individuals born from 1995 to 2010.12


      Politicization of everything. We feel the politicization of nearly everything in our culture. From racial issues to social issues to workplace culture, much of it sits in a political container, which then turns up the heat on almost every conversation. Many churches, too, are being tugged to extremes by both pastors and congregants fearful of our cultural moment.


      Decline of faith. In 1990, 87 percent of US adults identified as Christians. In 2009, that dropped to 77 percent; as of 2019, it was only 65 percent. Conversely, in 1990, 8 percent identified as “nones” or “religiously unaffiliated.” In 2019, that number tripled to 26 percent. There are thirty million more “nones” in 2020 than just ten years ago.13 Feeling like “the only Christian at work” is not just a feeling—it’s a reality for millions.


      Partisan fury, growing class divides, deepening social isolation, economic inequality, growing mental health issues, the decline of Christian belief in the West—as culture withers, many of us feel the stress of trying to live full, healthy lives.


      Imagine a wine glass sitting on a countertop. Base, stem, bowl—a perfect container for a fine cabernet. It has integrity, which the dictionary defines as “the state of being whole and undivided.” Now imagine bumping that glass onto the floor, where it shatters, its pieces scattering under the fridge, near the dining table, and throughout the kitchen. In this state, it has disintegrated, or “[broken] up into small parts, typically as the result of impact or decay.” I’d argue that much of our contemporary culture has been disintegrating for some time.14


      We rarely pause to reflect on the air we breathe, but a major reason our lives feel fragmented is that our culture is fractured. Covered by a thin veil of wealth and entertainment, we often feel stress without knowing why. As we move from the private space of home to the public space of work, we endure a thousand splinters of the day, only to go home feeling diminished, like “butter spread over too much bread,” to borrow the words of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Bilbo Baggins.


      To live and work in this culture, we need a storyline that can bind together soul and system, mind and Monday, our work and our world.


    


    

    

      WHICH STORY ABOUT WORK?


      Culture tells us a story about work centered on our individual success. We will finally be happy with the title, the job, the salary. Of late, the story has shifted: we will finally be whole if we join the right cause and solve our world’s social issues, while also obtaining flexibility, work-life balance, and a fun work environment (when I want to come to an office). Though there are things to praise about this shift, it still centers on me, trading career climbing for personal comfort.


      Christians tell a different story about work. Christians say that since God himself works, and Adam and Eve were called into the Garden of Eden “to work it and care for it,” work is intrinsically noble (Genesis 2:2, 5, 15). Many others, particularly in Reformed communities, also believe work is a charge to build and cultivate human civilization based on God’s command to “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it” (Genesis 1:28). Work is good and a chance to impact culture.


      Having shared this story probably hundreds of times, I heard honest critiques of this narrative about work as well. “Jeff, that’s just high-minded idealism for people who’ve never had a real job in their lives.” So I tell the other half of the biblical story about work: “Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat food from it all the days of your life” (Genesis 3:17). Genesis clearly paints a picture of the fall and how it’s impacted our work, stretching from the “thorns and thistles” of daily labor to the monuments of human pride like the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11). Indeed, in the very field meant for farming, just a few verses after the fall, Cain kills his brother (Genesis 4:8), God reiterates the curse of work (Genesis 4:12), and the first technology, tools of bronze and iron, were likely forged for mining . . . and warfare (Genesis 4:22).


      Work can feel creative, impactful, and important. Yet it can also feel like toil. “So I hated life, because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me,” says the author of Ecclesiastes. “All of it is meaningless, a chasing after the wind” (Genesis 2:17).


      The truth is the Bible tells us both stories of work. Work was created good, but is now fallen. It is a way to cultivate the earth, yet can also corrupt the earth. Work is new business creation, teaching children to read, and works of art; it is also conflict with coworkers, being unjustly fired, and workplace injuries—both physical and spiritual.


      The challenge for us today is to look squarely and honestly at the realities of work, and ask better, more honest questions. Not only, What work am I doing? but What is work doing to me?


      

        Professional Versus Working-Class Perspectives


        Work Identity Versus Communal Identity


        

          In professional communities, workaholism and busyness is a sign of success. Missing a kid’s football game or a family dinner is understandable, if it’s for a deposition or board meeting. (Of course, far better to get to every soccer game, be fit, have a clean house, happy marriage, and have a successful, high-paying career.) For professionals, you are what you do. They derive their identity from their work.


          But the working class dismiss work devotion as narcissism. One technician criticized professionals who are so “self-assured, so self-intense that they really don’t care about anyone else. It’s me, me, me.”15 Ambition is seen as trying to get ahead, a way to leave behind the community that cared for you in pursuit of personal success.


          Instead, the working class prizes traditional family values and family loyalty. If you’re from a professional family, moving to Silicon Valley is a fun opportunity. But if you sell toilets, it’s safer to hang out with people who won’t judge you for your dirty job. “Familiar faces provide a buffer against humiliation,” writes Joan C. Williams, author of White Working Class: Overcoming Class Cluelessness in America.


          “It’s very easy for folks who have a lot of power to gravitate to Genesis 1 and 2 and the affirmation of the goodness of work,” says Jim Mullins, a pastor at Redemption Tempe in Arizona. “In some ways that can become a proof text for what they already believe about work. On the same token, there are a lot of people in fields of work that are not esteemed by society that can tend to gravitate toward the Genesis 3 realities of work. They see work as toilsome, broken, and painful.”16


          Mullins believes “the temptation is to emphasize Genesis 1 and 2 with the powerful, and Genesis 3 with the vulnerable. But you see a deep transformation when you switch the emphasis.” Working-class communities need to hear that work is a way to reflect God’s image and cultivate creation; professionals need to hear that work is often unjust and in need of systemic redemption. They both need to know that neither work nor family is the foundational identity for the Christian, but Christ himself.


        


      


    


    

    

      CRACKS IN MY ARMOR


      We used to live in a two-bedroom townhouse behind a shopping mall. Between my wife, three kids and myself, it was a tight fit. One baby usually slept in a Pack-N-Play in the closet. But we felt grateful, like that rust red, split-level home with tile countertops was God’s gift to us early in our married lives.


      For years I worked at a Christian school during the day, but by night, I plotted out in a wire-bound notebook my own dream: an organization that helps people connect the gospel to the industries of our world. One evening in late 2012, I came home from work and my wife had rearranged a corner of our garage into an office, complete with a desk, lamp, printer, space heater, and pegboard sectioning off storage bins from the computer. “Honey, I believe you can do this,” she said to me. “I’m for you.” The tears welled up in my eyes. Her affirmation was just what I needed to hear.


      And so I went for it. I spent a year recruiting a board, fundraising, building a plan, designing logos and eventually launching our first event, a gathering on faith and technology in one of America’s most secular cities, Boulder, Colorado. In the first several years, even I was surprised by our success. We got our first grant, built a donor base, launched new events, developed a leadership program, and began to hire staff. From the outside, it looked all “up and to the right.” Our budget was growing, our brand was starting to get recognition, and people I had never met somehow knew me.


      But about five years in, I started to notice cracks in my armor. I would come home exhausted, with very little in the tank for my family, and often fall asleep an hour or two before my wife. When my kids needed discipline, I was sometimes very short-tempered, and then would quickly apologize, genuinely not knowing where my outburst came from. I noticed a feeling of near elation when we were “winning”—landing a large gift, hosting a successful event—and severe disappointment bordering on despair when I was rejected, slighted, or one of my plans flopped. I felt drawn to unhealthy patterns and a growing coldness within.


      I noticed a growing divide between my exterior self and my interior self. My work persona (and LinkedIn profile) was all about success: growing influence, recognition, and public impact. But internally, I felt thin, lost, and concerned.


      One day I pulled up to a stoplight in our family minivan. Waiting to cross the street was a thin White man, midtwenties, wearing baggy jeans, stained shoes, and a tattered tank top. He had buzzed hair, an unkept beard, bags under his eyes, and a cigarette hanging out his mouth. I said to my wife, who was sitting next to me, “Honey, I feel like that guy looks.”


      Rather than allowing faith to form my work, as my organization was built around, I felt like I had let my work deform me. Was this a calling from God, or had I simply baptized my own ambition? The world was cheering me on, but inside, I felt myself disengaging, disconnecting, and growing ever-wearier. I felt a growing need to shield those around me. And I had to ask myself a hard question: Was I a part of the solution for what’s gone wrong in the world, or was I a part of the problem?


      I’ve come to the conclusion that “faith and work” is not first about impact, success, or even a way to advance the gospel in the world—it’s about who we’re becoming in the process of our working lives.


      Could there be a way to neither disengage from work, nor fall prey to the illusions of success, but instead live a truly healthy, whole life? A life that integrates and heals my heart and my mind, my work and my relationships, and the world around me?


    


    

    

      SEARCHING FOR A PATH


      This book is about asking honest questions about our lives and our work. It’s also about seeking a path of transformation that binds together our interior lives, our exterior lives, and our communities.


      Many Christians, I believe, are living their lives like the ancient Israelites in exile. Millions of Christians are like Israel, “who dwells among the nations; she finds no resting place” (Lamentations 1:3). We are anxious, lonely, and we lack a clear sense of purpose. The stats on this are all too pervasive. And yet, Jesus seems to be offering a different kind of life. He offers real interior freedom, and genuine rest for our souls as we “learn the unforced rhythms of grace” and “learn to live freely and lightly.”


      Could this kind of life be found in the actual realities of our families, communities, and even our work? Even amid the disappointments and setbacks we all experience in our families, our work, and dreams?


      My conviction is that daily work is still central to both personal meaning and public contribution, and work is a way to fulfill Jesus’ Great Commandment to love God and love others.


      Finding a way to actually live into that conviction is a journey. It’s a journey, I believe, that has the potential to transform us from the inside out.
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  From the Inside Out


  

    

      No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. Each tree is recognized by its own fruit. People do not pick figs from thornbushes, or grapes from briers. A good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart.


      LUKE 6:43-45




    


  


  

    “What does it mean for us to live love and actually encourage people?” asks Don Flow, a man in his late sixties with a wide smile and gentle eyes. “In biblical language, what will animate our culture? What will that really look like? The first thing for us has to be trust.”


    As a young man, Don decided not just to take over the family business but to first go to Regent College for his “faith to be grounded biblically and theologically.” He then went to business school and afterward worked “every job” at Flow Automotive, including as a technician, doing oil changes, and working on intake manifolds. He wanted to understand his family business and the employees before he led.


    Today Flow Companies has thirty-six car dealerships and fifteen hundred employees in North Carolina and Virginia. In an industry that makes money from “asymmetrical knowledge”—or knowing more than the customer—Don decided to deconstruct this business and build every practice around trust.


    “Everything we do is about building trust with customers,” Don says. Practically, this means giving customers only one estimate: “The ability to negotiate should not determine the price you pay.” It also means being transparent with information. Rather than hiding information from customers, they’ve decided to make a profit through excellent service instead.


    He says it also means serving customers—all of them—with integrity. Flow Automotive guarantees their repairs: “If we don’t fix it right the first time, you never pay again.” It also means putting a cap on finance so that lower-income customers don’t pay more for their cars.


    Don likens his attitude toward customers to how he’d treat a guest in his home: “If I was really going to treat a person like my neighbor, or like a guest in my home, that’s what I would do.”


    For Don, trust means “keeping your promises always, regardless of the cost. It means you never advantage yourself by disadvantaging another.”1


    For Don, his interior world of faith and his exterior world of work are, like a solid bridge over a canyon, integrated and whole.


    

      WHAT’S THE RECIPE?


      Don Flow is an anomaly. In contrast to the fragmentation I’ve experienced in my own life, Don exudes unity in his mind, heart, work, relationships, and community influence. Thoughtful and gentle yet strong, he is a beautiful paradox. He’s good at his work but cares more about love than “success.” He’s powerful yet not enamored with power. His influence has been large, but he seems largest when he gives you his focused, undivided attention.


      Though Don and I have very different work lives and backgrounds, his example has given me pause. Work, rather than deforming him, seems to be forming him into somebody whole, contented, even joyful. When interviewing Don over the phone after an event where he spoke, I couldn’t help but wonder: What’s the recipe for such a vibrant, integrated life?


      After ten years of interviewing hundreds of people about their work, I’ve tried to uncover this recipe for such a life of character. Who are the people living out this life of faith, and what are the principles that they share in common?


      I’ve found that the vast majority of them have three convictions in common.


      First, they embrace a broadened sense of the gospel. For many, religion fits in a small container of Sunday worship and devotionals, mostly serving to assure one’s eternal destiny after death. For others, however, the gospel means the good news of Jesus’ incarnation, death, resurrection and second coming, and his saving work for everything, everyone, everywhere (Colossians 1:15-20). The Bible paints a beautiful picture of the breadth of redemption summed up in the word shalom. God through Christ is healing our relationship with himself, with ourselves, with others, with culture and even with creation itself. This leads people to ask bigger questions about faith and their own work as ambassadors for God in a fallen world (1 Corinthians 5:19-20).


      Second, they recognize culture is not neutral. We tend to think of culture as an unbiased space, with various religions having “biased” perspectives on, say, the news or their families. This is simply not true. Western culture has become deeply secular and functions much like a religion. The secular way of seeing centers the individual, dethrones authority, and attempts to segment faith apart from our work, our industries, and our civic life. But even our modern culture is filled with “gods.”


      Lesslie Newbigin, a British missionary to India for four decades, returned to his native England in the 1970s to a culture he barely recognized. He noted that rather than England being “neutral,” it felt much more like Hindu India, with a thousand gods by other names, such as “my rights,” the “free market,” or “progress.”2


      “In the day-to-day trenches of adult life,” said the late David Foster Wallace, “there is actually no such thing as atheism. There is no such thing as not worshipping. Everybody worships”—whether that be a Wiccan goddess, Vishnu, Jesus, power, success, money, or our children.3 Culture is not neutral. Seeing the constant tug of philosophies, religions, and worldviews in a secular culture is key to seeing the “gods” in our companies, resisting those false gods, and finding a better way to live.


      Third, they understand vocation as an entire life lived in response to the call of God. Though secular worldviews tend to draw sharp dividing lines between faith and work, private and public, values and facts, vocation is a unified way of seeing our faith and involvement in the world. Vocation is not just meaningful work or a type of schooling in the trades; it is the Christian’s response to Jesus’ Great Commandment to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and all your mind,” and to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39). Vocation is a moment-by-moment relationship with God, for the benefit of our neighbors, and through our daily work.4


      The gospel is what God has done. Culture is where we find ourselves. And vocation is our response to God in the here and now.


    


    

    

      FIVE GUIDING PRINCIPLES


      Gospel, culture, and vocation build the concrete foundation of an integrated life for our emotions, minds, relationships, jobs, and involvement in society. I believe faith lived out in our working lives, then, is built around five principles: seek deep spiritual health, think theologically, embrace relationships, create good work, and serve others sacrificially.5


      Seek deep spiritual health. Deep spiritual and emotional health is core to being fully human. In the midst of our widespread anxiety, depression, and mental health crisis, those who seek deep spiritual health decide to take the interior journey and open the shadows of their souls to the healing touch of God.


      In 2016 Tracy Mathews started a new initiative on vocation, after rediscovering God’s purposes for work in her career in business. She discovered over time her true interest was helping teams “cultivate spiritually attuned leadership.” Though discerning God’s will is mysterious for many, she believes it is arguably the most important skill for any person of faith working in business, government, or the social sector.


      Tracy combined her experience with business teams and the classic spiritual disciplines to create Attune, a nonprofit that helps “teams grow in self-awareness, trust, and alignment as they process through the challenges and opportunities of work and leadership.” Half business consultant and half spiritual director, she walks people through a process to listen, discern, act, and reflect on lived experiences, tracing the subtle movements of God in daily workplace decisions. For Tracy, the way we do our work is just as important as the outcome.


      Because Christ called his disciples to “come follow me” and enter the kingdom of God, core to the life of faith is listening and submitting to the Holy Spirit, practicing the classic spiritual disciplines, and doing our work in a redemptive manner.


      Think theologically. C. S. Lewis wrote in The Weight of Glory, “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen, not only because I see it but because by it, I see everything else.”6


      Thinking theologically means seeing everything—from agriculture to artificial intelligence to astronomy to abject failure—in light of the core teachings of Christian faith. This naturally moves faith into a space of open conversation and public witness because it’s top-of-mind for the actual work we do. Rather than evangelism tactics that “change the topic” to Jesus around the office water cooler, the biblical story naturally forms the way we understand our careers, our coworkers, our companies, and our industries.


      Jennifer Wiseman grew up in a rural area surrounded by nature. “I really loved wandering through forests, stomping around in streams, looking for wildlife, and looking up at the sky at night,” she remembers. “The sky was pretty dark, so I was able to see lots of stars, and I was fascinated by them.”7 That fascination led to a lifelong passion. Today, Jennifer is a senior astrophysicist at the NASA Goddard Space Flight Center and the senior project scientist for the Hubble Space Telescope.


      Even though Jennifer works at the intersection of two very secular fields—science and government—she sees her role as an advocate for scientific discovery in light of her faith as a Christian. “We should use our dominion to be stewards,” she says, referencing the cultural mandate in Genesis, “stewards of what we can touch on our own planet Earth and then stewards of this knowledge that God is enabling us to have through science. For Christians, that should give us a deeper, richer sense of amazement of God’s creation. And we should use this knowledge to help others be awestruck and liven their spirits.”


      Jennifer sees her work as an astronomer as a project to point people to the Creator. She does this through encouraging the church toward a sense of wonder as well as hosting dialogues on science, ethics, and religion for the American Association for the Advancement of Science and for BioLogos, a Christian advocacy group that supports conversations and research around creation, evolution, science, and faith.


      Jennifer’s faith is not segmented off from her work, but instead it is a source of understanding and inspiration for her work. In this approach to faith and work, theology is not merely esoteric or ethereal. It’s a central source of knowledge, insight, and practice for daily work, whether in astrophysics or lesson planning, carpentry or customer service.


      As stewards of the mysteries of Christ, Christians seek to understand how Scripture, the historic church, and the gospel of grace influence our work and cultural engagement.


      Embrace relationships. In contrast to the social isolation and loneliness in our culture, God himself is loving relationship—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In the incarnation, Jesus drew physically near (John 1:14), giving us a vision of how relationships are central to our lives. In-person, around-the-table, laughing-and-crying relationships is what humans long for. We were designed for relationship.


      And yet, relational work is hard work. It means growing in self-awareness, navigating the personality traits of others, and continually giving and forgiving. In particular, relationships with coworkers, clients, and bosses are continually some of the greatest stressors of our working life.


      It’s through daily participation in the divine relationship of the Trinity that we find the strength to extend that life to others (1 Peter 1:4). Those who choose to embrace relationships see people as an end in themselves, not a means. They embrace healthy friendships, cultivate institutional strength with coworkers by committing to their organization’s core mission, and care about others in practical ways out of a commitment to neighbor love.


      Dave Meyer is a perfect example of embracing relationships. “All I did was smile at him from the bus driver’s seat,” says Dave, who served as a school bus driver for Cherry Creek School District in Colorado for eight years. Dave tells me the story at a church BBQ of a student walking on the sidewalk, whom he found out was missing his father, who still lived in China. Giving him a simple smile as he got on the bus one day turned into getting to know his family, visiting car shows together, and forming a friendship.


      For Dave, core to living out his faith in his work is relationships. Previously he worked as an engineer, but he felt God’s call to work with children. “It became apparent to me that God’s love is big enough to encompass all the people in the district and all the kids we touch each day,” he said, referring to the ten cities in his school district and the fifty-one thousand students it serves, including twenty-four hundred special needs students. “One day, I spoke to other bus drivers about our jobs. So many people just see this job as a paycheck.”


      “But I said to them, ‘When a kid walks onto your bus, each and every one of them is important. They’re not just a paycheck—each of them has a unique story and life. We have a responsibility to greet them with a smile and take care of them.’”8


      The doctrines of the Trinity and the incarnation lead us to deeply value face-to-face conversations, long-term friendships, and redemptive relationships between individuals, organizations, and churches.


      

        Professional Versus Working-Class Perspectives


        Creativity Versus Dependability


        

          Professionals value entrepreneurial initiative, boundary breaking, and creativity. They signal initiative by “breaking the rules.” But the working-class values dependability and stability, which are useful dispositions if you’re an order-taker rather than an order-maker. For example, at Weifield Group Electrical Contracting, management says there are three characteristics of successful electrical apprentices: show up on time, have a good attitude, and be willing to learn. Creativity just might get you electrocuted.
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