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ABSTRACT

If the greatest idol in business is profit, potentially, what is an alternative vision for busi-
ness from a Christian perspective in the age of a globalized, free market economy? Moreover,
how does such a vision get cultivated and sustained in a society that constantly reinforces the
rule of money as the ultimate determination of value and purpose? And what is the role of the
church in stirring imagination and longing for embodying a way of doing business in the world
that has God’s Kingdom and shalom as its felos? In this paper, it is argued that, while business
ethics are still essential, a Christian understanding of business requires a different theological,
anthropological, and even eschatological starting point that forms people vocationally in order to
form them morally and spiritually. This is especially true given that every business, culture, and
economic system has its own kind of built-in “theology” or utopia in view — as well as its own
account of what it means to have a vocation or calling.

Thus, the example of the ServiceMaster company and how it prioritized and pursued its
four objectives will be considered as an exemplary model for conducting business at the main-
stream public level, and in a way that conforms as much as possible to a Christian theology of
work. Special attention will be paid to its creation of a culture that placed people before profit.
Furthermore, in order for Christians to bring their approach to business under the reign of Christ,
nothing short of a transformation of sight and desire itself is needed. Facilitating this transforma-
tion is a primary function of worship. In conclusion, then, a brief discussion of several ways that
churches can lead in the vocational formation of their members will be explored, emphasizing
how worship services themselves can prepare and reorient Christian eyes and hearts for partici-

pation in God’s restorative mission through business.



Introduction

It has been observed by any number of philosophers, spiritual teachers, and even behav-
ioral economists and psychologists that, despite how the Enlightenment taught us to think, de-
sires rather than concepts are most constitutive of human behavior. Human actions are tied to the
wants of the heart more than to the understanding of the mind, and habits determine the direction
in which bodies finally move. “Take delight in the Lord,” the Psalmist says, “and he will give
you the desires of your heart” (Psalm 37:4). This only works, however, if “delight in the Lord” is
greater than delight in everything else. As James K.A. Smith put it, drawing on St. Augustine and
echoing Aristotle, “you are what you love.”! Or, as Dallas Willard has said: “Actions are not im-
positions on who we are, but are expressions of who we are. They come out of our heart and the
inner realities it supervises and interacts with.”2

Of course, when it comes to faithful business and ethics for Christians, good thinking is
certainly important. As Kenman Wong and Scott Rae argue in their excellent business ethics
textbook, Beyond Integrity, “ethics applied to competitive markets are more complex than sim-
ple, often-used platitudes, such as “Do the right thing” or “It all comes down to character.”””3
Yes, wisdom, education, training, mentoring, and critical thinking are crucial; integrity alone is
not enough.

According to the Bible and Christian spirituality, though, even wisdom falls short when
one’s heart is led astray.# King Solomon’s story bears this out as much as any, in which his wives
“turned his heart after other gods, and his heart was not devoted to the Lord his God.”s From a
theological standpoint, ethics — and even Christian ethics — are necessary but insufficient for

the task of wholesale adoption of God’s intentions for business and economics.® Indeed, the



greatest threat to Christian faithfulness in business today is neither ignorance nor dishonesty;
rather, it 1s idolatry.

Human beings are enticed by all kinds of false gods: power, prestige, sensuality, the ap-
proval of others, and so on. Jesus himself faced these idols during his testing in the wilderness,
and surely no one is completely immune to any them.” Still, there is little question that the most
common idol in the marketplace is money or profit.

Money is actually a difficult idol to identify, though. Stanley Hauerwas has remarked that
greed is perhaps the most subtle of sins.8 In advanced industrial economies, we have even turned
greed into a virtue of sorts based on the premise of the need for perpetual growth to achieve
prosperity. Jesus famously declared that human beings cannot serve both God and money (Matt
6:24), while the classical tradition of virtue ethics might speak of the problem more in terms of
the vice of greed or avarice. Either way, that the love of money is at the root of all kinds of evil is
plain enough (1 Tim 6:10). More challenging is the question of how money so ubiquitously oper-
ates today in comparison to the past. This will be examined more closely below.

But if money isn’t the appropriate object of desire for a Christian in business, what is?
And if the answer instead is God, how does one cultivate a desire for God and seek to do his will
through one’s work in the private or corporate sector, where capital and profit reign supreme?
These are big questions, and a thoroughly satisfactory response is beyond the scope of this paper.
Nonetheless, in the space remaining, the case will be made that the proper means of Christian
moral and spiritual formation for business in a Twenty-first Century, globalized context is in
large part that of vocational formation, where the idea of vocation has mostly to do with the call

to participate in God’s plan of restoration and shalom for the world.



It is one thing to obey a commandment, and obedience is certainly a good Christian dis-
cipline. Vocation, though, while not merely concerned with the passions, has an “attractional”
and aesthetic quality to it that can nonetheless accompany God’s commands, making obedience
all the more pleasant and satisfying despite whatever difficulty may also be involved. Vocational
formation, it will be further argued, depends significantly upon one’s location and imbeddedness
in a faith community whose worship habits and practices are shaping and equipping its body to
resist the pervasive and insidious reach of mammon. More is needed, that is, than simply speak-
ing of the Christian vocation that many may have to the marketplace, as if stressing the fact that
God can call people to business will somehow shore up the kind of moral framework needed to
guard against the pressures and culture of mammon.

First, however, the nature of moral business itself in a global capitalist society must also
be examined from a theological perspective, followed by outlining an alternative vision.

For vocational and moral formation, the god of mammon must be carefully and critically ex-
posed in order to be exorcized from the hearts and minds of Christians who too often unwittingly
serve this god. Then, an example of theologically and vocationally-informed ethics in business
will be provided by a look at the ServiceMaster company as one paradigmatic case study. Finally,
the modern history of the concept of vocation will be very briefly appraised for the purposes of
intelligibly and effectively shaping a Christian understanding of it today. This will lead into con-
cluding remarks about the church’s worship and discipleship practice as the site for implement-

ing vocational formation for business.



Money and the Spirit of the Global Economy

Surveying the history of economics is a daunting task. Even if limited to the modern pe-
riod, a litany of great thinkers and movements would have to be reviewed.® Nevertheless, no fig-
ure would feature more prominently in such a survey than Adam Smith. Smith is clearly most
known for his great work, The Wealth of Nations, wherein he famously states: “It is not from the
benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their re-
gard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, and
never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.”10 This principle of self-inter-
est, along with the concept of free market competition as the “invisible hand” of economic
growth, has been firmly cemented for generations in young economic and business minds in col-
leges and universities across the United States as the fundamental doctrine by which both the
economy in general and business in particular function and must be understood.!!

As many but fewer also know, however, Smith wrote another significant work earlier in
his life called The Theory of Moral Sentiments, in which he makes a claim that seemingly com-
petes with the more famous and influential one above: “How selfish soever man may be sup-
posed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of oth-
ers, and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the
pleasure of seeing it.”’12 This second statement is where one gets a sense of Smith’s natural theol-
ogy. Smith shows an awareness that, though still incentivized to seek self-advantage, human be-
ings are social animals who care about and even enjoy the experience of considering the wishes
of their neighbors. And while Smith was not likely writing from an explicitly Christian point of

view, this characterization of human nature is surely compatible with a biblical anthropology.



Indeed, because human beings are made in God’s image, a divine spark remains that is not en-
tirely extinguished despite our sinfulness.

Thus, and as others have claimed, it can be easily surmised that Smith never imagined
capitalism to work without the influence of virtuous and morally sentient beings guiding and cor-
recting it.13 Nor did Smith envision or advocate for a libertarian state. The role of moral agents
and actors that function as checks and balances on the profit motive of companies must be played
by consumers, companies, and governments alike.

The trouble is, with some exceptions, Western society has by and large neglected this
guiding principle of morally disciplined self-interest — not only in practice, but in theory as
well. The second half of the Twentieth Century in particular saw an unapologetic turn toward the
god of profit maximization, both academically and in the market itself. The doctrine of Friedrich
Hayek, Milton Friedman, and the Chicago school prevailed: the social responsibility of a corpo-
ration, it was declared, is to increase wealth for shareholders.!4

The US economy, companies, corporate culture, and business schools alike seem to have
chosen what could be called “chrematistics” over “oikonomia.”!5> As Herman Daly once pointed
out, a distinction between “oikonomia” from “chrematistics” was made long ago by Aristotle:
“Oikonomia is the science or art of efficiently producing, distributing, and maintaining concrete
use of values for the household and community over the long run. Chrematistics is the art of
maximizing the accumulation by individuals of abstract exchange value in the form of money in
the short run.”!¢ Money is now the goal rather than quality goods and services, and any sense of
economic virtue has been relegated to an afterthought at best.!”

The broad adoption of this dogma has been coupled with a dramatic rise in the pace of



globalization fueled by technological advancement and increased liberalization of barriers to
trade.!8 Of course, economic globalization has brought about innumerable benefits that should
not be discounted, but the combination of outsourcing, automation, and an exponentially grow-
ing population — and, therefore, workforce — has continued to put downward pressure on
wages despite generating many new jobs and lifting millions out of abject poverty. Add to this
the challenges of ecological degradation, the need to regulate transnational corporations, and the
geopolitics of clashing powers and cultures, and the negative consequences of such rapid and
complex change start to multiply rather quickly. Inevitably, the incentives to prioritize profit over
people become even stronger than many previous economic environments would tend to create.

Cultural forces of globalization, along with economic forces, frequently operate in tan-
dem and interchangeably with each other as well. The post-Fordist era still emerging consists of
a detachment from any particular space or a visible relationship between production, consump-
tion, and labor conditions.!® Allegiances become expendable, and one can no longer afford to be
emotionally bound or relationally responsible for other human beings in one's work, it would
seem.20

What is more, goods that are traded internationally in the climate of Post-Fordism have a
short shelf-life.2! The turnover rate for what is demanded gets higher and higher, as consumer
desires become more and more ephemeral. The exchange value of things demanded by buyers in
the most powerful trading countries has almost completely usurped their use value.22

Thus, one of the great ethical and arguably theological challenges of business today is
experienced by the way it teaches us to look at the world.23 There are obviously far-reaching

economic forces at play, but the age of globalization also presents the world to us with a particu-



lar culture, aesthetic, and way of seeing. It is not “value neutral” or objective. Value is always
being assigned, however implicitly.

This is because human beings can’t help but live within a story that has an ultimate refer-
ence point or goal in mind. Christian theological anthropology assumes that everyone operates
with a utopian outlook of some kind, whether consciously or unconsciously. Such a telos or end
functions with a transcendent, worshipful power, even if such a utopian vision is thought to be
merely immanent and temporal.24 Theologians call this eschatology.

Indeed, economic structures and modalities always have an implied anthropology and
even theology.25 The same is true about the universalistic impulse of globalization, as it config-
ures space in such a way that abstracts and fragments human-to-human contact from its particu-
lar and local embodiments. Globalization gives the world homogenizing eyes, in other words. Its
universalization and fragmentation are two sides of the same coin. Free trade agreements, for in-
stance — again, their benefits notwithstanding — epitomize the spirit of globalization, by de-
taching from the local and privileging the hypermobility of capital.

Here too it can be seen that the false objectivity or supposed neutrality of business de-
pends upon a certain kind of secular theology that refuses any transcendent reference point. Eco-
nomics as usual has its own eschatology, even — a built-in utopian vision of sorts — and one
that trusts in the promises of ever-increasing development, wealth creation, and market expan-
sion. It is the work of a Christian theology of business, therefore, to shine a light on this escha-

tology and replace it with a truer, better, and more beautiful one.



An Alternative Vision of Business for Christians

While the above account of the globalizing tendency of business today is a critical one,
this is not to suggest that there is anything inherently evil about free market capitalism. Its im-
pact is very mixed, to be sure, but quite arguably more beneficial than harmful. Nor is it the in-
tention here to recommend that “going back™ to a less international model or imposing greater
controls from a more centralized state is the solution. Globalization in some form or another is
here to stay. Its pitfalls and potentially detrimental effects, though, should be identified and ap-
preciated in order for Christians to respond, lead, and carry out business in a manner that con-
tributes to God’s will for human flourishing.

What must be articulated, now, is a description of a kind of healing treatment for this
poor vision of the nature of business and economics. A distinctly Christian imagination for busi-
ness is needed to offer an alternative aesthetic. Furthermore, it must be one that promises to con-
struct human subjects and communities in a different order — one that is established in accor-
dance with the goodness of God’s intention for them and their divine image-bearing status.

As already stated, such an alternative aesthetic depends not merely on Christian ethics or
morals. Even before one can assess the goodness of an exchange or relationship, a certain way of
envisaging all of reality is required. It depends first of all on a glimpse of God’s beauty and on
what could be called a sacramental view of everything, including business.26

It has long been perceived that the modern period in the West has experienced a great dis-
enchantment with the transcendent. More than this, there is an accompanying process by which
faith moves from finding its source and meaning outside of the self and in the world that God

inhabits, to one that is inside and internal — in the mind. Charles Taylor calls this excarnation



and defines it as “the steady disembodying of spiritual life, so that it is less and less carried in
deeply meaningful bodily forms, and lies more and more in the head.”?’

Many developments in recent history have to led to this phenomenon, but digital technol-
ogy, new media, the financialization of capitalism, and international business are preeminent fea-
tures of the excarnated, post-Industrial era. In earlier time periods, the human agent was seen as
porous and open to the outside — vulnerable to all of its effects, whether healing or harming.28
One goal of a Christian counter-narrative and vision to this, therefore, is to redirect attention and
imagination toward embodiment and incarnation — specifically, the incarnation of Christ as the
principle medium of human exchange through which all other exchanges are transacted.

In Catholic, Anglican, and many other liturgically-oriented Christian worship services,
there i1s a moment before communion when the offering from the congregation is brought for-
ward as a representation of the fruits of labor to be shared with the whole body. Traditionally,
this might have literally been crops, produce, and other various foods and goods to eat during a
common meal together as part of worship and Eucharist (literally, “Thanksgiving”). Of course,
now we only see money placed in the offering place, if even that, as many people give electroni-
cally and digitally. Thus, much of the incarnational meaning of and connection between the of-
fering and communion itself is easily lost.

Part of the problem as well is the difference between the way that money functions today
as compared to how something like crops or any other “first fruits” of one’s labor would be un-
derstood in an ancient social context. The first fruits or tithes of one’s work has not merely been
replaced by a fiat substitute. Money in the modern economy does far more than simply represent

the value of goods and services for the purposes of exchange. For much of society, it has in fact



become something quite transcendent or deified. For, money is now the means by which one is
able to purchase every other material thing.

As William Cavanaugh explains, “it is not so much that people actually worship money
or accumulate it for its own sake. It is rather that, in modern society, time, attention, and devotion
are organized by the social institution of money . . . Money is the one thing that guarantees ac-
cess to all the benefits and pleasures and goods of modern life. Money is therefore the one thing
that unites all the diverse people of the world. Money takes the place that God once held, as the
source of the value of values.”?% So it is not that people understand God to be spiritual and mon-
ey to be material. For money no longer fulfills a conscious, material purpose so much as an un-
conscious, spiritual one. Money is the currency of a whole system of trust and confidence — a
faith tradition of sorts, and one that correspondingly has purchasing power with respect to the
past, present, and future. Money becomes the supreme value by which all other values are mea-
sured.

The academic study of economics and its professional practice contribute to the ongoing
misperception about the role of money. Economists treat their subject like a science, which
means everything must be quantifiably measurable on the basis of its exchangeability. Converse-
ly, a major responsibility of Christian theological ethics is to determine what is truly valuable and
the nature of value as such, whether that value is exchangeable or not. Furthermore, the Christian
standard of this theological evaluation is the character and will of God as revealed in Jesus
Christ.

For a Christian, what is at stake is the vitality of human beings whose bodies are not only

physically but spiritually filled with life. Hence, bodiliness is a central concept for a theology of
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money and business — not merely an individual body abstracted from social context, but the
bodiliness of the human subject in community with others. Moreover, the body is also what in-
stantiates the human being's relationship with nature. To have a body is to exist in nature, and
business always includes the production and distribution of natural necessities of life.30

In light of this, what if commerce itself was understood as one of the strongest not only
material but also spiritual bonds between people? It has the capacity, as some have noted, to uni-
fy humanity — at least symbolically, if not literally. And today, the business of a globalized
world, if ordered in accordance with greater economic solidarity, may even be said to serve as a
material sign of “the mystical body of Christ,” showing forth “the interdependence of all parts of
the human body” that “knits the peoples of the world together by the silken threads of a seamless
garment.”3! The Eastern Church Father, John Chrysostom, talked about human solidarity this
way:

“First we are taught love in the very manner in which we were created, for God, having

created a single human being, decreed that we should all be born from it, so that we

might all see ourselves as one and seek to keep the bond of love among ourselves. Sec-

ond, God wisely, promoted mutual love through our own trade and dealings. Notice that

God filled the earth with goods, but gave each region its own peculiar products, so that,

moved by need, we would communicate and share among ourselves, giving others that of

which we have [in] abundance and receiving that we which lack.”32

A proper Christian theology of business, then, strives to realize the universality of Christ
and his body in every particular exchange. For Christian, it is not an exaggeration to say that Je-

sus’s incarnation, life, death and resurrection, as well as the immanent presence of the Holy Spir-
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it, are the means by which the universal Christ is mediated through such particular business ex-
changes and inter-subjective relationships. These relationships can be patterned after the Trinity
itself, in mutuality, cooperation, and exchange based on knowing that comes from differentiated
unity.33 The Trinity and Christ’s body as sacramentally holding together the local and the global,
the material and the spiritual, the transcendent and the immanent, is a model for Christian com-
munity, but it applies preeminently in the age of globalization and free market capitalism to the

work, strategy, and envisioning undertaken by Christians in business as well.

The Example of ServiceMaster

As has now been shown, any moral framework that wishes to withstand the forces and
pressures that seek to place money in the seat of God as its purpose, must have its sights set by a
telos that is regularly reinforced and distinguished from competing economic cultures and logics.
For Christians, this telos comes from nothing short of a biblical eschatology that places the in-
carnation and rule of Christ, along with the embodiment of the economics of the Kingdom of
God, as its organization principle. This is not to suggest that a company should be “Christian” in
any explicit sense; rather, it simply means that a Christian approach to business is one that strives
to order itself within the larger story of God’s good intentions for and activity in creation.

In his book, The ServiceMaster Story: Navigating Tension Between People and Profit,
Albert Erisman chronicles the history of a major public company wrestling long and hard with
the tug-of-war between the two very human poles of self-interest and the concern of others dis-
cussed above in reference to the political philosophy and economic vision of Adam Smith. Early

on, ServiceMaster identified four pillars, values, or objectives that would govern their operation
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and mission for decades: 1) Honor God in all we do, 2) help people to develop, 3) pursue excel-
lence, and 4) grow profitably.34

These values can be stated in different ways, and each one requires further unpacking, but
a crucial piece of the puzzle is the order in which they are placed. This is also what distinguishes
the approach of ServiceMaster from the simple tension held in Adam Smith’s thought between
self-interest and regard for others. Former CEO of ServiceMaster, Bill Pollard, persistently
taught and talked about how the first two values were ends, and the second two were means.35
That is, honoring God and developing people were the standards by which profit and quality ser-
vice could be achieved. It was not merely a struggle between the two competing priorities of
profit and people, in other words. Honoring God and developing people came first.

Furthermore, Pollard was always quick to clarify that “honoring God” was not used as a
basis for excluding those who might lack faith or particular religious adherence.3¢ Rather, in Pol-
lard’s view, this value gave justification for uncommon inclusivity in many ways. More than this,
he contended, it provided grounds for recognizing and protecting the dignity of every person in
the company and how God would want him or her to be treated. It offered the transcendent basis,
in other words, for putting people before profit while still striving to uphold the company’s re-
sponsibility to its shareholders.37

Now, at no point did ServiceMaster or its leaders claim that seeking to “honor God” had a
direct causal relationship with profit.3® Remarkably, though, and with these values as their com-
pass, ServiceMaster was able to grow profitably year over year for decades.3® Based on Ser-
viceMaster’s own track record — and especially given its publicly traded status — these four

values and their right ordering provide one of the most time-tested and outstanding examples
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available for applying Christian ethics to business in the life of a firm — however imperfectly.40

The exemplary nature of ServiceMaster’s story was underscored all the more in an inter-
view with longtime leader and executive at ServiceMaster, Patricia Asp, by several Pollard Re-
search Scholars. Asp reported that the internal service quality at ServiceMaster was underpinned
by the intrinsic value it placed on people. Service Master believed in training and development,
she said. According to Asp, believing in people achieving their full potential and becoming all
that God intended them to become was paramount. Asp further insisted that, “This was the foun-
dation of who they were. Everyone mattered no matter what. People were not the object of work.
They were the subject. It wasn’t so much about the to-do’s as to-be’s. We asked, what are you
becoming a result of the work itself?”4! To be clear, she spoke as well of difficult decisions —
disciplining, firing, and so on. But the goal was still to work toward letting people become all
that God intended them to be.

One notes in these words the strong evidence of persistent leadership that created a cul-
ture of care for the wellbeing and even vocational flourishing of employees. More than that, the
people that made up the company really were more seen as more valuable than the profit to
which their work contributed. Ash attributed this value to its transcendent source and governing
purpose of “honoring God,” even though the meaning of “God” in this case was left open for in-
terpretation and functioned largely as a stand-in for the inherent dignity of others and something
like “God 1s love” or “love of neighbor.”42 Put differently, the company undoubtedly had a Chris-
tian telos, however implicit. Its purposes was derived from the conviction that ServiceMaster
needed to be part of advancing and pointing people toward greater wellbeing and thriving in the

world, precisely by prioritizing wellbeing and thriving for its own people as much as in their cus-
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tomers, clients and quality of services.

Much more could be said and has been, by Pollard, Erisman, and others, about how these
values and the treatment of people actually worked themselves out in different situations and as-
pects of the company, but that is not the focus of this paper. Instead, the question raised here is
about the way that such a set of values as these might be cultivated, maintained, and shared
among Christians and in churches — for application to business, yes, but also beyond. Thus, the
following and final section briefly turns toward the notion of vocation itself, a sketch of its histo-

ry, and how to understand and steward it presently in Christian community and worship.

Vocational Formation and the Role of the Church

On the one hand, the idea that every individual might have a vocation and develop a pro-
fession or area of contribution to society is very old and perhaps has its roots in the Stoic
philosophers of the Roman Empire.43 On the other hand, most people throughout history have
simply lived their lives where they were born and taken up the same work of the parents and
grandparents. Tragically, many others have even had their generational “vocations” taken from
them altogether through enslavement, colonialism, or other exploitative means. It is only very
recently that the idea of choosing one’s career path, or even having a sense of calling to particu-
lar work, has become more prevalent. Consider this account from Carl Trueman:

“If [my grandfather] had been asked if he found satisfaction in his work, there is a dis-

tinct possibility that he would not even have understood the question, given that it reflects

the concerns of [today’s] world, to which he did not belong. But if he did understand, he

would probably have answered in terms of whether his work gave him the money to put
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food on his family’s table and shoes on his children’s feet. If it did so, then yes, he would

have affirmed that his job satisfied him. His needs were those of his family, and in en-

abling him to meet them, his work gave him satisfaction.”#4

At the same time, the opportunity to discern and pursue a career, calling, or area of work
— even if not for significant compensation — is a joy and a gift that Christians can rightly cele-
brate, embrace, and steward.4> The hyper-individualism into which some contemporary discourse
around vocation can devolve is avoidable.4¢ Further, the history of how the recent secular focus
on career came into being is not just a straight line from the Protestant Reformation to the voca-
tional revolution of the informational and technological age of today.

One account of the rise of “vocations” in the modern sense is given by Max Weber. We-
ber’s argument lends credit not only to capitalism but to Puritan Calvinism as well. As Weber
writes, "The effect of the Reformation as such was only that, as compared with the Catholic atti-
tude, the moral emphasis on and the religious sanction of organized worldly labour in a calling
was mightily increased.”#” Familiar notions such as the “Protestant work ethic” and “worldly as-
ceticism,” for Weber, were evidence of a new kinds of works-righteousness that confirmed one’s
salvation and elect status by God.

But prior to the Industrial Revolution, most folks in England were subsistence farmers,
and common land made this possible.#8 Over time, these lands were divided up, taken, or pur-
chased by the wealthy, and larger-scale farming eventually rendered those without land jobless.
This forced many to take up wage labor in factories that was considered far less desirable and
dignified by most* — so much so that, it becomes hard to disagree with Karl Marx’s assessment

on this particular point: industrial capitalism introduced into the labor and production process a
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form of work that caused the proletariat class to accept and endure a level of alienation from
their own capacities and sustenance that was previously unknown.50 This is not because these
workers were well off before or had easy jobs. Rather, it is because there was an element of self-
sufficiency in farming that was lost in the manufacturing plant. What Martin Luther said about
Christians being called to their social stations, which were usually fixed, had finally changed ir-
reversibly for the masses. It just was not always for the better.

Of course, to repeat, in the past century or so, more and more people have certainly come
out on top because of capitalism. For an ever-growing number, it seems, career choices prolifer-
ate, and social mobility improves. Still, this new context comes with its fair share of trade offs.
As Douglass Meeks summarizes it, “the success of the market economy and its tendency to draw
everything into commodity exchange relationships has conditioned us to treat ever more dimen-
sions of life as private . . .”’5!

One the one hand, as the need for new and more specialized kinds of work arise, so too
can the feeling and experience of disconnection from the good or service that one is actually pro-
viding and how it benefits others in some way. What is more, the environment in which people
both live and work has become more virtual, compartmentalized, and isolated from others —
more privatized. There is a cross pressure of loneliness and fragmentation that touches living
conditions as well as workplaces, and the innate value, purpose or outcome of one’s labor is fur-
ther removed from view.

On the other hand, the need for traditional, “blue collar” jobs certainly hasn’t gone away.
Some of these trades continue to pay well and are in fairly high demand, but so-called unskilled

labor, while often deemed “essential,” remains a very unstable sector of the economy in terms of
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the stagnation of wages and high turnover rates for contractors and their teams. To be sure, isola-
tion, mental health, media consumption, and other kinds of socio-cultural problems that rob peo-
ple of meaning, purpose, and community in their lives are unique and pressing predicaments to-
day, but the material problems of poverty, food insecurity, debt, and the rising cost of living re-
main major for many, even in advanced and post-industrial societies.

It is not uncommon to assume that these two planes and challenges are somewhat unre-
lated — meaning and purpose, on the one side, and basic provision and compensation, on the
other — but that is not so in the teachings of Jesus. Take, for instance, the parable of the Rich
Fool in Luke 12:13-21. Upon reaping an abundant harvest, the rich man decides to build extra
barns to store up surplus grains for himself in order to “take life easy; eat, drink, and be
merry” (NIV). Augustine, in commenting on this story, comments that the farmer was “planning
to fill his soul with excessive and unnecessary feasting and was proudly disregarding all those
empty bellies of the poor. He did not realize that the bellies of the poor were much safer store-
rooms than his barns.”52 A few verses later, Jesus states: “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your
Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom” (v. 32). For Jesus, the warning to the rich and
hope for the poor derive from the same reality, namely, the nearness of God’s Kingdom, where
neither hoarding nor worrying about provisions has a place. While Jesus’s message is different to
the two audiences, rich and poor, each group’s purposes are apparently the same — namely, to
seek first the Kingdom, and to trust in the good news of its arrival and ruler.

This Kingdom of God is one that the Bible describes as ruled by peace, or shalom in He-
brew and eirene in Greek. In his book, Not the Way It's Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin, Cor-

nelius Plantinga describes the biblical concept of shalom this way:
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“The webbing together of God, humans, and all creation in justice, fulfillment, and de-
light is what the Hebrew prophets call shalom. We call it peace, but it means far more
than mere peace of mind or a cease-fire between enemies. In the Bible, shalom means
universal flourishing, wholeness and delight — a rich state of affairs in which natural
needs are satisfied and natural gifts fruitfully employed, a state of affairs that inspires joy-
ful wonder as its Creator and Savior opens doors and welcomes the creatures in whom he
delights. Shalom, in other words, is the way things ought to be.”s3
The chief vocational question for business, then, begins to surface: how will the work that one
does as a Christian in the marketplace bless God by blessing others and bring about more
shalom? As Plantiga asks elsewhere:
“How will it clean a lake instead of polluting one? How will it offer opportunity to mar-
ginalized people rather than crowd them still further out to the rim of things? How will it
yield an honestly built product or genuinely useful service that will anticipate the new
heaven and earth? In other words, how will the knowledge, skills, and values of my
[business]....be used to clear some part of the human jungle, or restore some part of the
lost loveliness of God’s world, or introduce some novel beauty into it? That is, how does
my work....make for shalom?’54
And if this is the question a Christian asks about work in business, what then is the role
of the church to further the vocational formation of its members? Here too it becomes rather
clear. In worship and mission, the church aims to heal and direct the sight and desires of its peo-
ple to more fully behold, seek, and image the shalom of God’s reign. No Christian is exempt

from this vocation. In business, therefore, the product or service provided and its impact on all
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stakeholders — customers/clients, employees, suppliers, and the community, as well as share-
holders — is measured in terms of its capacity and promise to make for more shalom, however
partially. In order to make such a measurement, though, one has to have cultivated an imagina-
tion and longing for the shalom of the Kingdom in the first place. This is one of the most impor-
tant functions of Christian worship.

Some churches leave space in their services for testimonies and stories from not only pas-
tors but parishioners and practitioners — even those in business. Few things can stir the heart
and move people toward growth and change like a first-hand account of how shalom is spreading
in someone’s life or work. These testimonies and stories can easily be woven into sermons and
preaching moments or announcements on a regular basis. In the same way, sermons themselves
can have vocational elements without necessarily preaching on the topic of “vocation” as such. It
may even be more effective not to speak about vocation as a separate topic. After all, the goal is
to saturate and weave the value of vocational formation into the whole life of church — to inte-
grate it, that is, so that people encounter it normatively.

At Christ Church in Austin, TX, starting in 2019, the pastoral leadership team planned
monthly “vocational commissionings” for a year at the end of their services, in which people
from all sectors of the workforce were invited forward to receive prayer, blessing over, and
“sending” into their jobs for the week. The intent was to instill in the minds of all congregants
that every Christian is a missionary — everyone called, everyone commissioned, in every arena
of life, to do good works in Jesus’s name.

This same church partnered with others to host monthly faith and business lunches for

many years. These lunches were not merely networking gatherings to meet fellow Christians in
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the workplace or to form friendships with other Christians in business for encouragement or col-
laboration, as valuable as that would also be. Rather, there was an intentional effort during each
meeting to instruct participants in an understanding that God is in business, and to inspire them
to see the intrinsic good, flourishing, and even redemptive purpose that can be part of their own
work in business when imagined and carried out with the telos of shalom.

Out of these relationships and conversations, communities of moral discourse and voca-
tional discernment bubbled up — about business, yes, but about all areas of life that are connect-
ed to it as well. When introducing themselves, each attendant was asked to describe what they do
in terms of their most important vocations: to God, church, family, community, and work — and
usually in that order. Regular involvement led one participant to form a vocational discernment
group with others who had been part of the gathering to prayerfully walk through a major career
decision and its implications for his vision of his role in God’s mission.

This same parishioner later became a leader in a nine-month faith and work discipleship
program offered by the church to take its members on a journey of both spiritual and vocational
growth. The two overarching questions asked and answered over the course of this cohort expe-
rience were: 1) At this point in your journey, how do you envision your role in God’s mission in
the world? And 2) what is your plan for living more fully into that vision? A number of spiritual
disciplines like the prayer of Examen, silent retreats, and crafting a rule of life, were core com-
ponents in the content and curriculum of the program.

Finally, and perhaps most essentially, worship itself, through “Word and Table,” can and
should signal in any church toward the kind of world that God’s shalom and coming Kingdom is

calling human beings to help build.>5 By modeling the counter-cultural practice of proclaiming
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grace and truth, followed by celebrating and serving communion that feeds and nurtures diverse
individuals from a common loaf and cup, a new kind of economy and exchange system becomes
conceivable and even visible.

Consider this closing prayer at the end of the Holy Eucharist service in the Anglican
Book of Common Prayer:

“Almighty and everliving God, we thank you for feeding us with the spiritual food of the

most precious Body and Blood of your Son our Savior Jesus Christ; and for assuring us in

these holy mysteries that we are living members of the Body of your Son, and heirs of

your eternal kingdom. And now, Father, send us out to do the work you have given us to

do, to love and serve you as faithful witnesses of Christ our Lord. To him, to you, and to

the Holy Spirit, be honor and glory, now and for ever. Amen.”>6
Once again, in this liturgy as in the teachings of Jesus, the convergence of basic sustenance (the
spiritual body and blood with the physical bread and wine) and sending into meaningful work is
enacted. The physical is claimed by the transcendent and yet incarnate Lord who redeems it and
faithfully takes it up into himself, and human beings with him, without overriding their agency.
Allegiance and belonging is called for and redirected away from anything other than “living
membership in the body of Christ” and his “eternal kingdom.” Worship gathers by way of re-en-
acting this great, mysterious feast and thanksgiving celebration, only to then scatter its sacred
assembly into the mission of extending that same feast and its benefits into the world through
every good work.>7

When business is seen and discussed as yet another and no less crucial avenue through

which this work takes place, the imagination and desire for greater participation in that very
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work is kindled and enlivened. This imagination and desire is only further strengthened when it
is nurtured among a community of others who find themselves similarly called and commis-
sioned. When this happens, it becomes possible that those otherwise seductive idols like mam-

mon begin to dull and fade. Over time, they may even lose their appeal altogether.
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