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INTRODUCTION
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One of the fastest-growing industries in the world today is the increasingly sophisticated domain of computer games. Have you ever thought about what makes for a good computer game? Recently we had the opportunity to put that question to the creator of one of the most popular simulation games on the market. The man was about 40 years old but had the wardrobe and excitement of a 22-year-old.

GENESIS 2 SAYS THAT GOD PLACED OUR HUMAN PARENTS IN THE GARDEN TO KEEP IT AND TILL IT.



“The key to a good video game is not just the graphics,” he explained. “The setup has to follow good game design. Ideally, players must face a decision every eight seconds, and certainly no more than every 30 seconds. When they make a decision, players have to feel as though they have a high possibility of failing with that decision. Yet the game metrics have to be set up so that there is actually the highest probability that they will succeed.”

GOD INTENDS HUMAN WORK TO BE ABOUT JOY.



That game designer didn’t realize it, but he might as well have been describing the situation that presented itself to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Genesis 2 says that God placed our human parents in the Garden to keep it and till it. Imagine: You’re the first two human beings who have ever existed, placed in a brand-new job in a brand-new world. You’re faced with lots of unknowns, confronted with a continuous series of decisions, and uncertain whether your choices will turn out right. Yet God has set up the Garden in your favor, so that you are likely to succeed more often than fail. That would make the work a lot of fun! No wonder a modern-day game inventor accidentally designed a game meant for fun almost exactly how God originally designed our work.

 

That, in a word, is the overarching theme of this study—that God intends human work to be about joy.

 

Does that describe your work? If you’re like most people, probably not. Oh, to be sure, many people find work to be fun at times—maybe even exhilarating.  Yet even at its best, work hardly rises to the level of, well, joy. Happiness, maybe. Or a momentary thrill. But where’s the joy in adding a percentage point or two of market share to your company’s sales of toothpaste or beauty products? Or in boosting by a few basis points the return on an investment portfolio? Or in dedicating a year’s worth of effort so that your sales team trounces a competitor’s sales team and wins a contract? Successes like those make work fun at times. But are they really sources of joy?

 

And then there are all the aspects of the work world that are anything but  joyful. The client you lost. The expensive ad campaign that accomplished nothing. The ill-conceived product that cost your company millions in litigation. The workers you had to lay off. In light of disappointments like these, many find work to be far from joyful. For a homemaker, it is the work of cleaning, cooking, changing diapers, carpooling—then doing it all over again day after day. Indeed, many workers today would describe their work as some combination of boring, laborious, tedious, dangerous, and stressful.

 

Did God really mean for work to be joyful? You’d never know it by going to church on Sunday. There, the minister talks about serving God, impacting the world for good, helping the needy, living with purpose. Many ministers attempt to connect these activities to the marketplace, but the illustrations often lack the rich specifics of personal experience. As a result, the concerns of the “secular” world would hardly seem to matter much to God. So, even if we actually enjoy our work and sometimes have a lot of fun doing it, it’s easy to feel a kind of guilt, because it would seem that our fun is coming from the pursuit of the wrong goals.

 

If you’re feeling any of these sorts of things, this study is for you. We’re going to see that God really does intend us human beings to find joy in our work. Moreover, God Himself intends to find joy in our work. That truth will be considered through three themes that will surface again and again throughout this study:

 

Theme #1: Stewardship. The Bible teaches that human beings were created by God to be stewards of His creation. We are to take personal and corporate responsibility for what happens in and to this world, and the people in it, through the vehicles of business, government, and the nonprofit sector, as well as the church. This study will show that such stewardship is the clear call of Scripture. It is an ancient and magnificent call that God’s people down through the ages have answered in various ways. Now it is time that we step up and answer the call, for our time.

 

Theme #2: Human dignity. The Bible teaches that God created humans as  decision-making creatures. No matter where we work—whether in business, government, the nonprofit sector, the church, or the home—we are called to act like creatures who have been created in God’s image and who treat other humans likewise, as fellow “image-bearers.”

 

Theme #3: Joy. In Christ, we have the privilege and responsibility of restoring work to its original purpose, and of restoring one another to be decision makers in our work. The result of doing that is joy—a deep, abiding, inner peacethat no circumstances can take away, because we are doing God’s will and aware of God’s presence.

Joy

Joy means a deep, abiding, inner peace that no circumstances can take away, because we are doing God’s will and aware of God’s presence. In the New Testament, the word translated as “joy” is the Greek word  chara, from the verb chairo, “to rejoice or be glad.”

 

In the Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14-30), Jesus used the term to describe a master’s reaction to two of his servants who invested funds well and realized a profit: “Well done, good and faithful slave; you were faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master” (v. 21, 23, italics added).



HERE’S WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT IN THE FOLLOWING PAGES.






This Is a Bible Study 

We’re going to explore what the Bible says about the purpose and role of human beings on Earth, particularly as it pertains to our work. No matter where you spend those 50 or 60 (or more) hours a week at what we call work—whether in a business, a government entity, the military, a nonprofit organization, an educational setting, a church, a home, or anywhere else—you may be surprised to learn how much the Bible has to say about God’s interest in your daily endeavors. You’ll see that finding joy in one’s work is God’s intention for every person. And if you are a pastor, this study can  help you see the vital role your church can play in helping workplace leaders understand their calling.




The Study Considers a Large and Current Illustration 

This guide is a companion study to the book Joy at Work, by Dennis W. Bakke.  Joy at Work tells the story of AES Corporation, one of the world’s leading power companies, and one of the most prominent modern-day examples of a company that has intentionally tried to live out the principles of business as stewardship and mission.

CEO DENNIS BAKKE PROMOTED “FUN” AS A KEY CORPORATE VALUE.



Dennis and his co-founder, Roger Sant, established the company with the idea that its primary purpose was not just to maximize shareholder value, but to produce safe, clean, reliable energy, especially for developing countries. At one point, AES owned $40 billion in assets and was the third largest producer of energy in the world, behind France and Russia.

 

AES provides a valuable case study of a business that has tried to be a steward of God’s creation. It is not a simple example, nor has it escaped the daunting realities of the rough-and-tumble business world. As CEO, Dennis championed an admittedly unorthodox view of the purpose of business. From the beginning, the company made what is often called “social responsibility” its first priority, even above profit. In fact, AES’s original stock offering came with a Securities and Exchange Commission-mandated warning attached:AES believes that earning a fair profit is an important result of providing a quality product to its customers. However, if the Company perceives a conflict between these values and profits, the Company will try to adhere to its values—even though doing so might result in diminished profits or forgone opportunities. Moreover, the Company seeks to adhere to these values not as a means to achieve economic success, but because adherence is a worthwhile goal in and of itself. The Company intends to continue these policies after this offering.





In pursuing these ends, Dennis practiced a highly decentralized approach to corporate leadership (100 employees at headquarters, 40,000 across the world). And he promoted “fun” as a key corporate value. Along the way, AES encountered the same financial turmoil that imperiled other energy  companies in the aftermath of the Enron scandal, although AES was legally and ethically beyond reproach.

 

The Wall Street Journal and other business publications have written numerous articles about AES, with strong opinions both for and against the company’s philosophy. The business schools at Harvard and Stanford have produced multiple case studies on AES. And an award-winning documentary film titled  The Power Trip was made about AES’s efforts to bring reliable electricity to the city of Tbilisi, the capital of the Republic of Georgia (south of Russia).

 

Without a doubt, AES’s business model has proved controversial to some, and it raises lots of questions. Nonetheless, it is a courageous real-life example of an attempt to reclaim the biblical purpose of work in a world that has little understanding of that purpose and at many points fervently resists it.




The Study Considers Other Examples 

AES is a large, publicly traded corporation. But the biblical principles by which Dennis and his team tried to operate the company apply to a venture of any size or kind, and to workers at any level. On the companion DVD to this study, you’ll find numerous interviews of people in a variety of workplace settings grappling with the issues raised by Joy at Work. In addition, the studies in this guide were heavily influenced by a group of leaders representing many different disciplines. That’s because, ideally, we want this material to be discussed by small groups of leaders that include people from diverse backgrounds, responsibilities, and perspectives.




The Study Is Advanced 

As a genre, Bible studies come in many forms and styles. Many are written at a fairly elementary level in terms of their theology and biblical depth, as well as their practical application. By contrast, this study is a bit more demanding in the following ways:

 

This study grapples with in-depth concepts. It is going to stretch your thinking a bit. We’re going to ask you to consider some challenging ideas and to grapple with hard questions. Not that we’re going to throw complicated theological terms, Greek verbs, or long quotations from the Church Fathers at you. Indeed, the material intentionally avoids theological jargon as much  as possible. But we’re asking you to do some serious theological reflection about work—which means wrestling with issues from the workplace using a variety of biblical insights. The objective is not so much to find The Answer (for many issues there is no single, simple, one-size-fits-all answer) as to change the way you think about everyday matters, so that you begin to see your work and your role at work through God’s eyes.

THIS IS NOT AN INSTRUCTION MANUAL ON HOW TO RUN A CHRISTIAN BUSINESS, BUT RATHER AN EXPLORATION OF WHAT THE BIBLE HAS TO SAY ABOUT WORK.



This study assumes you have basic familiarity with group discussion. It is for groups that know how to get a Bible study started quickly and can get right to work. For that reason, we haven’t included any step-by-step guides for the study leader. If you’re that leader, we assume you and your group have been meeting for at least one or two weeks for introductions and will be ready to dive right into some pretty hefty discussion beginning with Session 1.

 

This study asks more questions than it provides answers. This is not an instruction manual on how to run a Christian business, but rather an exploration of what the Bible has to say about work. What we learn from that exploration we then take to the real world of work and ask: How does that biblical teaching apply here? As we’ve said, AES provides a useful case study. Other examples will also be given. And, of course, we want you to bring the issues and challenges of your own workplace to the discussion.

 

What you’ll quickly discover is that no organization, including AES, applies biblical teaching perfectly. Nor is there one “best” way to apply it. Even the best models sometimes reveal contradictory practices, and their flaws are easily pointed out. Nevertheless, the biblical principles are real. So despite their shortcomings, we study people and organizations that are making heroic efforts to apply biblical teaching as well as they can. Doing so helps us avoid studying the Bible in the abstract, as just an ideal, without reference to the difficulty of applying it in the real world. Instead, by looking at theology when it is applied to the mess of a sinful, fallen world, our study of God moves beyond our heads to our hearts—and from there to our actions, our habits, and our dreams.

 

This study considers more than your personal spirituality. Many Bible studies on work are aimed at personal transformation. They are excellent at guiding you as an individual in examining your personal habits, morals, ethics, and decisions that pertain to your particular work. This study, however, looks at more than just your personal faith. It asks you to think about your larger role in your organization, and in turn your organization’s role in an economy and  a society, and in turn how all of that fits into God’s purposes for the world. As a result, we’re going to be applying Scripture to matters beyond your personal needs and issues. Those are important, to be sure. But you’ll miss out on the real joy of work if your faith gets involved only with individual concerns. As a steward of God’s creation, your responsibilities—and opportunities—involve the whole of creation!

 

For this reason, this study is especially important for leaders. We believe that leaders are required and should be found at every level of an enterprise. Every worker is capable of making decisions, regardless of his or her position, status, or role in a company. So, this study is aimed at those who live with a leader’s mind-set, who are willing to accept responsibility for their actions and influence others to do the same.




The Study Is a Weekly Process 

This study is designed to take place in a series of eight or 10 weekly sessions (although other formats are possible, such as a weekend retreat or a weeklong series of concentrated study). To gain the most from each session, as well as to honor one’s commitment to the other members of the group, each participant is asked to prepare for the sessions as follows:1. Pray that God will use the study in a powerful way in your life, as well as in the lives of your fellow participants.
2. Read the material in this study guide pertaining to the session (approx. 20 minutes).
3. Read and reflect on the selections indicated from the Bible (approx. 15 minutes).
4. Read the section from Joy at Work pertaining to the session (approx. 30 minutes). Because this Bible study is not precisely tied to specific Joy at Work chapters, some groups may opt to read the book ahead of the study, others loosely alongside it.
5. Respond to what you’ve read using the reflection questions at the end of each session (approx. 15-30 minutes).
6. Watch the introduction of the session on the companion DVD before the group meeting or at the beginning of the meeting (approx. 15 minutes). The introduction sets up the theme of the session.


WE BELIEVE THAT LEADERS ARE REQUIRED AND SHOULD BE FOUND AT EVERY LEVEL OF AN ENTERPRISE.



WHY DO WE AS HUMANS IMAGINE A BETTER STATE THAN WHAT WE CURRENTLY EXPERIENCE?



When your group gets together, your group leader may wish to make a few remarks (emphasis on few; what matters most is that participants get to interact as much as possible). Or, the group can immediately dive into the discussion questions. You can structure the time in whatever way works best for your group, but the point is to get everyone involved in a lively discussion.

 

The group questions are designed to take anywhere from 20 to 40 minutes to discuss. In order to facilitate as much participation as possible, we suggest breaking into groups of three. Allow the small groups to interact for 20 to 30 minutes, then reconvene the larger group and have each subgroup report highlights from its conversation.

 

Discussion is key! This study is not to be a lecture. In fact, the topics raised are far larger than can be adequately covered in 40 minutes of discussion. So it is vital that as much time as possible is allotted to group interaction. We also hope that the conversations will spill over into many additional conversations—over breakfast, lunch, and dinner; on the golf course; through e-mail.

 

This guide provides 10 sessions for a 10-week study but can be completed in eight weeks by skipping over sessions 8 and 9 if necessary.




If You Are Unfamiliar With the Bible 

Not everyone who participates in this study will be familiar with the Bible. For that matter, this study need not be limited to Christians. When Dennis wrote  Joy at Work, he intentionally avoided presenting AES as an overtly Christian story (although the postscript spells out the biblical roots of his business model). His point was not to hide his Christian commitment. Rather, he realized that some people who might benefit from his ideas would not read the book if they saw Bible verses and other Christian language sprinkled throughout. Dennis wholeheartedly believes that people of all faiths can adopt his ideas as their own. Some who do may want to explore the Christian roots of those ideas more fully.

 

By way of orienting you to those core ideas, consider that every life philosophy or religious belief system deals with the question, Why do we as humans imagine a better state than what we currently experience? For Christians, the explanation is that God created us for a different purpose than we now  pursue and in a better place than we now inhabit. We chose not to pursue God’s purpose, and so we suffered the consequences for choosing our own way rather than God’s way.

 

Life under those consequences is referred to as the Fall. The core of the Christian message is that God has provided a way to reclaim us and our world from the Fall. Through the death of Jesus Christ, who was God in human form, we are able to return to God’s original intentions for us. We do that only partially while we are here on Earth, but we will do it fully after we die and go to live with God forever.

 

As humans, we are responsible for accepting the gift of God’s rescue and then pursuing a life that is consistent with the change God creates in us when we accept that gift.

 

This study reflects that overview by coming back to a recurring outline, as follows:1. What did God originally intend for us?
2. What happened after we chose our own way?
3. What should we do now that God has us back on the path to what He intended?


If you are unfamiliar with the Bible and you really want to gain a better understanding of its teaching on work, you’ll find it easier if you recruit some participants who have a background in the Bible and Christianity. Some people have put a lot of time into learning the Bible, and they can be a valuable resource to your group.




The Bottom Line: Life-Change and Joy 

Why should a group meet for eight or 10 weeks to wrestle with the issues raised in this study? Because doing so will lead to seeing work differently, and ultimately to doing work differently. As we’ve said, God intends work to be about joy. We want this study to be a means of leading you toward joy in your work. By gathering together each week, we hope you will create a community of peers who are committed to the same vision of pursuing work in ways that steward God’s creation and merit His commendation, “Well done, good and faithful servant; enter into the joy of your master” (Matthew 25:21, 23).

WE WANT THIS STUDY TO BE A MEANS OF LEADING YOU TOWARD JOY IN YOUR WORK.






Some Thoughts for the Leader 

The companion DVD provides a brief introduction for each of the sessions. However, if you are the leader of your group, you may wish to add comments of your own as you get the group started each week. Our suggestion is that you share examples from your own experience to focus everyone’s thinking on the topic. Stay away from lengthy discourses or controversial opinions, as these will tend to de-motivate the group. As you prepare to lead the group, you should be aware that this study is organized around a flow of thought that keeps repeating itself, as follows:1. Work before the Fall. We humans were made in the image of God to be stewards (representative caretakers) of God’s creation. We were created to make decisions with daily feedback from God. We were created to govern and work on behalf of God. God’s intention is that when we do what He created us to do, we will experience true joy.While rarely talked about, business and government can be seen (or at least envisioned) as having legitimate roles in the world before the Fall. In our original state, we would have organized our gifts and abilities into teams working together, and we would have traded our work and its products with one another. That is the essence of the original purpose of work—organized gifts focused on stewarding God’s creation.


2. Work after the Fall. The original design for the world was badly marred by the Fall. As humans, we are still created in God’s image, but our relationship with our Creator has been broken, and we’ve lost our understanding of how to use our gifts and abilities as God intended.
3. Work under Christ’s lordship. In Christ, human beings are “recreated,” so that Christians are restored to pursue much of the original purpose that was given Adam and Eve. We are endowed with new power, insight, and a relationship with God by virtue of His Holy Spirit, which lives in us. Thus, we are new Adams and Eves, with new responsibilities:• a responsibility to understand what it means to be a steward of God’s creation;
• a responsibility to understand (but not be overwhelmed by) the painful reality of our fallen world; and 
• a responsibility to be examples of re-created stewards in every sector and circumstance of our lives—including the way we work, the way we carry out our businesses, economics, governments, and social services, and the way we lead people.




As the leader, you need to give people permission to dream about what their work could be like if it was pursued according to God’s original intentions. This is not a theoretical exercise. If participants don’t envision a better world, they’ll be neutralized by excuses for why they cannot be courageous, God-empowered stewards to create a better world. Sometimes dreaming can be scary, because a noble vision can call for some painful choices and prophetic responsibilities.

 

In this connection, you as a leader may have to help participants be honest about expressing some of the harder realities of life as we know it—for example, the way things don’t always work out as hoped, or the way people are mistreated, or the ever-changing rules of Wall Street and global economies.

 

Some groups dream better. Some groups vent better. As the leader, you’ll need to help your participants advance on both fronts.




The Theme of Stewardship 

There are many ways to look at the intersection between faith and work. If we were to classify the various approaches that “faith at work” studies take, we could describe them according to five emphases:• Personal ethics. How do I practice my personal spirituality in the work world?
• Personal calling. How do I pursue my life purpose? Should it be primarily through my work, through workplace evangelism, or in a “second half” devoted to increased community service or ministry commitments, or both?
• Community practices. How do I extend Christ’s love to coworkers, customers, vendors, and other people I encounter at work and still get my work done effectively and make a profit?
• Community culture. How do I contribute to a healthy culture at my workplace, one that honors Christian values? 
• Work as stewardship and mission. How do I use my workplace as a means of stewarding God’s creation?



STEWARDSHIP IS ABOUT MORE THAN JUST YOUR LIFE, OR YOUR WORK, OR YOUR SPIRITUALITY, OR YOUR CONCERNS.



Joy at Work is an example of the fifth emphasis on work as a form of stewardship and mission. This Bible study looks at the biblical and theological framework that underlies that emphasis.

 

It’s worth pointing out that work as stewardship was a view that many of the Puritans held, and through them it forms many of the roots of democratic capitalism. Unfortunately, that view has largely been lost for a century or two. But now it is increasingly being reclaimed and is becoming a lens through which the other four emphases—personal ethics, personal calling, community practices, and community culture—are finding new perspective.

 

You will explore some of those new perspectives through the discussion questions at the end of each session. For example, we will ask you about your spiritual walk at work; about with whom you are speaking about Christ; about how you are pursuing your personal calling and purpose; and about the values you are honoring and building into your workplace. However, as we ask these questions, we encourage you to always consider them through the larger lens of “we” and “ours” rather than just “I” and “mine.” Stewardship is about more than just your life, your work, your spirituality, or your concerns. As a steward of God, you are ultimately connected to your whole team, and your whole organization, and the whole economy, and the whole world.

Bible Study Theme and Outline

Joy in work comes from restoring work to its original purpose as a means of stewarding God’s creation. Stewardship includes:1. understanding the original purpose of work
2. understanding how the Fall marred that purpose
3. taking responsibility to help both ourselves and others discover and employ their gifts
4. taking responsibility to create a healthy environment for work
5. taking responsibility to acquire and give away power
6. seeing success and failure from God’s perspective
7. taking responsibility for community needs
8. taking responsibility for values and beauty in work
9. taking responsibility in all areas of life
10. pursuing joy as both a present and future reward




Theologically speaking, this study deals with a “public theology,” the study of what God calls us to be and do in the public sphere, no matter what our role or station in life—business executive, nonprofit leader, government official, minister, parent. Whatever we do for work and wherever we work, our work has public implications that the Bible challenges us to consider.

GOD ALLOWS PEOPLE FREEDOM TO MAKE DECISIONS SO THAT THEY CAN EXPERIENCE JOY.






The Theme of Responsibility 

Another recurring theme in this study is that God has created each one of us uniquely, with the ability to think rationally. That gives us freedom, or free will, to make important decisions, to take responsibility for our actions, and to benefit from the rewards or suffer the consequences of our choices. We might formulate that idea as follows:DECISION MAKING + RESPONSIBILITY + FEEDBACK = JOY








The Theme of Humility 

A key theological truth about God has to do with power. God is all-powerful; He can do anything that is possible to do. Yet God humbles Himself by giving human beings the authority (power) to oversee His creation. In doing so, He demonstrates remarkable humility, giving us an example of how we should deal with power and rights. God allows people freedom to make decisions so that they can experience joy. And in Philippians 2:5-11, we learn that God loves us so much that He humbled himself by giving up His power and rights as God to become a human being—and a lowly one at that. As such, He further subjected Himself not only to death but to the agonizing and unjust death of a criminal. What amazing humility!

 

God calls us as His stewards to adopt the same humility with the people we encounter and have power over—employees, vendors, customers, volunteers,  coworkers, family members, etc. Humility requires not always exercising the power we have and sometimes even giving the power we have to others—for them to keep and never return to us! To do so requires trust. But it results in joy for all who are in the path of our humble acts.




How to Get Started 

Each group will structure its format a bit differently. But here are some things you’ll want to think about as you organize your activities:1. Distribute copies of Joy at Work to all the participants and decide on how you plan to read it—in sections as you work your way through the Bible study or in its entirety before you begin the study. Each session in this study guide also includes an executive summary of the assigned Joy at Work chapters for review before attending the small-group discussion.
2. Decide how many times your group will meet. The study is designed to be completed in 10 weeks; however if you have only 8 weeks available, consider sessions 8 and 9 in this study guide to be optional.
3. Decide how you plan to use the companion DVD. It has an introduction for each session, and we encourage you to watch them. If you are meeting in a crowded restaurant rather than a home or boardroom with a DVD player, participants can watch the introductions on their own in preparing for each session.
4. There is a 90-minute film about AES called The Power Trip  that can be purchased at www.powertripthemovie.com (a less-expensive home edition is due out soon). It is a powerful companion to this study. One suggestion is to let the group meet for three or four weeks to establish a good group dynamic and shared understanding of the issues. Then schedule an optional meeting outside of the normal Bible study time—perhaps over a lunch or at someone’s house after dinner—to show the film and discuss it.
5. Before the first session, the group leader should create a roster of participants: name; contact information; current or most recent occupation, with a sentence or two that describes what the employer does; and title, with a brief description of that role.  Some will find that approach different from that of other Bible studies, which ask participants not to talk about their work or position, or the nature of what they do, so as to avoid bragging or comparing, and to ensure that everyone feels on an even playing field as they come to Scripture. In this study, we want participants to do just the opposite: not to brag but to honestly present their role in the workplace as God has provided.
6. Unless group participants are already very familiar with one another, spend some time before the beginning of the first session having members introduce themselves—perhaps explaining what they do for work, how they got interested in this topic, maybe a brief story that tells something about their life, a word about their family, and what they hope to gain from the study (see the suggested questions below).
7. When it’s time to address the discussion questions, consider breaking into groups of three. Allow the groups to interact for half of the allotted discussion time, then reconvene the larger group and have each subgroup report highlights from its conversation.


Invite Your Pastor to This Study

The topic of corporate social responsibility has received increasing press in recent years. A number of books have provided examples of companies that focus on environmental or social needs as part of their business (for example, Cause for Success: Ten Companies That Put Profit Second and Came In First). There are efforts to change how M.B.A. students are taught (see www.beyondgreypinstripes.org). And think tanks are beginning to research this topic in earnest (see www.acton.org).

 

Yet, while it might be assumed that church and religious leaders would be at the forefront of this burgeoning workplace movement, for the most part they are not. Later, we will study what the Bible says about the interdependence of business, the church, government, and the family. For now, consider that since the Puritan era ministry-related occupations have become full-time jobs, and Bible teachers  and theologians have had fewer personal reasons to reflect on the purpose of work and business from Genesis 2.

 

It’s true that many pastors today are building stronger bridges between the events that take place in the church building on Sundays and the events of the church people the other six days of the week. Still, a close examination will show that, in most cases, churches are still focusing on how workplace activities can support or extend the work of the church—evangelizing the lost, providing a place where personal piety can lead to spiritual growth, funding church activities—rather than focusing on how the church can help people be God’s representatives in their workplaces.

 

If your pastor visits your workplace, uses workplace illustrations in his sermons, and teaches on work and business as stewardship and mission, you are blessed. You are in a church that understands something about both the church gathered and the church scattered.

 

If your pastor does not do those things, you may be surprised how open he might be to an invitation to participate in your Bible study. After all, he probably did not receive much teaching on workplace issues in seminary, and he may desire to learn more about how he can do a better job of discipling workplace Christians.

 

In the end, this is a Bible study about joy at work, whether that work takes place in a business setting or a church setting (or a family, government, or nonprofit setting). Pastors experience just as much challenge and frustration in their work as any other worker. So, your study should welcome them to the club!






Some Questions to Help You Get Started 

Here are some suggestions for helping the group members get to know one another at the beginning of the first couple of sessions. Take just a few minutes to answer them before moving into the discussion questions. The leader of the group may want to jot down participants’ answers in order to better facilitate the group’s interaction later.

 

Note that some of these questions push participants to be a bit vulnerable. We caution leaders to avoid pressuring group members into sharing more than they feel comfortable sharing. Perhaps the best way to prompt an open exchange is for the leader to take the initiative in talking about him or herself.

1. Where do you currently work? Describe your enterprise—what it does or produces, how large it is, its internal culture. What is your title or role? What do you actually do in your work?
2. Talk about the nonwork areas of your life—your family, church, community interests, etc. In what nonwork areas do you have particular education, expertise, or experience? What do you do for leisure?
3. Do you take joy in your work? Is it fun?
4. What are your definitions of “joy” and “fun,” especially as they pertain to work?
5. Do you feel “called” to your particular line of work?
6. What are your expectations for this study? How do you hope it will benefit you? Are there some specific things the group could take note of, and pray for you on, over the course of this study?



Questions to Expect Along the Way 

(1) Why does this study spend so much time dealing with the Garden of Eden?

If you’ve ever tried to assemble a jigsaw puzzle, you know it helps to have the complete picture on the cover of the box to use as a guide. In a similar way, the first two chapters of Genesis give us a picture of how God intended the world to look “in the beginning.” (That picture is quite similar to how the world will look in the end as well, when God will create a new city; see Revelation 21.)

 

If Christians have the “first fruits of the Spirit” (Romans 8:23) and are new  creations and ambassadors for that which is new (2 Corinthians 5:17-21), then we need to have a clear picture of what “new” looks like as compared with what we experience in a fallen world. The Garden is an excellent place to learn about Adam and Eve’s original role and, by extension, about our roles as new Adams and Eves.

 

One reason many of us shirk our public calling is because we cannot envision what it looks like. By allowing you to spend some time mentally and imaginatively in the Garden of Eden, this study can help you find a new vision for your role on this side of the Garden, and with it a new joy in and a new understanding of your responsibility.

 

(2) What if I disagree with Dennis’s approach and feel skeptical about AES?

Welcome to the club! Dennis knows he has detractors, and he’s at peace with that. We welcome divergent opinions—as long as they are expressed, of course, with courtesy and intellectual honesty. The point of the groups is not to debate Joy at Work but to study the Bible’s teaching on work and apply that teaching to the real world. AES offers one case of a company that tried to do that.

 

In examining that case, various readers will inevitably find things to disagree with:• Some lawyers have expressed concerns about the potential liabilities that directors and officers might face if their companies followed the AES model wholeheartedly. Interestingly, those concerns are part of a much larger debate that has legal opinions on both sides.1 
• Some stockbrokers have expressed concerns about the viability of a company marketing itself to Wall Street by explicitly stating that even though profits are important, the company’s values are more important than maximizing shareholder value. At the same time, few would argue that the stock market and how it is marketed could not stand reform.
• Somemanagers have criticized AES for being “too loosely managed” and not subjecting its people to enough “accountability.” However, Dennis argues in his book that top leadership made the greatest mistakes at AES, not those at lower levels. Furthermore, AES’s decentralized leadership system and advice process have become a model for many successful start-ups, high-tech ventures, and other “fast companies” across the world.
• Somepastors have expressed concerns about Joy at Work’s apparent neglect of a theology of systemic evil, and what they perceive as   a naiveté about human depravity and the need for corresponding checks and balances. At the same time, many pastors have decided to use the AES “advice process” with their own staffs.
• Some investors have expressed concerns about the dramatic drop in AES’s stock value at one point. However, most financial analysts view AES as no different than most other companies in the energy sector, which collectively struggled through a downturn in the market. Moreover, AES was one of the few energy companies to emerge from the downturn intact, rebounding to $20 billion in assets (compared with the $40 billion it once held).
• Some people have claimed that Dennis’s approach is negated by the fact that he was forced by his board to resign. However, in his book Dennis explains why he chose to resign and that he was given the prerogative of handpicking his replacement. In addition, the values of AES as expressed in Joy at Work remain in place.



The point is that neither the shortcomings nor the successes of a particular case in any way disprove or prove the timeless principles of Scripture. What a case like AES does is provide a rich source of real-life discussion and examination of those principles. We hope that your group will give participants freedom to express admiration for Dennis and AES when they feel it, as well as vent concern when they feel that. But quite apart from one’s opinion of Dennis and AES, the key questions group members need to wrestle with are: What does this say about the biblical principles we are studying? and  How will I bring joy to my own sphere of responsibility?

 

(3) I’m not like Dennis Bakke. I haven’t founded my own company; I’m not a CEO. My organization doesn’t even pretend to hold to Christian values. I work in the government, a nonprofit, a church, or as a homemaker. How is this study relevant to me?

The Bible’s teaching on work is relevant to all of us who work, regardless of the type of work we do, where we do it, what our position or status is, and how successful (or unsuccessful) we happen to be. Our role may involve less “drama” than Dennis’s did in supplying electrical power to developing countries, while planting 52 million trees in Guatemala and preserving hundreds of thousands of acres of rain forest in the Amazon region to offset carbon-dioxide emissions elsewhere. That’s OK. God uses all kinds of people to accomplish His purposes. Some carry out His work at the world-class  level; others labor in relative obscurity. It’s not the prominence that matters. It’s the faithfulness to be God’s steward over whatever responsibilities He has given.

IT CHALLENGES YOU TO ADOPT A NEW MIND-SET—TO SEE YOURSELF AS HAVING RESPONSIBILITY BEFORE GOD FOR YOUR EFFORTS AT WORK.



That said, there is obviously a great deal of difference in the nature, scale, and scope of what you can do if you are the CEO of a business as opposed to a mid-level manager, or if you lead a privately owned company as opposed to a publicly traded corporation. If you feel that you have little control over how your enterprise operates, you may be tempted to think that the principles in this study don’t really apply to your situation. But they do! No matter where you are positioned, and no matter what the prevailing culture at your workplace, your participation in this study could be the beginning of a journey toward:• Transforming the way work is accomplished in your immediate sphere of influence, where you do have a stewardship responsibility.
• Initiating a longer-term effort to slowly but surely transform the culture of your overall workplace and perhaps even your industry.
• Beginning the process of transitioning to another job or career where you feel your talents are better used as a steward of God’s creation.



The point is that this study is by nature countercultural, and therefore transformational. It challenges you to adopt a new mind-set—to see yourself as having responsibility before God for your efforts at work. That perspective can pose some significant internal conflicts, because it is not the dominant wisdom of our day. Fortunately, you are not alone. There is a growing movement of Christians in the work world who are recognizing their responsibility as God’s stewards and taking that responsibility seriously.





SESSION 1
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God’s Original Purpose for Business

Bible Readings for This Study  
Genesis 1 and 2 
Romans 8:18-23 
2 Corinthians 5:17-21

 

Other Reading  
Joy at Work, Preface (pp.13-18) 
Chapter 7: Purpose Matters (pp.149-168)

 

[image: 004] DVD Session One: Created to Work
 Explore the Genesis account of creation,
 in which God paints the picture of a joyful workplace
 as embodied in the Garden. This session introduces you
 to our two callings in life: stewarding resources
 to meet the world’s needs and the Great Commission.






Introduction: We Like to Work, But We Don’t Always Like Our Jobs 

For most of us, work consumes much of our time. Assuming you work an average of 50 hours a week between the ages of 22 and 65, you will have worked a total of 111,800 hours. That’s about 30 percent of all the waking hours in your life to date and 45 percent of all the waking hours during your career. That does not include time spent commuting, overtime worked, extra time spent on business trips, and hours devoted to planning, thinking, and worrying about work-related matters in your off hours.

 

For all that time and energy invested, and all the sacrifices you make, do you  find your work to be filled with joy and meaning? Or are joy and meaning reserved for the activities of your “spare time”?

 

According to a Gallup poll, 6 in 10 American workers would continue to work even if they won $10 million, though only 35 percent would stay at the same job (Gallup News Service Poll by David W. Moore, Aug. 29, 1997). Clearly, most of us like to work. Yet how many of us really enjoy our job?

BUT MAYBE IT’S TIME FOR CHRISTIANS TO ASK WHETHER PROFIT MAXIMIZATION IS THE TRUE RATIONALE FOR DOING BUSINESS.



WE CAN DISCOVER GOD’S ORIGINAL PURPOSE BY LOOKING AT THE WORLD JUST AFTER ITS CREATION.






Finding Your Voice Is Not the Answer in a Soundproofed Room 

A common piece of advice heard today is that to find fulfillment at work, we have to find our personal “voice”—that is, to figure out our unique mission in life and our God-given gifts. Without question, that kind of self-discovery is vitally important. But Christians are called by God to go beyond that personal quest for meaning and significance. We are called not just to find our own “voice” or those of our friends but to actually change the “acoustics” of the room.

 

Have you ever considered the possibility that business today is fundamentally pursuing the wrong purpose? In 1970, economist Milton Friedman wrote an essay titled “The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase its Profits.” Most people probably believe that’s true—that the purpose of business is, and always has been, to maximize profits.

 

But maybe it’s time for Christians to ask whether profit maximization is the true rationale for doing business. If it’s not, what difference would that make in:• the reason one goes to work?
• finding fulfillment at work?
• how one leads employees?
• how one influences the internal culture of one’s workplace?
• what one thinks about the many hours spent at work?



The real question we need to be asking is: What was God’s original purpose for business? How was it different from today’s goal of maximizing profit?

 

We can discover God’s original purpose by looking at the world just after its creation, while still in its pristine state in the Garden of Eden. That was before  the Fall, a time when the human race was still following God’s purposes for life and work.




The Original Blueprints: Do We Still Have It Right? 

The first two chapters of Genesis show God’s original plan for the world we humans inhabit. Notice that God placed Adam and Eve in a garden. Later, in Genesis 3, the first couple’s decision to reject God’s plan resulted in their being thrust out of the Garden into a ghetto of shattered dreams, lost connection with God, and endless conflict and futility. The rest of the Bible tells about the ongoing, painful consequences of that terrible choice, which still enslave us today. Yet Scripture also reveals God’s amazing character in pursuing us, even in the midst of our ongoing rebellion against Him. The last two chapters of the Bible, in Revelation, describe what it will look like when God restores us and the earth to His original plan. That setting will be a new city.

 

There is something important to note in this movement from the Garden to the ghetto to the new city. Romans 8:18-23 and 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 describe Christians—those who are true believers in and followers of Christ—as “first fruits of the Spirit,” “new creations,” and “sons of God.” By contrast, 1 Peter 2:11 describes Christians as “aliens in this world.” What these descriptions mean is that Christians are “in-between” people—people with renewed hearts, the way the human heart was in the Garden and will be in the new city—yet living in the ghetto between the Garden and the new city. As renewed people, we have been given the motivation and power to re-create the Garden (in part) and start building the new city (in part), even as we are surrounded by those who have lost sight of where humanity came from and where it is going. As renewed people, we have a different purpose than to just hang on and do the best we can to manage a fallen, futile world. We have a responsibility and have been given a degree of power to overcome that futility—only partially right now, but someday completely, when the full plan of God is revealed.

AS RENEWED PEOPLE, WE HAVE BEEN GIVEN THE MOTIVATION AND POWER TO RE-CREATE THE GARDEN.



It’s interesting that even people who are not Christians can usually describe a better workplace than the one they currently experience. Where did they get that vision? We believe it is a latent memory of God’s original plan. So, shouldn’t those who have the “first fruits of the Spirit” be able to describe a better workplace more vividly and more comprehensively than anyone else? The Bible describes an original plan for work in ways that indicate that God meant for all people to take real joy in their work. It would be idealistic  to imagine that we can return the work world to its original state in the Garden. But if we as “in-between people” are going to rebuild what we can and improve the situation for ourselves and others, we need to spend some time looking at the original blueprints for what God intended.

THE PROBLEM IS NOT THE DESIRE FOR SIGNIFICANCE BUT THE FACT THAT ON THIS SIDE OF HEAVEN, WE WILL ALWAYSDESIRE MORE SIGNIFICANCE THAN WE CAN ACHIEVE.



Only after the Reformation did faith and wealth cease to be considered a theological issue because “the accumulation of wealth—‘capital’ it was now called—became the main goal of entire societies that also considered themselves Christian. … Significantly, as we move into later centuries, the doctrine of creation remains one of the pillars on which most of the authors (from early Christian centuries) build their arguments on the proper use of wealth. Thus it is clear that the doctrine of creation and its development should not be studied apart from its connection with issues of the proper management of created things, in other words, with issues of faith and wealth.”

 

Justo L. Gonzales, Faith and Wealth: A History of Early Christian Ideas On the Origin, Significance, and Use of Money (New York: Harper and Row, 1990), p. 232






We Were Created to Do Significant Things 

All of us as humans desire to be significant, to make a difference, to live a life that makes a worthwhile contribution. No one is immune from this desire. There is no reason to be ashamed of feeling it; the longing for significance is part of what it means to be a human in God’s image.

 

The problem is not the desire for significance but the fact that on this side of heaven, we will always desire more significance than we can achieve. Living as we do outside of the Garden, we can never attain the full sense of meaning and fulfillment that God intended us to have. In the Garden, where God originally put us, we would have felt at the end of every day:• absolute significance in what we had accomplished in our work;
• fully in sync with our divine “Boss” as we walked with God every evening to talk about what we had accomplished;
• complete connection with our spouses, enjoying a relationship unimpeded by clothing, shame, or communication gaps; and
• holistic harmony with our environment as the animals obeyed our commands and the plants submitted to our wishes.



We were created to be Garden creatures. That was our natural habitat—a place where working the ground was easy, food was plentiful, animals assisted us in our tasks without hesitation, and we could share the deepest of our feelings and craziest of our ideas with our spouse and our God without the slightest fear of ridicule or criticism. The Garden was a place of joy because it was a place of work—not just leisure and play.

 

As you read Genesis 1 and 2, do you think Adam and Eve:• had to work and were tired at the end of each day?
• had needs they had to overcome and problems they had to solve?
• had a big responsibility, including the element of risk that they might make a wrong decision?
• got daily feedback from God during their walk in the “cool of the day,” including occasions when God gently corrected a decision they made?



Do you think evil existed in the world, even if Adam and Eve did not know about it?

“But it is appropriate here to point out that man was created not for leisure but for work, even in the state of innocence.”

Martin Luther, Lecture on Genesis 2:15






We Look Like God 

Genesis 1:26 says that we were made in God’s image. That means that we “look like” God. We have finite characteristics similar to God’s infinite characteristics:• We are community creatures, just as God exists forever in triune relationship—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
• We desire to create, just as God rejoiced in the act of creation.
• We desire to give, just as God enjoyed giving life to us.



Yet because we are finite “models” of an infinite God, and creatures spawned from the purpose of a Creator, our identity, significance, and happiness are always ultimately connected to that Creator. We were never intended to be stand-alone creatures, independent of the One who made us.

WE WERE NEVER INTENDED TO BE STAND-ALONE CREATURES, INDEPENDENT OF THE ONE WHO MADE US.



“LET US MAKE MAN IN OUR IMAGE, IN OUR LIKENESS, AND LET THEM RULE OVER THE FISH OF THE SEA AND THE BIRDS OF THE AIR, OVER THE LIVESTOCK, OVER ALL THE EARTH, AND OVER ALL THE CREATURES THAT MOVE ALONG THE GROUND.”






We Are Created as God’s Representatives 

Being made in God’s image also means that we represent God. The Hebrew word translated as image in Genesis 1 describes the way kings in the ancient world used to create huge statues of themselves in conquered lands. The massive stone image said, in effect, “This is my land now.” The same kings appointed governors to be their “image,” in days when communications could not travel by airplanes or telephones or Internet connections. The decisions, facial expressions, and words of the governor became the decisions, facial expressions, and words of the distant king to the people in the conquered territory.

 

In a similar way, human beings were created to be the image of God on Earth. We are what God looks like to the animals, insects, plants, minerals, oceans, landmasses, and everything else on earth. In essence, when an animal thinks of God, it thinks of the human faces it has seen. What an awesome responsibility to be the image of God! Yet it is a responsibility that humans were made to bear, and we actually enjoy that role immensely, because we were created exactly for that role.

 

Genesis 1:26-30 describes that creation:Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.

God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.”

Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant for food.” And it was so.





This passage is sometimes referred to as the “dominion mandate.” We humans are commanded by God to have dominion—to rule over—the earth  in the same way that a governor was commanded to rule over the territory of a distant king. However, humans were ruling on behalf of the Creator. This was not exploitation but caretaking. We were gardeners, not miners; animal trainers, not hunters (Adam and Eve did not wear leather until Genesis 3:21, and people possibly didn’t eat meat until Genesis 9:2).




We Are Created to Be in “Business” 

Genesis 2:15 states, “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.” The human form was designed for work: It has opposable thumbs, muscles that strengthen when stressed, a nervous system with many layers of communication capacity, minds that enjoy designing and solving problems. If form indeed follows function, then the function of human beings is to work—especially in work that requires groups, teams, and organizations.

 

Imagine if Adam and Eve had stayed away from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Humans would have lived forever and most likely expanded the Garden to the whole earth. Children would have been born with various natural gifts. Some would have been excellent animal trainers. Others would have had keen insight into how plants grow. Some would have been designers of new tools, mechanisms, and systems—plows, pots, wheels, wagons, irrigation systems, harvesters, saddles, boats, hang gliders. Others would have served as communication runners or cart drivers. Some would have created beautiful crafts for others to enjoy, while still others would have composed songs, stories, poems, and dances.

 

In that pristine world, it may well be that people would have been named to reflect their God-given gifts. What they did best and enjoyed doing most would have been apparent to all. They would have organized themselves in ways that allowed them to do those things all day long. They would have formed teams to plant, cultivate, and harvest. Given that the earth produced exactly what they desired, the wheat farmers would have had surpluses of wheat that they could use to barter with other teams—for rice from the rice farmers, songs from the song-makers, feather bedding from the goose-keepers, and so forth.

THIS BRINGS US TO THE ORIGINAL UNDERSTANDING OF BUSINESS AS THE ORGANIZATION OF HUMAN ABILITIES AND THE TRADING OF THE PRODUCT OF HUMAN WORK FOR THE PURPOSE OF OVERSEEING CREATION.



All of this activity would look like business—the organization of human effort to accomplish what no single human can do alone and the trading of the product of organized teams for products created by other teams. This brings  us to the original understanding of business as the organization of human abilities and the trading of the product of human work for the purpose of overseeing creation.

BOTH GOOD FAMILIES AND GOOD BUSINESSES WERE GIVEN TO REPRESENT GOD WELL ON EARTH.



Understood in this way, the original intent of business as an institution, alongside the institution of the family, was to work in tandem with the family as a means of carrying out the dominion mandate. Both good families and good businesses were given to represent God well on Earth. And humans need both good families and good businesses to be good stewards of the creation that God has put them in charge of.

 

Of course, the institution of business—along with the family—was corrupted when Adam and Eve ate from the forbidden tree. As a result, work is cursed, human motives are corrupted, and death is God’s gracious way of keeping us from experiencing this horribly disfigured world forever.

Did God Establish Three—or Four—Institutions for Humanity?

In the 1500s, Martin Luther declared that there were three God-ordained vocational stations or institutions: the family, the government, and the church. For Luther, business and the economy were lumped together with family, perhaps because in his day and culture, most businesses were family-owned. (See Paul Althaus, The Ethics of Martin Luther [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972], pp. 36- 42.)

 

Does Scripture give us a basis for these three institutions? Yes. Genesis 2:24 is often cited as the authorization of the family as God’s ordained institution for procreation and passing on values and faith from generation to generation. Romans 13:1-7 is given as the authorization of government for overseeing justice and order. And Matthew 16:18 is seen as the establishment of the church as an institution for reconciliation between God and humans, for making disciples, and for serving as the present place of God’s rule on earth.

 

However, there is a legitimate argument that in addition to these three, there has been a fourth institution established by God. Perhaps it is not as explicitly authorized by a single text as the other three, but it is just as important. That fourth institution is business. Genesis 1  and 2 clearly establish work, and by extension they establish business as a means for human beings to organize their dominion over the earth. If that is so, then God established two institutions before the Fall—the family and business. And after the Fall, two more were given—church and government—to deal with the effects of the Fall.

 

Interestingly, in the New Jerusalem there is apparently no more need for the church (Revelation 21:22), human government (22:3), or the family (Mark 12:25). Yet business may be something we will practice for all eternity (Jeremiah 31:5).






A Century Ago, Business Was More Connected to Social Good 

The idea that work in general and business in particular have a divinely ordained purpose is not new. It has existed for centuries and can be traced to at least the time when America became an English colony. When the Puritans came to the New World, only a few centuries had passed since the merchant and artisan classes had emerged from the vassal states of medieval Europe. Yet those original colonists clearly understood that the purpose of work was to steward God’s creation and pursue the dominion mandate.

THE IDEA THAT WORK IN GENERAL AND BUSINESS IN PARTICULAR HAVE A DIVINELY ORDAINED PURPOSE IS NOT NEW.



The Puritans viewed their society as a covenant between themselves and God. In that society, some would be rich and some would be poor, according to God’s providence. But all had a role to play in the economy, and all were to be treated with dignity. Even as the colonists were sailing across the Atlantic on their way to New England, their leader, John Winthrop (1588-1649), admonished them to beware of putting their own private interests ahead of the public good:Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck [of self-interest] and to provide for our posterity is to follow the counsel of Micah: to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our God. For this end, we must be knit together in this work as one man. We must entertain each other in brotherly affection; we must be willing to rid ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of others’ necessities; we must uphold a familiar commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, patience, and liberality. We must delight in each other, make others’ conditions our own, rejoice  together, mourn together, labor and suffer together: always having before our eyes our commission and community in the work, our community as members of the same body. (A Model of Christian Charity)





The Puritans’ understanding of faith was very practical. They believed that God had put them into the world to do the work of the world without succumbing to the temptation of worldliness. This Puritan “business ethic” was articulated masterfully by John Cotton, a theologian and vicar of St. Botolph’s church in Boston. He taught that in addition to one’s personal and spiritual life, every person has a civil life and a natural life, and that all of life must be lived with reference to God:Civil life is that whereby we live as members of this or that city or town or commonwealth, in this or that particular vocation and calling.

Natural life I call that by which we do live this bodily life. I mean, by which we live a life of sense, by which we eat and drink, and by which we go through all conditions, from our birth to our grave, by which we live and move and have our being. And now both these a justified person lives by faith. (Christian Calling)





Statements like that show that the Puritans did not make the unfortunate distinction so often made today between the “sacred” (church, prayer, hymns) and the secular (work, money, entertainment). All of life was to be lived out under a solemn covenant with God. For that reason, Cotton urged his fellow citizens to use their occupations as a means of serving others, because in his mind to serve God was to serve others, and to serve others was to serve God:If thou wouldst live a lively life and have thy soul and body to prosper in thy calling, labor then to get into a good calling and therein live to the good of others. Take up no calling but that thou hast understanding in, and never take it unless thou mayest have it by lawful and just means. And when thou hast it, serve God in thy calling, and do it with cheerfulness and faithfulness and a heavenly mind. And in difficulties and dangers, cast thy cares and fears upon God, and see if he will not bear them for thee; and frame thy heart to this heavenly moderation in all successes to sanctify God’s name. And if the hour and power of darkness  come, that thou best to resign up thy calling, let it be enough that conscience may witness to thee that thou hast not sought thyself or this world, but hast wrought the Lord’s works. Thou mayest then have comfort in it, both before God and men.





What a profoundly different way of approaching work than characterizes our society today!

 

The Puritans’ view of work, which laid a foundation for the modern system of democratic capitalism, reflected an effort to reclaim the original purpose of business and to re-establish the original Garden order. Sadly, their lofty vision was marred by their view of non-Europeans as less than human, leading to their treatment of Native Americans and Africans as resources for, not partners in, the new Garden. Yet to this day, many American business laws, structures, and values still reflect the Puritan “theology of business,” even though the original context and idealism have been lost.

The Puritans sensed with peculiar keenness the close relationship between religious experience and common, everyday duties. This fact is the more significant for history because they lived in an era of economic expansion and change, and of political revolution. They knew that they had something to do about this earth, and they brought the power of religious conviction into the momentous struggles of the age.

John T. McNeill, Modern Christian Movements
 (New York: Harper and Row, 1968), p. 34



Brad Smith’s great-grandfather serves to illustrate how the spirit of the Puritans lived on in American society. In the early 1900s, he owned a general store on the city square of a small town in east Texas. Records show he lived modestly, worked hard, collected money from those who could pay, and extended credit to many who could not. In those days, little businesses like his served as the principal source of capital and business ownership in many small towns of America. As such, he felt it was his responsibility to use his resources to benefit his community and its citizens. One way he did that was to help with educational costs for some of the community’s poor and to help in a small way to lead the town away from its traditional racial prejudices.

 

When Brad’s great-grandfather died, two young African-American men who had received college degrees thanks to his generosity drove nonstop to Texas from the East Coast. Dressed in formal attire, they went straight to the house where the body lay. Following the tradition of their people, they sat bolt upright all night long during the wake, one at the head of the coffin and one at the foot, as a sign of respect for and gratitude to the man who had provided them with an education using the profits from his store. The funeral was an unusual event for that era, attended by blacks and whites together.

 

If Brad’s ancestor had been driven only by self-interest, he probably would have lost his customers over time to new businesses that were more community-service-minded. But he, along with others in the community, saw the purpose of a business as more than just making a profit. It was to help the community have access to the resources it needed. On the way to doing that, the enterprise also pursued social good by providing credit to the poor and engaging in charitable acts. And yes, it took care to earn enough profit to stay in business.

 

Is this not an echo of John Winthrop’s vision of the Puritan society?

The end is to improve our lives to do more service to the Lord, the comfort and increase of the body of Christ whereof we are members, that ourselves and our posterity may be the better preserved from the common corruptions of this evil world, to serve the Lord and work out our salvation under the power and purity of His holy ordinances. (A Model of Christian Charity)






The Motive of Profit Maximization Is Relatively New 

The descendants of the Puritans benefited greatly from their work ethic but gradually lost sight of the basis for it. As markets and the delivery of goods became more efficient, the sources of capital, ownership, and management became increasingly separated from the communities where business transactions took place. Companies expanded into distant “branches,” and those with power became removed from the people their power affected.

 

As a result, the purpose of business was slowly redefined. Shareholder value and “making a profit” became the dominant concerns. Return on investment (ROI) became the primary measure of success. Charity and social responsibility became things that individuals did “after hours,” on their “own time.” Managers who engaged in “too much” charity (beyond establishing  goodwill to attract and retain customers, of course) were seen as robbing shareholders of profit that they could use for their own purposes—like funding charities in their “own” communities.

 

By the 1960s and 1970s, Wall Street had become very efficient at rewarding companies with the best ROI. Managers were heavily incentivized to pursue quick, short-term profit strategies in favor of longer-term and/or socially responsible ones. Shareholders increasingly became supportive of corporate raiders who increased stock prices without regard to the impact on the long-term viability of businesses and communities.

 

Attempts have been made to offset the problems created by the “shareholder only” view of business. For example, on page 156 of Joy at Work, Dennis Bakke presents a chart that describes a “balanced stakeholder” philosophy of business. That view argues that business leaders should do their best to strike a compromise between profits and the needs of employees, suppliers, customers, managers, and local communities. Those who promote that strategy often say that “profit is not the ultimate purpose of business, but a good business will make a good profit.” There is some merit in that perspective. But as Dennis argues in Joy at Work, the balanced-stakeholder approach is too idealistic and means that the “perfect” CEO would inevitably disappoint all the stakeholders equally.

Dennis Bakke on profits:

“We make profit too much of a goal. It is at best a means to achieve something useful. Profits to shareholders are no different than taxes to governments, salaries to employees, or interest to banks. Profits are the just reward for helping the organization achieve its goals.”



Dennis offers an alternative way of doing business in Joy at Work. A business must have a mission and values that all the stakeholders agree to from the outset, a core purpose that aligns everyone’s individual interests but also supersedes those interests. The shared purpose acts as a “north star” to guide the company. Thus the job of the CEO is to point all stakeholders to that “north star” of common purpose before any decisions are made that affect everyone’s interests. And all decisions must yield to the ultimate question,  What best serves our higher purpose?

A BUSINESS MUST HAVE A MISSION AND VALUES THAT ALL THE STAKEHOLDERS AGREE TO FROM THE OUTSET, A CORE PURPOSE THAT ALIGNS EVERYONE’S INDIVIDUAL INTERESTS BUT ALSO SUPERSEDES THOSE INTERESTS.



THE CORE VALUES WERE NOT JUST MEANS TO AN END BUT LEGITIMATE OUTCOMES IN THEIR OWN RIGHT.



AES’s “north star” was to provide safe, clean, reliable electricity, especially in developing countries where this would make a significant difference in the national economy and human condition. In addition, the company had four core values—integrity, fairness, fun, and social responsibility—that became the means to accomplish its mission. Over time, each of these values became a mission of its own. The core values were not just means to an end but legitimate outcomes in their own right that were worth pursuing, even if it could not be proved that they made the most efficient contribution to providing safe, clean, reliable electricity or to stakeholder interests such as profit or higher wages.

 

In the conclusion to his bestselling book Good to Great, Jim Collins writes that “enduring great companies don’t exist merely to deliver returns to shareholders. Indeed, in a truly great company, profits and cash flow become like blood and water to a healthy body. They are absolutely essential for life, but they are not the very point of life” (p. 194).

 

This Bible study will repeatedly explore the complexity and difficulty of trying to pursue a “higher purpose” of work and business amid factors such as:• competing stakeholder interests
• laws prioritizing shareholder interests and return on investment
• capital markets that are spooked by idealism
• competitors that would take advantage of the slightest inattention to cutting costs
• limited authority to make sweeping changes
• employees within our organizations who are not at all thinking in these terms




Reaction 

It may be a new idea for you that God has a purpose for business in a similar way that He has a purpose for the church and the family. But as we’ve seen, there is no sacred-secular dichotomy separating the church and business, since everything we do matters to God. The implication is that work can be worship if practiced with the mind-set that God is the Creator and we are His stewards (or managers) over the creation through our work. That means that “faith at work” involves more than having good quiet time with God in the morning or having evangelistic conversations at lunch. Worship can be  something we do every minute of every workday as we acknowledge God’s guidance and purpose in our lives, even as we fill out a sales report, make a board presentation, keystroke a memo, or solve a client problem.

 

Reaction questions

• With what do you agree or disagree in the view stated above, that business is an institution given to us by God in the Garden as a means of stewarding the creation?
• How do you see your work as a mission in itself, rather than as just a “mission field” for evangelizing coworkers and making money to support the church?
• There is a rapidly growing secular movement today that advocates the social responsibility of business to focus on its environmental and social impact. How might that affect your attempts to see the purpose of your work as coming from God’s original design and not merely from human good intentions?WORSHIP CAN BE SOMETHING WE DO EVERY MINUTE OF EVERY WORKDAY AS WE ACKNOWLEDGE GOD’S GUIDANCE AND PURPOSE IN OUR LIVES.




• Imagine if the Fall had never occurred and the Garden of Eden had continued on and even expanded to the whole earth. What would your work look like today? For example, consider that:• Technology companies would still be needed, since travel, communication, and knowledge technologies allow finite human stewards to increase their effectiveness. (Note that technologies extend human capacity and enable us to mimic in finite ways what God does in infinite ways through His omniscience, omnipresence, and omnipotence.)
• Currency would still be needed to allow the trading of value across geographical distances. Thus, hedge funds and investment banks would be needed to increase efficiencies and minimize risk for those in trading relationships.
• Lawyers would still be needed to help people communicate their expectations clearly and to help work through hurt feelings when misunderstandings came about.
• Counselors would still be needed to help people explore their deepest feelings so as to unleash them for expression in their relationships and to create poetry, art, and music.
• In the absence of human evil, there would very likely be no need  for the military, police, prison guards, or social workers. But there probably would be firefighters and perhaps garbage collectors.



THE WORDS “SERVING” AND “STEWARDSHIP” MORE APPROPRIATELY DESCRIBE THE WORK OF CORPORATIONS THAN “SELLING” AND “MANAGEMENT.”




 Executive Summary of Joy at Work 


Preface 

Dennis Bakke’s passion is to make work exciting, rewarding, stimulating, and enjoyable. While most business books focus on top executives, Joy at Work  is aimed primarily at the working life of the other 90 to 95 percent of people in large organizations. According to Bakke, co-founder and CEO emeritus of the AES Corporation, a worldwide energy company with 40,000 employees and $8.6 billion in revenue by 2002, a better measure of an organization’s success than the bottom line is the quality of work life.

In Bakke’s view, successful business people should be guided by principles and purposes “meant to be ends in and of themselves, not techniques to create value for shareholders or to reach financial goals.” He is disturbed that society’s preoccupation with economics often leads people to calculate their worth as individuals based on their salaries or wealth and to judge their leaders more on financial results than on values.

Bakke views winning—especially winning financially—as, at best, a second-order goal. Yet, most business books do not go beyond this objective and thus fail to define the ultimate purpose of an enterprise. Bakke challenges us to broaden our definition of organizational performance and success beyond dollar value. The “timeless values and principles” he advocated during his tenure at AES, he says, stand on their own merits, whatever a company’s share price. Bakke and AES partner Roger Sant redefined the basic operating structure for organizations and created an unconventional global success story. At AES, said senior executive Tom Tribone, “We try it out in practice and then see if it works in theory.”


Chapter 7: Purpose Matters 

Corporations exist at the pleasure or sufferance of society, since the state grants them their special status and associated rights and responsibilities. Consequently, they must achieve broader and more meaningful purposes than just making money. Bakke expects to see any modern, progressive, socially responsible organization striving to achieve three goals:• to serve society with specified services or products;
• to operate in an economically sustainable manner; and 
• to achieve these results while rigorously adhering to a defined set of ethical principles and shared values.



As individuals tend to act in ways that are consistent with their personal goals and missions, so do organizations. Yet, corporate boards generally consider noneconomic goals “soft,” and capitalists tend to assume that a company’s primary purpose is to make profits for shareholders. These attitudes open the door to executives who misuse their enterprises to make themselves rich, powerful, or profligate, or all three. To Bakke, this is wrong.

In early purchase negotiations with Allegheny Power, for example, Allegheny wanted to pay considerably less than AES was asking. Bakke and Sant resisted until they realized that their goal wasn’t to make the maximum amount of money for AES but to finance the deal, cover expenses, and profit enough to generate a reasonable return on the investment. The figure Allegheny offered did that. While AES lawyers were aghast that the partners had agreed to a lower figure, the economics of the lower price worked for AES, and the customer was better served, too.

To Bakke, the words “serving” and “stewardship” more appropriately describe the work of corporations than “selling” and “management.” Employees are not owners of resources but guardians or stewards of them. Companies that recognize that fact, and give a high priority to serving society, energize their employees. Most corporate CEOs know their company’s success and its total value result from the contributions made by all stakeholders, not just shareholders.

Recognizing this, Bakke changed the salutation in his annual report letter from “Dear Fellow Shareholders” to “Dear Friends” and included separate sections to keep the various AES stakeholders abreast of how business was conducted. He stresses that employees make corporate decisions based on what they believe their leaders value, how the company determines compensation, what information it presents to shareholders and banks, and how its leaders live their private lives. Corporate values are worthy only if they are widely shared, lived, and considered at least equal to economic criteria in all major decisions.

Thus, every business decision, from compensation to strategic planning, should be evaluated on whether the economic and noneconomic criteria serve all of a company’s purposes. Board members and other company leaders should back this wholeheartedly and stress its value with investors, banks, communities, and other stakeholders. It is perfectly appropriate to aim high. Goals should not be set according to how easy or hard they are to measure. They should be set because they’re right.

GOALS SHOULD NOT BE SET ACCORDING TO HOW EASY OR HARD THEY ARE TO MEASURE. THEY SHOULD BE SET BECAUSE THEY’RE RIGHT.




Group Discussion Questions 

[image: 005] (1) How would your work be different in a world without sin?
[image: 006] (2) How do you see the two commissions working together—both to steward God’s creation and to make disciples of the nations?
(3) As you read Genesis 1 and 2, did anything strike you as you looked for what those chapters say about work, and especially business?
(4) What is your current occupation? If the Fall had never occurred, would your work be needed in a worldwide Garden of Eden? How would your work be different from what it is today?
(5) How might you rewrite the purpose of your company using the language of “stewarding God’s creation”? (Recall AES’s mission statement: to provide safe, clean, reliable electricity, especially in developing countries where this would make a significant difference in the national economy and human condition.) 
(6) What are three things you can do differently today to be more of a steward of God’s creation through your work,• in how you communicate with employees and peers?
• in how you affect the culture of your workplace?
• in how you measure results beyond profit maximization?
• in how you talk to God and know God’s presence during your work?




Next Session—Work: After the Fall 

Bible readings: Genesis 3, Genesis 11:1-8, Romans 8:15-39
 Joy at Work, Chapter 1: My Introduction to Work (pp. 19-40)







SESSION 2

[image: 007]

Work: After the Fall

Bible Readings for This Study  
Genesis 3 (esp. v. 1-7 and 16-19) 
Genesis 11:1-8 
Romans 8:15-39

 

Other Reading  
Joy at Work, Chapter 1: 
My Introduction to Work (pp.19-40)

 

[image: 008] DVD Session Two: The Tommy Brooks Story
 Join Tommy Brooks as he shares his powerful story
 of the way in which AES’s values-based philosophy
 dramatically changed his life. His story is a testament
 to the transforming power of values.






Leaders Who See Something Different 

Many people who have worked for several years have experienced a different kind of organizational leader. They are rare, but you remember them for the rest of your career. They might be CEOs, foremen, sales managers, or executive assistants. Their presence brings a calmness and confidence to everyone. They see through panic, politics, and paralysis to create a way to get everyone re-engaged. They heal relationships, facilitate solutions, and have a dogged vision that never seems to be lost.

 

This kind of leader is not the same as the showboat whose personality and sense of drama create a wake. This is not the intimidator who causes things to happen through fear. This is not the genius who is always inventing a new way or the perfectionist who works long hours to set higher standards. It is  not the dreamer whose vision would pop if it settled back down to earth and faced reality.

 

This is the person with unusual balance. Some call it “horse sense”—meaning that the person sees the obvious that everyone else has missed. Often this type of leader is called a “spiritual leader” because he or she leads on a plane that is higher than that of the rest of us, yet walks unwavering into the deepest of problems.

 

Shouldn’t the people with the “first fruits of the Spirit” (Romans 8:23) make up an unusually high percentage of these leaders?

 

It’s a fair question in light of the truth that God has designated humans to steward His creation. And it’s an especially relevant question for those of us who have been redeemed from sin’s dominion and are now followers of Christ.

 

We of all people should appreciate God’s original purpose for work. We should also appreciate the challenge of working in a fallen world. And we should appreciate the power God has given us to transform the way we work. So then, by rights, Christians throughout the culture ought to be this type of leader. We ought to be a people with a “sixth sense,” who know how to:• motivate people like no one else
• create oases of health in our spheres of influence, places of joy and productivity that others would want to mimic
• negotiate “win-win” deals with clients and competitors, using uncanny skill
• show up with the most powerful and lasting innovations, while avoiding fads and useless distractions
• face adversity and setbacks with courage, stamina, and faith in God’s presence
• maintain a contagious attitude of hope and peace in a tumultuous and daunting world



If we are not redeeming our workplaces through behaviors like these, then maybe it’s because we don’t fully realize God’s original plan for our work or the horrible damage that daily work suffered as a result of the Fall. That’s the topic of this session.


 The Genesis Story Continued … 


The Fall (Genesis 3:1-7) 

In Genesis 1-2, Adam and Eve were created to work in a garden. God instructed them to expand the Garden to the whole earth and to serve as His representatives, overseeing all living things. The first couple was specifically equipped to carry out that task. They were workers, with minds designed to create, make decisions, and communicate, and bodies designed to till, plant, harvest, and build. They had helpers under their command as well—animals of all kinds, each with its unique abilities, to extend Adam and Eve’s capabilities. They also received timely feedback from their “Boss,” who spent time walking and talking with them each day.

 

In short, everything was perfect in the Garden. “Perfect” in the sense that everything—people, animals, plants, land, and weather—was in harmony. As a result, there was neither too much work nor too little, and the work always provided just the right amount of food, just the right sense of purpose and significance, and just the right relationships among all created beings.

GOD INSTRUCTED THEM TO EXPAND THE GARDEN TO THE WHOLE EARTH AND TO SERVE AS HIS REPRESENTATIVES.



Yet note that while everything was perfect, the world in the Garden was not infinitely perfect. Only God is infinitely perfect: everywhere present, all-knowing, all-powerful, always making the right choice. Adam and Eve were finitely perfect. They had freedom to create, build, and decide. Which means they had needs—not from brokenness, sin, or unhealthiness but from being finite.

 

For example, they could not live without eating, which created a need for food. They could not read each other’s minds, which created a need for communication. They could be in only one place at a time, which created a need for travel, and hence for transportation. They had limited strengths and abilities for tasks like lifting up, pressing down, boring into, breaking open, and cutting apart, which created a need for tools (or technologies) to extend their efforts.

 

The Creator had foreseen those needs, and so He provided every resource to meet the humans’ needs—as they worked. In doing the work, they doubtless encountered problems. But again, God had provided every resource to solve the humans’ problems—as they worked. Inevitably, one of those problems had to be the challenge of risk. But God had provided every resource to enable the humans to make good decisions in the face of risk. It seems doubtful that they always made right choices and never made wrong choices (otherwise, how could they learn?). But in a “perfect” garden, their “wrong” choices would  not have been catastrophic but rather opportunities to gain experience and wisdom, especially since they had unrestricted access to the observations and advice of an infinite God who came to discuss their work with them at the end of each day.

 

However, there was one wrong choice that did prove catastrophic. Genesis 3:4-5 says that the serpent planted seeds of doubt in the humans’ minds about God’s character. Many people assume that Adam and Eve’s sin was in disobeying God’s instructions—like eating a pomegranate when they had been told to eat only pears. But their sin was more than that. It was the sin of rebellion. By choosing to eat the forbidden fruit, they both were saying, in effect, “We don’t trust that God has our best interests in mind. So we will take matters into our own hands. We can do better than just representing God on earth. We can be God on earth. We don’t need (or want) a Boss anymore. We want to be on our own. We want to do it our way.”


The Curse (Genesis 3:17-19) 

Genesis 3:17-19 describes the consequences of Adam and Eve’s bad choice. God declared,Cursed is the ground because of you; 
through painful toil you will eat of 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.





These words describe a disharmony that Adam and Eve had introduced into their “perfect” world. When both the ground and the groundskeepers had been under the same rule, they had worked together in harmony. Now the ground would not cooperate as well with the groundskeepers, nor would the groundskeepers understand the ground as well. To be sure, God’s purpose for His human creatures would remain the same. Their God-given motivation to improve, grow, and build the creation would never go away. But their ability  to accomplish that purpose would be significantly compromised, and their ability to fulfill it perfectly would be lost altogether.

 

God sent the rebellious couple out of the Garden of Eden into a fallen world. The consequences of that loss were substantial for all humanity, to this day. At the core, our identity as humans is now frustrated. Our work is now futile. Our relationships with God, our own selves, others, and our environment are now disrupted and even destructive. Created to experience significance and connectedness, we now face frustration and disunity at every turn. Created to live in a garden, we now are forced to live in a ghetto. In a word, this world that we now inhabit is not our natural habitat.

 

Having said that, let’s be clear on what was not cursed. The ground was cursed and had thorns and thistles (weeds, difficulties, impediments) added to it. But the groundskeepers themselves were not cursed, at least not directly. They would eventually die as a result of eating the fruit, but they were still responsible for stewarding the ground.

 

Work was not a product of the curse (since work had been taking place long before the curse and was a source of great purpose and joy). The curse was that work would be made more difficult and oftentimes end in futility. Thus work remains our destiny and fulfillment; futility in work is our curse.

 

How about our relationships? Human relationships were not a product of the curse. Yet like work, they, too, would be marked by difficulties. Made for deeply satisfying relationships, we would instead experience conflict, power struggles, alienation, loneliness, and sadness in even our most intimate relationships. Thus, relationships remain at the core of our identity; disappointing relationships are our curse.

 

Is there any bright spot in this dismal picture? Yes. God gave humanity a gift—though we usually don’t perceive it as one. By removing Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, God ensured that they and their descendants would not have to stay in that miserable state forever. Outside the Garden they could never eat of the Tree of Life, which would have kept them from dying. And so death became a way to keep human beings from having to experience eternal frustration on earth. Death was a painful yet gracious gift to humanity. Eventually God would provide an even greater gift—His Son—who would enable us to overcome the effects of both the Fall and Death. But that would come later.

THEY WOULD EVENTUALLY DIE AS A RESULT OF EATING THE FRUIT, BUT THEY WERE STILL RESPONSIBLE FOR STEWARDING THE GROUND.



WHY IS IT THAT WE CAN IMAGINE A STATE SO MUCH BETTER THAN THE ONE IN WHICH WE ACTUALLY LIVE?




The Futility (Genesis 11:1-8) 

Humans left the Garden to go out on their own, still possessing all the gifts required to represent God on earth. Now, however, their sin-tainted motivation would drive them to represent themselves instead. They would be masters of the world, yet masters out of harmony with the world. Genesis 11:1-8 provides an early illustration of how they did that.

 

By the time history arrives in Genesis 11, people had discovered the innovation of brick making. That technology opened up a whole new era of city building. Yet instead of using bricks to glorify God—the God who had given humankind the minds and the means to make cities—they used their innovation to rebel against God, “to make a name for themselves and avoid being scattered throughout the earth.” God may have been pleased to see them come up with a new technology. But He was not pleased to see their motive, which was “to make a name for ourselves and avoid being scattered so we can do what we want, where we want to do it.”

 

God’s purposes can never ultimately be frustrated by human rebellion. In an amazing turn of the tables, God responded to the human ingenuity turned against Him by giving people another gift—this time, different languages. The gift caused confusion and ultimately the failure of the project. But it accomplished God’s purpose of populating the world (see Genesis 1:28).

 

Babel would have been a magnificent—but miserable—place to live. Think about it: all human beings clumped together in one city, with all of their God-given gifts, but also with all of their sinful, selfish motives. No space to get apart, no safe place to hide. The citizens of Babel would have destroyed one another. And so God scattered them by a confusion of languages, spreading them across the world, thereby minimizing the disastrous impact of too many egos in one confined space, all attempting to be God.

 

The story of the tower of Babel has been the story of human striving ever since.


So How Does This Relate to Us Today? 


The Move to Improve: A Universal Desire 

Every religion, life philosophy, art, and social science attempts to answer the question, Why is it that we can imagine a state so much better than the  one in which we actually live? There seems to be a universal tendency among humans, even in primitive cultures, to hold out a “vision” that is better than the present, a universal drive to improve things, to create something, to achieve something, to make something more than what exists.

 

That drive seems to point directly at the truth taught in Genesis, that we humans were made in God’s image. Of course we would feel as we do if we were created to be God’s representatives, designed and instructed to take the perfect raw materials of a newly created earth and “improve” upon them, using God-given gifts of creativity, communication, and work. It is our destiny as humans to have dominion over the earth, and so we find ourselves in a constant state of envisioning and implementing improvements.

 

The Genesis narrative accounts for human striving. It’s interesting that many ancient civilizations had variations of the Garden story. And even today, many people who have never heard of Eden feel as if they have a distant memory of a better state. They have a strong sense that they were designed for something better than what they currently experience. And so one doesn’t have to subscribe to a worldview involving creation to see the world as a place where progress and development should occur. Indeed, evolution is at heart a belief that the world’s creatures are constantly striving to surmount the challenge of survival.

Hope springs eternal in the human breast;
 Man never Is, but always To be blest:
 The soul, uneasy and confin’d from home,
 Rests and expatiates in a life to come.

Alexander Pope, An Essay on Man, Epistle I, 1733



Marketers and salespeople understand that people are always looking for “new and improved” products and services. Cars must have improved performance, comfort, and fuel economy. Software must have updated versions with improved features—even if users hardly use the features they had. Educators and trainers motivate workers by touting knowledge and skill “improvements.” Movies have to have the latest special effects. Sports teams must meet ever higher expectations of their fans each season. All of these point to the “drive to strive” that God has placed in the human heart.

AND EVEN TODAY, MANY PEOPLE WHO HAVE NEVER HEARD OF EDEN FEEL AS IF THEY HAVE A DISTANT MEMORY OF A BETTER STATE.



THE HUMAN DRIVE TO IMPROVE, CREATE, ACHIEVE, OR RETAIN ORIGINALLY WAS INTENDED TO CREATE GREAT JOY.



Isn’t “Improvement” Just a Western Idea?

What’s the difference between a cultural obsession with improving, creating, and achieving, and a universal desire across many cultures to do the same? We ask that question because, admittedly, the culture of the United States seems to be obsessed with bigger, better, and faster. Is that obsession just an extraordinary rarity, or is it a heightened expression of a drive shared by most cultures?

 

Often, cultures that are relatively young or in widespread transition tend to think that the future will always be better than the past. By contrast, established or declining cultures often tend to view the past as better than the present. They have rich stories and legends that recall a time when life was supposedly better and members of that culture were supposedly happier. Traditions become the way that the greatness of the past is woven into the fabric of the present. Likewise, primitive cultures often imagine a better world through their art, folklore, myths, and songs.

 

To be sure, some cultures view history as a linear journey through improvement or decline, while others see it as a repetitive cycle of improvements and declines. In either case, worldviews are haunted by the idea that there will be, or there was at one time, a better existence than is present today.

 

This seems to be a universal human perspective. Call it “improvement” or some other quality: creativity, effectiveness, achievement, significance, or balance. Whatever word best describes it, human imagination everywhere exceeds human experience.



The human drive to improve, create, achieve, or retain originally was intended to create great joy. So we can imagine that before the Fall, Adam and Eve went to bed each evening tired from their work, but it was a “good tired.” They felt the satisfaction that something was improved, new animals had been named, last year’s shelter was reinforced for the coming year, and a Creator had been excited to walk with them in the cool of the day and hear them recount their accomplishments.

 

Even now, after the Fall, we are still designed to “make a difference” in the  world. When we do, we are most in sync with the core of what it means to be made in God’s image and to represent God on this earth.


Blocked Improvement = Frustration 

Our endless striving as humans would be great if we still lived in an ever-expanding garden. But now that we are outside of the Garden, improvement, creativity, and achievement are blocked. And so the drive to create, improve, and achieve, which was once a source of great joy, has now become a source of great frustration. Just ask the most frustrated, unmotivated worker you know why he or she is so discouraged. The answer most likely has to do not so much with the person’s present situation as with the feeling that he or she cannot improve the situation. People feel motivated when they feel hopeful that they can make a difference, but the heart goes out of them when they conclude they will never overcome the challenges facing them.

 

Yet no matter how frustrating the circumstances of their lives, and especially their work, people attempt to satisfy their desire to create, improve, or achieve somewhere, somehow. They tend to think through their options along a continuum, as follows:• How can my work make the world a better place? And if that’s not possible . . .
• How can I improve the conditions of my work for me and my coworkers? And if that’s not possible . . .
• How can I improve my work? And if that’s not possible . . .
• How can I make enough money to improve my life? And if that’s not possible . . .
• How can I create a nest egg for an improved life after retirement? And if that’s not possible . . .
• How can I work to make sure my children have a better life than I’ve had?



PEOPLE FEEL MOTIVATED WHEN THEY FEEL HOPEFUL THAT THEY CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE.



The percentage of human beings who are even in a position to ask those higher-level questions is rather small. So one purpose of this study is to increase that percentage—by increasing the number of people who recognize and ask those questions, and by increasing the number of decision makers who can create solutions that allow more people to ask (and answer) them.

GOD WASSO PRESENT AND PEOPLE’S GIFTS WERE SO APPARENT THAT EVIDENTLY NO ONE ARGUED OVER WHO SHOULD MAKE WHICH DECISION.




Joy at Work: It’s About Decision Authority 

Enjoyment of work seems to be tied to decision-making authority and responsibility. Our reading of Genesis argues that humans originally were created to be God’s representatives on the earth, with authority to decide the names and fate of the animals, plants, and minerals. In that case it makes sense that there would still be a universal human desire to make decisions. In the Garden of Eden, God was so present and people’s gifts were so apparent that evidently no one argued over who should make which decision. There were plenty of decisions to go around, and the order of the day was to please God, not to reclaim a lost identity and attempt to express a battered ego.

 

Today, however, the desire for responsibility remains, but the decision-making roles are hotly contested. A common strategy for sorting out those roles is to increase salaries, titles, and perks to keep employees motivated. Yet any manager who has tried such a strategy knows all too well that the effects of such increases is short-lived. All they do is ratchet up expectations. And so the increases have to be constant, or else morale falls.


Joy at Work: It’s About Relational Confidence and Feedback 

In the Garden, God declared that Adam by himself was “not good” (Genesis 2:18). So He created Eve. From that day forward, the stewards of the Garden worked as a team. Their work and their relationship were both fulfilling. And so we can guess that when they corrected each other’s work, or gave advice, or stated an opinion, there was no shame or second-guessing, no suspicion about “what did he or she really mean?” And there was no hiding to cover up mistakes. When one was made, there was no blaming of each other. It was just a mistake. Mistakes happen. Just another opportunity to laugh at ourselves, have a useful conversation, and apply our minds to coming up with a creative solution, perhaps by inventing a new technology.

 

It is hard for us to imagine a world where people are naked and without shame. Likewise, it is hard for us to imagine a work environment where mistakes are a reason to celebrate the opportunity to try another approach. It’s hard to imagine a world where one feels so safe in God’s care that ambiguity about the future is an adventure, rather than a worry. And it’s hard to imagine a world where there is no need to balance work and family, tasks and  relationships, because those commitments are seamlessly integrated. Or is it so hard to imagine? Apparently not, because work surveys inevitably reveal that people will trade a higher salary for a more encouraging, supportive work environment. Workers shun workplaces characterized by fear of failure, pressure to perform, and stress to take on ever more tasks.


Joy at Work: It’s About a Higher Purpose (Romans 8:15-39) 

The Genesis account indicates not only that we were created to improve our world, work in close community, and make decisions, but that we were also made to do these things for a purpose higher than ourselves: to steward God’s creation and to worship and glorify God in our stewardship role. That means that every person in your workplace was made in the image of God and somewhere deep inside has a desire to pursue significant work. They have that longing, even if they don’t understand its source. Every person in your world is a “Garden creature” who has been displaced to the ghetto—even if they have lived in the ghetto so long that they no longer have any idea what a real garden looks like.

EVERY PERSON IN YOUR WORKPLACE WASMADE IN THE IMAGE OF GOD AND SOMEWHERE DEEP INSIDE HAS A DESIRE TO PURSUE SIGNIFICANT WORK.



Total Depravity

In discussing human fallenness, we have to consider a theological idea called total depravity. This concept originated with John Calvin (1509-1564). It meant that sin has so altered human nature that human beings no longer have any ability to choose God on their own. When people turn to God in faith, it is because God is reaching out to them and empowering them to choose Him and be reconciled to Him. God initiates; human beings only respond using the power He provides them to respond.

 

Unfortunately, the term “total depravity” is often misunderstood to mean that we no longer have any vestige of God’s image remaining in us. We are “totally depraved” in the sense that there is no good thing left in us—nothing that God would desire or find valuable.

 

But that is not true, nor can it be true. If it were true that there is  nothing of value remaining in human beings, then we would not be  human beings, for the same reason that a car that is totally depraved is not a car but a pile of rust.

 

Perhaps it would be better to say we are like a junk car abandoned in a field. Such a car has no power to move—none whatsoever. But it still retains its original shape and is recognizable for what it is—a car. In a similar way, we humans still have our “shape” or “wiring” as stewards of God’s creation. But we lack the power to use that wiring for the purpose for which it was intended (see Romans 1:18-21).

 

However, those of us who are Christ-followers not only have the dignity of being made in God’s image but have been “re-created” in Christ into new Adams and new Eves:

 

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!

2 Corinthians 5:17

 

… and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.

Ephesians 4:24

 

…the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.

Colossians 3:10

 

It is essential that Christians understand both the dignity of God’s image in every person and our unique roles as new Adams and new Eves. That insight is vital to our calling to be people who experience and create joy in work.



CHRISTIANS OF ALL PEOPLE ARE IN A UNIQUE POSITION TO EXPERIENCE JOY AT WORK FOR OURSELVES AND TO CREATE A PLACE OF JOY FOR FELLOW WORKERS.



Romans 8:15-39 describes Christians as sons and daughters of God and fellow heirs with Christ. That role puts us in a unique position to:• rebuild authentic representations of the Garden in the present, giving people a taste of the real Garden to come in the future;
• tell people what a real Garden will look like when God rebuilds it in the future as a new heaven and earth; 
• express honest frustration at knowing what could be and feeling blocked by the current state of the world in attaining it; and
• express real joy in our hope of a restored Garden in the future.



In summary, Christians of all people are in a unique position to experience joy at work for ourselves and to create a place of joy for fellow workers.


Reaction 

Has it ever amazed you to watch executives who are paid extremely well fight vigorously over a parking spot, a corner office, or box-seat tickets to a sporting event? How many times have you seen an administrative assistant express deep frustration over not having clear feedback on how well he or she has performed? Why do some of the most promising young leaders irritate everyone by always having to say something in a meeting, or by having to be involved in every project, or by always having to know more than anyone else? How many times have you had the better numbers yet still lost the sale to someone else who “connected” better?

 

In every workplace meeting, communication, and task, there is a layer of communication beyond the actual words being said. At one level, people are attending to the words, the charts on the PowerPoint, or the facts in the memo. But at a deeper level, they are also listening for something in one’s voice, actions, or manner that tells them, “You are significant,” “I enjoy being with you,” “You did a great job,” “Your opinions matter,” “You matter to me.”

 

Leaders who are aware of this deeper level of communication are like people who see in the land of the blind. They observe things no one else recognizes. They hear things no one else hears. When they deal with conversations, decisions, relationships, and problems, they have a map to guide them that no one else has.

 

This deeper level of awareness is sometimes referred to as “emotional intelligence” (e.g., see Reuven Bar-On, 2000; Daniel Goleman, 1995, 1998; Mayer and Salovey, 1997). Yet at its root, emotional intelligence is nothing other than the ability to hear the cry of Garden creatures who are asking for what they were designed to experience in the Garden but are deeply missing in the ghetto. As Christians who understand that original design, as well as the horrible effects of the Fall, we should be people who have eyes and ears for those deeper meanings.

WE WHO HAVE THE FIRST FRUITS OF THE SPIRIT SHOULD BE DIFFERENT PEOPLE WITH A DIFFERENT SENSE OF WHAT REALLY MATTERS.



So as you go about your work today, consider an attempt to listen to that deeper conversation. When does a colleague’s question about his sales idea have an underlying tone that says, “Tell me that I am significant”? When does a boss’s anger about a quota communicate, “The CEO is telling me I am insignificant, so I need your quota filled so I can prove to him otherwise”? When is a client’s demand telling you, “We can certainly afford a higher price, but I must score a lower price to prove my worth to my fellow buyers”?

 

We who have the first fruits of the Spirit should be different people with a different sense of what really matters. And we should be making a difference in a world where people feel futility and frustration in their work and relationships.

 

Reaction questions

• Where do you agree and disagree with this session’s interpretation of the Genesis story?
• Where do you feel the greatest pain of being a “Garden creature” living in a “ghetto”? Is it at work? At home? In relationships? In connection with God?
• How do you respond to your role as a new Adam or Eve, with a responsibility to steward of your portion of God’s creation?


Executive Summary of Joy at Work 


Chapter 1: My Introduction to Work 

Bakke grew up as one of four children in the isolated Nooksack Valley at the foot of Mount Baker in Washington state. There, by doing farm chores and raising his own herd of cattle, he learned stewardship, responsibility, time management, and the satisfaction of knowing at the end of each day how well he had performed. He enjoyed strong support from his parents, who believed in what their children could achieve and gave them the freedom to work and make decisions.

After going to college on a football scholarship and eventually earning his M.B.A. at Harvard Business School, Bakke worked six years for the federal government in Washington, D.C. He had grown up enjoying work—and even took great pride in washing the family dishes—but now he saw how central staff operations tend to exert a “destructive tyranny” over organizations.

He knew that purpose makes work meaningful and believed that fun and work weren’t at all incompatible. So, when he and business strategist Roger Sant brainstormed forming a private-sector company to generate electricity, the two already had a different kind of organization in mind. “Let’s make it fun,” Sant said. The two launched AES in January 1982, with a $60,000 personal bank loan and $1 million from investors, including family members.

Since society grants corporations certain rights and privileges, Bakke believes that corporations are obligated, in turn, to operate in a way that benefits society, mitigating potential negative consequences. How a corporation operates should be shaped by principles derived from mainstream values, as practiced by billions of people worldwide.

As one of the new company’s first steps, therefore, AES held a two-day retreat where 20 employees hammered out its “shared values”—integrity, social responsibility, fairness, and fun. All AES personnel were encouraged to develop a collegial, values-driven atmosphere at work and to live these values off the job, too. AES leaders stressed these values from the start to let people know where the company stood and to give prospective employees the choice of whether they wanted to be a part of AES or not.

“Fun” was the most difficult value to define. To Bakke, fun was not the Friday afternoon beer blast or the annual holiday party. Rather, fun meant a joy-filled, rewarding, creative work environment, free of autocratic supervisors and staff offices, where each and every employee could fully utilize his or her talents for success.

Bakke believes that values are the organizational infrastructure that guide management and give a company its distinctive character. An organization’s values cannot change with the ups and downs of the stock price, or be regarded as some management tool or system that runs parallel to the operation. Yet CEOs rarely talk about values in investor meetings and rarely consider them in judging the performance of managers or employees, or in making business investment decisions.

When, in 1991, AES management, employees, and investors decided to take the company public, they submitted a draft public-offering document to the Securities and Exchange Commission for review. SEC staffers advised moving the paragraph on “Adherence to AES’s Values” out of the “Business of the Company” section and into the “Special Risk Factors” section.

Bakke was amused that SEC officials thought AES’s values posed a business hazard and that the U.S. government thought it was very risky to try to operate a business with integrity, fairness, social responsibility, and a sense of fun.


 Group Discussion Questions 

(1) What struck you as a new thought in your reading of Genesis 3 and 11, and a second reading of Romans 8?
(2) What other sources of joy at work seem as important to you as:• improvement, creativity, and achievement?
• responsibility and authority?
• relationships?
• a higher purpose?


(3) How would your role at work be affected if your job were understood according to the responsibilities of a “fellow heir with Christ,” as described in Romans 8?
(4) What two things will you do differently today to live out your role as a “Garden creature” in your workplace?
[image: 009] (5) What did you take away from the Tommy Brooks story?
[image: 010] (6) How do you live out the concept of integrity?
[image: 011] (7) Where have you seen examples of servant leadership in your workplace?


Next Session—Trust: Stewarding People’s Gifts  

Bible readings: Genesis 2:4-25, 4:19-22, Exodus 31:1-6, 35:30 - 36:7, 
Psalms 139:13-16, Ephesians 2:10, Romans 12:3-8  
Joy at Work, Chapter 2: A Miserable Workplace 
Chapter 3: From Misery to Joy (pp. 41-83)
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