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‘I have a hunch that thousands of people are waiting for this book, as they struggle to translate God into the language of the cultures that constitute most of their waking lives. John Van Sloten shatters the sacred–secular divide, repositioning work as worship, and glory in the normality of the mundane. This is a message that really could revolutionise your relationship with God, but be warned that it will do so very quietly.’

Pete Greig, 24–7 Prayer and author of Dirty Glory

‘You’ll meet people you know in these pages – electricians, landlords, mechanics, accountants, nurses, hairdressers – and you might even recognise yourself. You’ll certainly see yourself differently – as a human being, as a worker, as someone through whom God’s grace becomes visible in daily life. What do our everyday jobs, even the apparently most mundane, reveal about God? John Van Sloten brings with him a pastor’s heart, an array of real-life examples, and a capacity to spot God’s presence in even the most unlikely of places. Journeying with him through the book provides a way of learning to do the same.’

Antony Billington, Head of Theology, London Institute for Contemporary Christianity

‘I’ve held many jobs in my life … paperboy, fast-food worker, tile grouter, summer-camp counsellor and cook, roofer, mover, teacher, counsellor, pastor, endangered species surveyor, consultant, author, public speaker. Nobody has ever helped me reflect on the meaning and value of all these jobs like John Van Sloten in this beautifully written, deeply insightful book. A joy for all who seek meaning in their own work and the work of those around them.’

Brian D. McLaren, author of The Great Spiritual Migration

‘If you have ever walked into your workplace and wondered what on earth you are doing there, you are not alone – and there is help. John Van Sloten’s new book is packed full of stories and insights to help all of us see our work in a whole new light. Read and be inspired.’

Krish Kandiah, author of God is Stranger
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For my dad, who for decades faithfully
 caught the 7:37 morning train to work.
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INTRODUCTION

Finding God at Work

They will not work in vain.

ISAIAH 65:23, NLT



God is more present at your work than you know.

And I think he wants you to know that. God wants you to see that he is there and that his Spirit is moving in you, through you, and all around you as you do your job. God wants you to know him in all you do—including the third of your life that you spend working.

Over the past five years, I have preached Sunday sermons on many different vocations: on astronauts, auto mechanics, emergency room doctors, hairstylists, investment bankers, Walmart greeters, engineers, firefighters, accountants, electricians, forensic psychologists, city mayors, painters, musicians, parents, carpenters, composers, glass blowers, Olympic swimmers, hockey players, major-league pitchers, emergency response helicopter pilots, geophysicists, nephrologists, geologists, audiologists, optometrists, florists, epigenetics researchers, neuroscientists, residential landlords, real estate developers, software developers, oil industry executives, molecular biologists, radiation physicists, police officers, photographers, journalists, bakers, nurses, restaurant servers, teachers, human resources managers, development workers, sanitation workers, custom automobile restorers, and farmers.

As I have engaged all of these jobs, I have realized that each is a kind of parable—a lived-out story within which and through which God speaks in multiple ways. Parables were a key aspect of Jesus’ teachings—he depicted God’s Kingdom through stories about laborers, farmers, jewel merchants, kings, judges, managers, builders, general-store keepers, landlords, and vineyard owners. He used these stories, the Bible tells us, as a kind of advanced class for his most responsive audiences: “To those who listen to my teaching, more understanding will be given, and they will have an abundance of knowledge. But for those who are not listening, even what little understanding they have will be taken away from them” (Matthew 13:12, NLT).

For years my view of how Jesus’ parables worked was limited. I understood them to be narrative tools for the conveyance of moral and ethical truth, stories with a built-in spiritual lesson. I still believe this. But lately I’ve come to realize that the created elements of his stories—the down-to-earthness, the real-life content, ordinary people doing ordinary things—also carried revelatory weight. Jesus was telling stories filled with things he made (soil, seeds, agriculture, and farmers), things that revealed something about their maker. Parables, in many ways, pointed to God’s revelation via creation. When Jesus wrapped a parable around a particular vocation, he was affirming the creational goodness of that job.

I think Jesus is still doing the same today—through the parable that is your job.

That’s what this book is about: understanding how Jesus is speaking directly to you (via your personal experience of work) and how he is speaking through you (to the broader world). It’s about hearing God’s creational words through created things: the rocks a geologist explores, the cars a mechanic fixes, the lights an electrician installs, the customers a retail worker serves. The “stuff” we work with interacts and commingles with the “stuff” of our work itself, leading to an enriched vocational experience of God.

As you read this book you’ll encounter God’s revelation through various vocational parables, as shared with me by the people I interviewed. You’ll learn how a firefighter’s passion is like God’s, how the nature of automotive restoration uniquely reflects the renewing mind of God, how the cultural product of the culinary arts reveals something of the hospitable heart of God, and how a geophysicist’s search for subterranean truth informs humanity’s collective search for God’s truth.

And you’ll start to see how these present-day job-based parables are a lot like the New Testament parables Jesus told.

Throughout the Bible, in fact, God accomplished his will and made himself known through real people doing real work: creating, building, tending, leading, managing, restoring, and filling the world with good things.

This is how God worked in the past. This is how God works today!

Jesus is speaking the parable that is your vocational life right now—a word from God that is meant to be read by others and experienced by you. Imagine your job charged with this kind of mystical, God-revealing potential.

Sacred.

Holy.

A RENEWED VOCATIONAL IMAGINATION

The purpose of this book is to help kindle a new kind of vocational imagination, to help you experience God at work more, and to help you read the parable that is your job.

It is for people who trust that God is at work everywhere.

It is for those who believe that God is the Maker of heaven and earth; that he holds human history in his hands; and that the sociological, cultural, scientific, and technological developments of our age have been brought to this time and place with intent.

This book is for those who believe that the kind of work they do, the talents they have been given, and the things they will accomplish are held in God’s hands, and that he has a purpose for it all—even if that purpose is unclear, appears to be falling short, or is seemingly out of reach.

I believe God intended work to be a means through which we can know him, experience him, and relate to him—all in the context of his providential unfolding of history.

After all, we are made in the image of a God who works.

He is the one who first imagined the cosmos: quarks, muons, and atoms; basic elements, chemical bonds, and genetics; germination, photosynthesis, and capillary action. The God who creatively designed the universe and in whose mind the complexities of all physical reality first took shape. The God who holds and mysteriously guides all of the ways of culture: business, government, education, science, agriculture, the arts, service industries, sport, and leisure—all in accordance with his good and perfect will. The God who providentially cares for human culture, seeding in us the capacity to flourish and presiding over our innovations, our language, art, and math and all their extrapolations, to “fill the earth and govern it” (Genesis 1:28, NLT). The God who inspired early iterations of arithmetic, knowing that they would one day become calculus—and then a suspension bridge! The God who led the ancient Greeks to ponder human nature so that the science of psychology would one day have a footing and that organizational behavior principles could later develop and enable business to thrive.

God made everything out of nothing. Now he is taking what he has made and making more out of it. One crucial means by which he is accomplishing this is through work.

His work and ours.

As you read these words, you might be thinking that all of this is a bit of a stretch. Is God really that involved with everything that fills creation? Are all things really playing out on purpose and for a greater good? What about corrupt governments, businesses, and cultural practices, and all of the other twisting, polluting, exploiting, and perverting impacts of sin? What about those who endure terrible working conditions? What connection could all of these broken things possibly have with God’s revelation? Isn’t there a line between what God does and what human beings do? How do you separate the two? How in the world can you claim to discern God’s revelation through all of this confusion?1 

By doing the same thing you do when you read the Bible.

In the Bible, God is very much present in even the most broken circumstances. Through messed-up people living in a damaged world, God’s redemptive plan is still very much playing out. The Scriptures tell a story about a God who gets his work done despite these complexities—through murderers, betrayers, chronic liars, adulterous kings, prostitutes, leaders of unbelieving nations, and countless hubris-filled hearts. Through broken people and cultures, God’s will is done and he speaks his word: freeing slaves; saving people; building up nations; judging others; developing good communities, cities, and cultures; and even celebrating the fruit of those cultures.

If we can read our jobs as we read our Bibles, then we’ll be able to discern what God is revealing there. If we can move past what many of us believe in theory—that God is present everywhere, mysteriously getting his will done via human agency (despite the reality of evil) in a redemptive and self-revealing way—and if we can listen for God’s very specific word at work, then I believe that with the Spirit’s help, we’ll hear it.

If God speaks through all of the brokenness in the Bible, then surely he does the same today, speaking through our work and culture. Imagine letting God be God at this level of detail in your life!2

THE PARABLE OF AN ASTRONAUT

One of the most beautiful stories to rise out of the ashes of 9/11 came to us through the at-work words of American astronaut Frank Culbertson. As smoke was pouring from the Twin Towers on that fateful day, Commander Culbertson was looking down on Manhattan from the International Space Station, filming what he saw. While he knew something horrible was happening on the ground, he also saw something more. Through a crackling NASA communication link he spoke these hopeful words:


I just wanted the folks to know that their city still looks very beautiful from space. I know it’s very difficult for everybody in America right now. The country still looks good, and for New Yorkers, your city still looks great from up here.3



Those words were comforting. And they were true! If you look at the NASA video, you can see that most of Manhattan was still standing; the ocean, rivers, and tributaries were still beautifully held within their boundaries; the sky was brilliantly clear; and millions of people on that island were still alive and safe—along with hundreds of millions more in the rest of the country.

That perspective could come only from someone who saw things from above.

As I watched that video and listened to that astronaut’s words, I couldn’t help but wonder whether this is how an omniscient, omnipresent, all-powerful, and eternal God sees our world. Could it be that if we just stood back far enough and had more of his perspective, we, too, would be able to see that there is still good going on in our lives, families, and jobs—even when it doesn’t seem that way?

From heaven the LORD looks down

and sees all mankind:

from his dwelling place he watches

all who live on earth—

he who forms the hearts of all,

who considers everything they do.

PSALM 33:13-15

Surely God suffered with us on 9/11. But perhaps he also had this other view of reality to share: through an astronaut bearing his image, seeing the whole picture from above and speaking encouraging words from above, his job a kind of parable spoken by God for just such a time as that.

When the 1968 Apollo 8 mission to the moon first turned its camera back on Earth and humanity saw an earthrise for the first time, everything changed. The moment was so compelling that the astronauts could do nothing less than read the creation account from the book of Genesis via live broadcast. This was the first time a human being saw Earth as a planet, as a whole. This view brought us new perspective, awareness, and humility. One astronaut said, “That may well have been the most important reason we went.”4

It’s called the “Overview Effect”: a kind of God’s-eye view of reality. While God certainly sees our physical planet from a perspective that is beyond ours, I’m thinking that the same is true when it comes to seeing reality in relation to our environment, economic and social structures, and vocations. There is more going on than meets our eyes.

This kind of seeing is foundational for this book: a larger perspective that sees what work was originally meant to be and what it will one day fully be, even as things may be tough on the ground right now. A deeper look into the creational good that makes up what you do, a longer view on the significance of your job, all leading to a richer experience of God at work.

After all, “The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it” (Psalm 24:1). Our world belongs to God, and even though it is fallen, none of it has fallen beyond God’s reach. Because God is good, Saint Augustine tells us, there “cannot be a nature in which there is no good.”5

It’s this vocational good that this book is seeking out. The process may feel a bit idealistic at times, but it has to. To name where God is at work in our vocations is to name what’s still good, true, noble, and right in this world. So allow yourself some intentional naïveté as you engage the ideas in this book. When you start to name God’s good at work, it will grow, displacing all that is currently falling short.

God wants this for you. As any good boss or mentor would, he wants to come alongside you and show you the way. You are an apprentice of the greatest artist, engineer, planner, mathematician, assembler, analyst, scientist, laborer, administrator, and server imaginable. Just as a novice watches every move of a journeyman, you are called to fix your senses on your Master—learning at every turn, observing his ways, smiling at the way he thinks, being astonished at what he knows, feeling gratitude for the patient way he teaches, getting excited about the beautiful thing, the necessary thing, or the ordinary thing you are making together.6

THE COMMON GOOD?

Recently there has been a lot of talk about the idea of working for the common good—for the good of your neighbor, society, classmate, environment, and world. A lot of people think this is the ultimate objective when it comes to work.

While working for the common good is an important part of a balanced vocational worldview, it is not all that work is meant for. In fact, sometimes it can get in the way and become an impediment to work’s chief purpose: a real-time knowing and experiencing of God. When this happens, our jobs can become nothing more than a “works-based” means of vocational salvation. Work becomes something that is based on what we do for God, as opposed to who we are before him.

This is not to say that our work and faith shouldn’t materially impact our world or that we can’t know and experience God in the doing—they should, and we can. But all of our good works must be born out of a more primary and gracious starting point, out of a place where we intimately relate to and experience the person of God: on the job. Our good work is meant to be a grateful response to a grace-filled encounter with God.

Jesus taught that there are basically two laws we need to keep in order to flourish as human beings: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (Matthew 22:37-39).

Love God first and foremost, with all you’ve got; then, out of that love, work for the common good.

These two laws are not mutually exclusive. They are symbiotic—mutually fulfilling and interdependent. Love of God shapes and informs love of neighbor. You can’t fully love your neighbor (or yourself) unless you are in a loving relationship with God. You won’t know why and when and how to work for the common good unless you are doing it out of a “right then and there” working love of God, out of his “just in time” ethical, wise, creative, and mindful presence.

The reverse is true as well: Only by loving your neighbor (working for the common good) will you be able to fully love God. Work concretizes your faith; it puts God’s words into action. We need to be doing both at the same time—loving God and loving our neighbor—to be fully alive.

And it all starts with a loving, knowing experience of God.7

MAKING ROOM

In order to make room for that experience, we need to keep God’s priorities in order.

Knowing God at work is more than just believing that God gave you your job, more than just understanding that he is the source of vocational morals or ethics, and more than just viewing him as the one you witness about or ultimately work for or give a portion of your earnings back to. He is more than just a God whom you serve. To know God at work is even more than just working for the common good.

While all of these ways of connecting faith and vocation are valid, none get to the core of where God meets work—those real-time experiences of God when “out of the blue” inspiration hits you, when a huge challenge confronts you and you find another physical or cognitive gear, or when you are so caught up in the flow of what you are doing that you lose all sense of time and space.

If you are already experiencing God on the job this way, put this book down and get back to work! But if not, or if you want to have a deeper experience of God at work, then read on.

My hope is that, through the stories of many workers from various vocations, this book will provide you with a set of spiritual practices (a lectio vocatio) that will teach you how to read your job and will enable you to discern where God is speaking to you, through you, and through others at work.
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1

ALL WORK MATTERS

WHAT A FLYER DELIVERY PERSON, A WALMART GREETER, A FORENSIC PSYCHOLOGIST, AND A RESIDENTIAL LANDLORD TEACH US ABOUT THE VALUE OF ALL WORK

Surely the LORD is in this place, and I was not aware of it.

JACOB, IN GENESIS 28:16



FEATURED IN THIS CHAPTER:

• Flyer delivery person

• Walmart greeter

• Forensic psychologist

• Residential landlord


In the book of Genesis, there is a story about the Old Testament patriarch Jacob, who, while on a journey, stopped in a seemingly ordinary, middle-of-nowhere place to rest for the night. He slept on the ground, using a rock as a pillow. And there he had a dream in which he met God

In that dream, God made hope-filled promises to Jacob: that he would be Jacob’s God, give him a place to make a life, and bless him in such a way that everyone around him would be blessed through his presence. When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, “Surely the LORD is in this place, and I was not aware of it. … How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven” (Genesis 28:16-17).

Far too often people journey through their vocational lives with no expectation of ever meeting God there. For one reason or another, they have lost sight of God’s everywhere presence. Some think their jobs are too insignificant, ordinary, and middle-of-nowhere. Others think that what they do couldn’t possibly connect to the ways of God and that there is nothing of God’s goodness in their jobs. Some have never even considered or imagined connecting with God at work. Work
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