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T HE W ORK I TSELF
Richard V. Horner
Scripture often unifies what modern life fraginto our sense of being human. Typically peoments, and one of the areas where this is most
ple swing toward one of two extremes with
apparent is in our experience of work.
regard to the meaning and value of work.
Whether one thinks in terms of the jobs for
Many people see work as a necessary evil
which we get paid, the large amount of work
whose value lies only in its ability to serve
that we do without pay, or the work that we
ends such as money or the things that money
actually pay to do (such as the work students
buys. Some people that think this way spend
do while at university), Scripture offers a wonmore energy avoiding work during their
derfully unifying and holistic understanding
hours on the job than they do working at the
of work that stands in contrast to the fragjob itself. Their motto is TGIF, and their aim is
menting tendencies of modern life. For
to get to the weekend where life really hapinstance, modern modes of production, such
pens. In their view, the value of work lies in its
as assembly lines and outsourcing, fragment
ability to provide the money needed to pursue
the production process and isolate workers
weekend happiness. By contrast, other people
from the fruit of their labors.
see work as a god to which
Often workers never interact
they need to give their lives.
with those who benefit from
These people sell their souls
their labors, and nearly as
to their jobs and discover
Many people see work as a
often they do not see the finthat they do not know how
necessary evil whose value
ished products to which they
not to work. In the first case,
contribute. Workers generally
work is only a means to an
do not know the other work- lies only in its ability to serve end. In the second case, it is
ers involved in the processes
a god.
ends such as money or the
of making, marketing, and
servicing their product; and
Simply being a Christian
things that money buys.
they are often cut off from the
does not automatically
natural resources out of
change these fundamental
which they create the prodattitudes toward work.
uct. Similarly, our economy
While Christians’ lives may
typically separates income-earning labor from
look different from their colleagues in some
domestic work, and our jobs generally sepaways, all too often the underlying thinking
rate us from our homes and families.
about work remains the same. Sadly,
Christians often share the view that work is a
As if these economic tendencies were not
necessary evil or a means to an end. The
“Christian” version might substitute “spirituenough, the culture makes a bad situation
al” activities for partying on the weekend, but
worse. By using the word “culture” here I am
the basic stance toward work is essentially the
pointing away from economic and social realisame. People who think that partying is the
ties to the ways that our society typically
aim of life put up with work so that they can
thinks about work – the meanings and values
that we assign to it, and the ways that we fit it
get to the partying. The “Christian” version of
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differences and a shared responsibility for caring for the earth. In chapter three, sadly, all this
becomes troubled. Relationships become conflicted in ways they never should have, and
work becomes difficult in ways it never would
have if we had remained in our innocence.
Nonetheless, the opening chapters of Genesis
establish the fundamental goodness of work
and show that it was God’s good will for us to
work from the beginning.

this way of thinking simply puts going to
church, evangelizing, and caring for the poor
in the place of partying, but the view of work
remains the same. In this view, work is considered spiritually neutral at best, and at worst it
is considered a necessary evil that we put up
with so that we can get to the truly “spiritual”
activities that take place away from the
“worldly” activity of work.

When I listen to Christian professors and
What God created and declared good in the
other professionals talk about how they serve
day of creation, we can take to be an expresChrist in their jobs, I am often struck by the
sion of his good will both then and now. The
fact that they mention everything but the work
fundamental goods of marriage and of work
itself. Please don’t misunderstand me. The
that appear in the Genesis account of creation
things they mention are good and important
remain good even after Genesis three. The
and should be mentioned. They talk about attibook of Ecclesiastes affirms this. This protudes toward their superiors, colleagues, or
found and practical book reassures us that
students. They talk about praying with stumarriage and work are fundamental goods
dents or leading Bible studies with colleagues
even in a world that suffers under the frustraat lunch. They talk about chairing the local
tion of the “bondage to decay” (Romans 8.21)
association of Christian scholars in their field,
that entered human history
and they point to the fish
through the fall. Ecclesiastes
symbol on their office door
concludes, “Here is what I
or on their personal web site
have seen to be good and
by which they identify thembeautiful: to eat, to drink and
selves as Christians. What What God created and declared
to see good in all one’s labor
troubles me on these occagood in the day of creation,
in which he toils under the
sions is not what people say
sun during the few years of
but what they don’t say.
we can take to be an
this life which God has given
Why is it that people who
him; for this is his reward”
are so advanced in both their
expression of his good
(Ecclesiastes 5.18). Though
faith and their professions
work has become toilsome
do not connect the two more
will both then and now.
and sweaty, and the ground is
readily in their thinking? If
filled with thorns and thisall we do is change our outtles, work remains a good
of-work activities while conthing that God created for
tinuing to hold an underlythose created in his image. God is a worker
ing view that sees work as either a necessary
himself, and when we do our work well we
evil or simply a neutral, time-consuming activreflect his image, fulfill his purposes for us,
ity that we try to leave behind in order to get
and declare his glory.
to the good stuff, we have to wonder how
Christian our view of work has become.
Scripture is counter-cultural again in reconnecting and unifying what our modern world
As in so many areas of human experience,
so often fragments. In the Apostle Paul’s
biblical wisdom offers a counter-cultural view.
Epistle to the Ephesians the Apostle writes
In a culture that sees work as a means to an
simply, “Let him who steals steal no longer;
end or as a god, Scripture sees work neither as
but rather let him labor, performing with his
a means to an end nor as an end in itself but as
own hands what is good, in order that he may
a fundamental good and as a gift from God. In
have something to share with him who has
the opening chapters of Genesis God gives
need” (4.28). Because this instruction is so brief
work to Adam and Eve. In chapter one God
and because it appears in a discussion that
gives the tasks of subduing and caring for the
focuses on relationships, attitudes, and speech,
earth to both man and woman, and he also
it is easy to miss. Even when one does stop to
gives to both man and woman the responsibilnotice, moreover, the passage seems to have
ity of raising children. Chapter two presents a
little to say to the twenty-two year old gradusimilar picture that acknowledges both gender
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work we do flows naturally from who we are
and reflects God-given abilities and
inclinations.

ate struggling to find her first job out of college
or the forty-two year old father dealing with a
mid-life crisis. If we linger over the verse, however, it can take us a long way in our thinking
about work.

Finally, the passage connects work to the
relationship that the worker has with the
Triune God through Jesus Christ. This relationship runs throughout this passage, and all
three persons of the Godhead come into view.
First of all, the passage unpacks what it means
to “grow up in all aspects into Him, who is the
head, even Christ” (4.16). It show us what it
means to “learn Christ” (4.20). Paul also warns
us not to grieve the Holy Spirit (4.29), and having identified us as those who are being recreated “according to the image of God,” the
Apostle concludes his instruction in this portion of the epistle by urging us to imitate God
the Father “as beloved children” (6.2). This last
image reminds us that in our work we mirror
God himself. Being made in his image, we
work because God works. Working is central
to being human and essential to being made in
the image of God. Paul’s instruction here is
perfectly in keeping with the fact that in the
creation God expressed his will for us, and his
will continues to be that we engage in the
work he gave us in the day of creation.

For a long time, I thought this passage was
about putting money in the offering plate. I
used to read the passage as saying that we
should work hard so that we can make money
and be generous when the offering plate
comes by. Gradually, however, I realized that
the verse does not focus on what to do with the
money we earn in our jobs. It focuses on the
actual work that we do in those jobs. When
Paul writes that we should work in order to
meet the needs of others, he does not have our
income in view; he is thinking about the products or services that we create in our work.
Paul wants us to cultivate a generosity of spirit not only in monetary giving but in the actual work that we do. Translated most literally,
the passage teaches us to “work with our
hands, making a good thing, in order to have
to give to meet the needs of others.” The fruit
of our labors should meet some human need,
and Paul wants us to think about the way that
our own work meets some human need. The
first lesson we can take from this verse, then, is
that whether it is the consumer who buys our
goods and services or our families that consume the fruit of our labors at our kitchen
tables, we do well to connect our work and the
fruit that it bears to those who benefit from it.

The work that mirrors the mind of God as
our Creator also expresses the heart of God as
our Redeemer. The thief to whom Paul
addresses his comment has been redeemed,
and the restorative impact of Christ’s redemption now shows in his work. He no longer
steals but creates a good thing that is in keeping with both the creative and redemptive purposes of God. The thief’s talents remain the
same as they had always been, but in Christ,
they now have redemptive significance. The
thief does not so much need to add some
redemptive element to his work, so much as to
see the work itself as Paul does. In this way the
work becomes restorative and reflects Christ’s
redemptive work. As the thief brings his work
in line with the creative will of God, for
Christ’s sake, that same work takes on a
redemptive quality. This is a wonderful picture
of the creative and restorative implications of
the work of Christ on the cross through which
he undoes the effects of the curse – a curse that
impacts not only our relationships but also
our work.

Paul also links the work to the worker. This
may seem obvious, but it does not go without
saying. Notice that Paul addresses his comment to the thief, and that he encourages the
thief to do work that flows from the thief’s distinctive abilities. Paul recognizes that the thief
has skills that have enabled him to pick pockets and slip away with other people’s property. Paul instructs the thief, therefore, to put
these talents to use in positive and redemptive
ways rather than in negative and destructive
ways. Paul does not tell the thief to become a
missionary or pastor. Instead, Paul sees work
as wonderfully embodied in human experience, and he tells the thief specifically to get to
work with his hands. Paul not only affirms the
essential goodness of work, he affirms what
we call manual labor, and he frees the thief to
put his distinctive abilities to work. Paul tells
him to get to work doing the sort of work that
flows from his natural gifts and abilities. The
Apostle understands that it is good when the

In this single, simple sentence, then, the
Apostle Paul teaches us a lot about how we

3

C HRISTIAN S TUDY C ENTER

OF

G AINESVILLE

R ECONSIDER ATIONS

M ARCH 2007

izing, dehumanizing tendencies that separate
what never should have been separated are
ubiquitous in both the economy and the culture, and they are as common to clergy and
directors of Christian Study Centers as to the
men and women that work on the line
at Chrysler.

should approach work. Building on the fundamental goodness of work he reconnects things
that we often allow to be disconnected. He connects the worker to the work, the work to the
fruit of that work, and the fruit to the one who
benefits from that fruit. We tend to lose sight of
those who benefit from our labors. He reminds
us to make that connection. We hesitate to let
our work flow from who we are. He encourages
us to find that freedom. Mostly significantly, we
forget that work expresses the image of God in
us and is an expression of our relationship with
our Creator and our Redeemer. The Apostle
places all of life in the context of this relationship. In a single sentence, Paul puts all these
things together for us, and we do well to reflect
repeatedly on his wisdom.

The arts provide another striking example of
an area in which one would think the connections between the worker, the work, the fruit of
that work, and the beneficiaries of that work
would more readily be made, and yet the opposite is often true. All too many artists loose sight
of their audiences. All too many singers sing
only for the song, all too many dancers dance
only with themselves, and all too many
painters forget that their art should benefit real,
live human beings. Some starving artists are
starving not because of the failure of the society but because they have forgotten the love of
neighbor that goes hand-in-hand with love of
God. They have lost the human connection that
grows out of a connection with the divine Artist
himself. This is not to suggest that artists
should dumb-down their art, evoke some
cheap emotional response, or cave in to market
forces. Art should challenge and criticize, ennoble and elevate in ways that won’t always sell,
but artists should remember that art not only
flows from the distinctive talents of the artist, it
also serves a genuine human need – the same
human need that God met when he planted
wild orchids in the forest and hung blue pomegranates on the robes of the priests.

For instance, focus for a moment on making
the connection between the work and those
who benefit from that work. While some jobs
seem to make this connection more difficult
than others, we should note that the challenge
of connecting with the people whose needs we
meet in our work confronts us no matter what
the nature of our work. Sometimes, ironically,
this challenge is greatest where one would hope
it would be easiest. Consider, for example,
those in the caring professions such as teaching
or medicine. As any number of people in these
professions will tell you, professional demands
encroach more and more, limiting the actual
personal time that teachers have with their students or nurses and physicians have with their
patients. Paperwork floods the lives of middle
school teachers, publication demands and professional advancement weigh heavily on university professors, and layer upon layer of
paperwork saps the energy of professionals in
the medical field. The result is that these caregivers find themselves more and more distant
from those for whom they care, and they have
to work hard to make the human connections
that should be so fundamental to their work.

How do we see the work that we do from day
to day – our jobs, our household chores, our
studies? Whether we are launching into virtual
space from a cubicle at the IT firm, stirring a pot
on the stove in the kitchen, or studying for a
chemistry exam in the library, how do we think
about the work that we do? Do we see work as
a fundamentally good gift that flows from the
wisdom of the Creator? Do we make the connections between the worker, the work, the fruit
of that work, and the beneficiaries of that work
that the Apostle sees so clearly? Do we see the
restorative character of work that has been
redeemed by Christ? And do we understand
that cultivating this way of thinking will take a
lifetime and more?

Clergy face a similar challenge, and as with
other care-givers the question is not finally
about the economic and social pressures that
we all experience but about how we will choose
to think in the face of these pressures. Clergy
give in far too easily to the professionalizing
tendencies that distance them from the people
they serve. Pastors increasingly view their congregations as businesses and themselves as
administrators, and priests spend less and less
time with the real, living human beings that
constitute their congregations. The depersonal-

Richard Horner is Executive Director of the
Christian Study Center.
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NEWS FROM THE CENTER
CLASS – THE POET AS PRIEST: POETRY AND TRANSCENDENCE
Monday Night Class, March 19 – April 9, 8pm, Classroom at the Center
Where does the power of poetry lie? As we encounter meaning through the words and sounds of the poet, as
well as the emotion and ideas that are evoked, do we find something else at work? Could poetry contain shadows of the transcendent or sacred? Join us as we consider whether the poet can serve as a priest of sorts,
addressing in creative ways deeper meaning through verbal expression.
March 19: Professor Richard Brantley, Department of English, University of Florida
Experience and Faith in the Poetry of Emily Dickinson
March 26: Margy Weinert, alumnus Department of English, University of Florida
Childhood, Aging, and the Fall: A Reflection on Wordsworth's "Intimations of
Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood"
William Glass, alumnus Department of English, University of Florida
The Broken Image: Metaphor and the Human Condition
TUESDAY, April 3: Randi Marie Smith, doctoral student, Department of English, University of Florida
Poets of the Temple: Movements of the Soul in the Poetry of Robert Southwell, Francis Quarles, and George Herbert
NOTE: This session is being moved to Tuesday, April 3rd due to schedule conflicts.
April 9: Professor Allen Shoaf, Department of English, University of Florida
Ineffability and Belief in Dante and Eliot

READING GROUP - T. S. ELIOT: MYTHIC MODERNIST POET
Fridays, March 23, April 20, 11:45am, Conference Room
March 23: “Journey of the Magi”, “Choruses from the Rock”, “The Four Quartets”
April 20: Murder in the Cathedral

THE CENTER’S EXTENDED CONVERSATION
During March, Center board member John Sommerville spoke on his book
The Decline of the Secular University in a number of places in the northeast:
March 8: Princeton University
March 8: The Wynnewood Institute, Philadelphia
March 9-10: The Templeton Foundation Colloquium, Philadelphia
March 12: Villanova University, Philadelphia
Executive Director Richard Horner will be speaking at the following:
Teaching:
Feb. 18 – March 18: "A Biblical Consideration of Work," Creekside Community Church, Gainesville
April 22, 29: "The Gospel in a (Post)Modern World," Faith Presbyterian Church, Gainesville
Preaching:
March 18: Creekside Community Church, Gainesville
April 15: New Life Presbyterian Church, Ithaca, NY
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R ESTORING H UMANISM
THE U NIVERSITY

meant to carry an argument. So, Eliot says that
a writer inescapably participates in a tradition
of some sort, and that writer should identify
that tradition as the “place” from which she
does her work. By doing so, the writer sees her
own indebtedness to the “presence of past
work”, and then extends that work in creative
ways. It could be added that the tradition
becomes a way of framing one’s own work
and also a resource upon which to draw when
working on the human questions on which we
find ourselves dwelling.

IN

A Review of
The Passionate Intellect:
Incarnational Humanism and the Future of
University Education
By Norman Klassen and Jens
Zimmermann (Baker Academic, 2006)

Todd Best

Returning to higher education, what would
a particular tradition have to offer the university in its capacity to be a resource for shared
human questions? A hopeful source of recovery by way of the Christian tradition is the
newly published The Passionate Intellect:
Incarnational Humanism and the Future of
University Education by Norman Klassen and
Jens Zimmermann (Baker Academic, 2006). In
this work, written primarily to undergraduate
students, we get a glimpse into how a particular theological concept, the incarnation, could
reinvigorate something that seems to be at the
heart of higher education historically, though
it has been lost along the way – humanism. It
has been lost because mistaken forms of
humanism have led to either extreme confidence in our ability to answer all our questions
or to overt skepticism where we can know
nothing at all. These two extremes leave us
with a narrow list of options in the pursuit of
knowledge, namely the sciences.

One of the best things a university can offer
its surrounding culture is to draw upon the
insight, methods, and history of the academic
disciplines in addressing shared human questions. From questions that emerge from contemporary cultural change to the kind that
endure over time, these are intellectual locales
where reflective people ponder and seek
understanding. But while the academy ought
to be one of the first places to which our society looks for insight, indeed for answers to
questions, it is now being described as an institution that has lost its ability to offer cultural
leadership. This raises two concerns, then: 1)
how might we restore the university as a place
that can offer understanding of human experience? and, more importantly, 2) where might
we find resources for understanding our deepest questions?
What might be a helpful starting point is to
look to historic ways of thinking, or traditions,
for understanding. In T. S. Eliot’s essay
Tradition and the Individual Talent, Eliot is concerned that the concept of appreciating and
tapping into a tradition (literary in this case) is
falling on hard times. Writing in 1919, he is
both lamenting tradition being out of sorts as
well as saying that it is impossible to do creative or intellectual work without participating in some kind of tradition.

Klassen and Zimmermann want to recover
humanism as a centerpiece of the university. In
the way in which they talk about humanism, it
is a concept that can sidestep the errant ways
in which humanism has been conceived, and it
can unify learning for a common purpose.
What the authors set forth is a fresh term from
the Christian tradition – incarnational humanism. But before they offer this solution, the
authors offer parallel histories of humanism,
reason, and the university from the medieval
era to the postmodern (current) period. In
telling that story, they begin with the holistic
kind of humanism found in medieval universities. During this era, faith and reason worked
together whereby reason was something that
included or left room for religious thinking.
People like Thomas Aquinas recognized the
limits of reason alone, situating reason instead
within the context of other realities like insti-

While there has been some revival of tradition brought about by postmodern critique,
today there is plenty of resistance to being “too
traditional”. The idea is that in order to be free
thinkers we need to have originality and
uniqueness in our thought. So we should not
rely on collections of ideas that are held
together too tightly in something like a tradition. Of course rejection of tradition often
leads to a shallow trendiness where novelty is
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tutions, language, emotion, and social relationships. The story continues by describing
and critiquing different trajectories that
humanism took, ultimately becoming fragmented by certain factors of Enlightenment
rationality.

matter and therefore marginalizes the
humanities from other more “legitimate”
ways of knowing. In The Passionate Intellect,
the university stands to benefit from this
union as Christians and other religious voices represent a common vision of learning. In
this framework addressing questions of
meaning becomes possible through openness to other knowledge traditions like
Christianity, and a richer conversation can
be opened for gaining understanding.

Next the authors propose that the founding of the humanities in university education was due to a Christian response to the
Enlightenment. They credit an Italian professor named Giambattista Vico, a Christian
humanist, with calling into question what
had become the dominant way to pursue
knowledge – the scientific method. As an
alternative, Vico suggested that other ways
of knowing would be what would ultimately offer the ‘improvement of human society’.
This contrast to the physical sciences opened
the way for the birth of the humanities as a
collection of disciplines in the pursuit of
knowledge and truth.

The university might be revived as a
source of deeper understanding if more people like Klassen and Zimmermann delve
into rich traditions of knowledge, put forth
the effort to understand those traditions,
and bring them to bear on the inescapable
questions of human experience. Specifically,
incarnational humanism can be a jumpstart
for this kind of activity as a way of thinking
about knowledge and learning. But that
requires Christian scholars first to explore
both the incarnation and human nature as
they head into the complex but needed work
of inquiry in the university, work that
respects and draws upon historic thought as
a resource for understanding ourselves and
our world. The question remains open, however, as to whether Christians or the university are ready for such work.

It is in this historical context that Klassen
and Zimmermann offer incarnational
humanism as a way of recovery of the fragmentation of knowledge, reason, and the
human itself. In incarnational humanism,
the meaning of the human is understood in
relation to the ultimate human, Jesus Christ,
who was both human and God, Word and
flesh. God’s becoming human – his incarnation – serves as grounds for re-valuation the
human. This helps to erase Enlightenment
inspired dualism which divides spirit from

Todd Best is Director of Programs at the
Christian Study Center and Editor of
Reconsiderations.
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The Christian Study Center is funded solely through the generous contributions of those who share our commitment to serve the
university community by offering the thoughtful consideration of a Christian understanding of life. We invite you to join us as a
financial partner.
 I would like to contribute to the work of the Christian Study Center. Enclosed is my tax-deductible contribution of:
 $25  $50  $100  Other $______________
This is a  Monthly or  One Time contribution.
 I would like to be added to your mailing list to learn more about the Study Center.
Please make your tax-deductible contribution payable to: Christian Study Center of Gainesville and return this form with your check to the
Center at: 112 NW 16th St., Gainesville, FL, 32603
Please add me to your mailing list:

Please add the following to your mailing list:

NAME ______________________________________________
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SPRING CALENDAR
Monday Night Class - “The Poet as Priest: Poetry and Transcendence”
Featuring faculty and others from University of Florida’s Department of English
Mondays, March 19 – April 9, 8pm, Classroom at Center.
See inside for schedule.
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