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ABSTRACT

The idea of vocation or a calling is particularly salient in much business
motivational literature and popular Christian self-help books alike. Promoted dethe i
of vocation that glosses over issues stemming from political power in the at@por
workplace in order to given meaning to workers in spite of working conditions. In this
form, vocations are unable to engage one’s working life in ways that they can and should.
| argue that recent trends in academic theologies of vocation as wedl radet of
consumer culture combine to allow the ascendancy of this form of the idea. | shfport
claim with an analysis of the relationship between consumer culture and buginess
locate Rick Warren’s concept of “purpose” contained@he Purpose-Driven Lifas the
functional equivalent of the idea of vocation that serves to distance the idea from the
material workplace through its interplay with the mechanics of consumarecul
Utilizing selective theological sources and José Casanova’s work concputiiig
religions, | finally contend that the idea of vocation that resists whelesal
commodification can express a latent political quality to combat particojast social

norms that regulate the corporate work world.
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INTRODUCTION

The question, therefore, is not whether it is pssibie to formulate social doctrines from
the standpoint of the churches and of religiongeineral; all we have to do is to ask
whether these attempts have achieved somethinglsef valuable for the modern
situation.

Ernst Troeltsch

Studs Turkel's popular 1972 bodkjorking recounts the testimony that Nora
Watson gives about the meaning of her job, a staff writer for an institution thath@sbl
health care literature. She laments, “A job like mine, if you really put yout isito it,
you would sabotage immediately. You don’'t dare. So you absent your spirit from it. My
mind has been so divorced from my job, except as a source of income, it’s really
absurd.® Later, Nora adds, “I'm coming to a less moralistic attitude towardk warl
don’t think I have a calling—at this moment—except to be me. But nobody pays you for
being you, so I'm at the Institution—for the moment?. .”

Nora’s sentiment divulges a still-held orientation towards work: that a job and a
calling may have nothing to do with each other. A calling or vocationnotes that
which taps a deep, even religious place in the individual that ideally guides, amongst
other activities, one’s daily work. Today'’s callings do no have to stem from a divine

source. Yet, as Nora reveals, something besides money or the bare bones tagéb of the

! Studs Terkelworking: People Talk About What They Do All Day #&tmiv They Feel About What They
Do (New York: Ballantine, 1972), 675.

% Terkel, 679.

3 “vocation” and “calling” are typically synonyms oommon usage. The difference between the two that
Schuurman makes use of is largely one of his owkimgdor the sake of his argument. For the purpose
of simplicity, | use the terms interchangeably tilgbout my argument unless otherwise noted.
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itself must animate a job if it is to be calling-worthy. When used in this wegl]iag

can range in meaning from the secular (it helps put a job or role above pureeseftjnt
to the sacred (it is an expression of divine will in the world). In either senseatovoc
enables an individual to transcend his or her daily tasks by locating them mmeavivek
that is larger than him or herself. Yet jobs or careers often do not intripsiaaly this
kind of freight.

Dissonance between the meaning of a job and that of a calling experienced by
many like Nora invites several general responses. Work, as expressedualityeof a
job, must provide a certain kind of satisfaction if it is to elevate to the lewetalling.

Or if the idea of a calling has been overextended to include work, expectationgthat a
should be able to deliver on a kind of spiritual fulfillment need to be lowered. Or finally
if paid work and the activities that would befit a calling are mutually exausireality,

the project to integrate the two should be abandoned.

Because most of us spend one-third of waking life at a job, the last option is not a
particularly desired one. Douglas J. Schuurman agrees, yet takes a diffekehan the
ones just enumerated. He begins his inquiry of the current meaning of vocations by
parsing current uses of some important terms. Vocation, he states, has come to be
synonymous with paid work, whereas a calling conversely implies what ongsismete
about doing, as articulated in popular parlah¢ework in banking, but my passion is
rock climbing,” conveys Schuurman’s idea. Depending on the job and the person,
justifications for a vocation, in this sense, can be purely secular and pragroatioe f

paycheck, for the experience, for the résumé, etc. Designations suchatohaic

* Douglas J. Schuurma¥pcation: Discerning Our Callings in LiféGrand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004),
1-3.
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schools” or “vocational counseling” (both designed to connect people to jobs based on
skills and/or availability, not necessarily passions) disclose theahffe between

vocation and calling for Schuurman. He seeks to unify these terms, as had beea the ca

in early Protestant usages, by returning to the expansive and all-pervastienfohc

vocation at the time of the ReformatidrHarkening back to the Reformed notion of

vocation, Schuurman claims that there should be no difference betweeriarvand a

calling as he describes them. The two should be reunited because both work and passion
are parts of a vocation according to God’s will; vocation originates from God iarthe f

of a call and should rightly be returned to God.

Schuurman’s concerns about the status of vocations have merit. However,
projects like his that attempt to resuscitate the religious component ofteoudoa the
purpose of injecting passion into a job are incomplete. | contend in this dissettati
neither one’s experience of a job nor the absolute authority of God buatkdal
conditions of workshould play the primary role in the meaning-making of a vocation.
And because those conditions are mediated by cultural forms, the effort to revilkeathe
of vocation must proceed horizontallyoughculture instead of vertically, thus
bypassingculture, if it is to be successful. | demonstrate that recent theological
treatments of vocation, both academic and popular, unwittingly collude with consumer
culture to produce and perpetuate a concept of vocation that is detached fronetie mat
conditions of work. A vocation’s ability to gain traction in the workplace is siymie
when it is in a commodified form, as expressed in much popular literature and germitt

by recent theologians. | argue that resisting commodification is a pigsibill a

5 Schuurman, 4.



prerequisite for a concept of vocation, if it is at all able to inform the padldiscourse
that regulates many modern workplaces. To accomplish this task, a vocation must
neither lean too heavily on its religious sources nor become a handmaiden to the norms of
the corporate business culture in America. Finally, | offer a concept afiendhat
admits of its embeddedness in culture, yet is able to enlist certain componénts of i
theological history in order to engage the culture of the workplace effectiVaig more
useful idea of vocation makes work more meaningful from the ground up, though still
honors its theological history by selectively utilizing qualities ascribetftom the top
down?

| support this thesis first by exploring the Protestant idea of vocation, past and
present, in order to address the deficiencies of a de-contextualized, detinadesiad
de-politicized vocation. More recent theologies of vocation help establish thei@esdit
for this hollowed-out concept of vocation to thrive by gradually devaluing the role of
work in the concept itself. | show that this theological emphasis occurs at tlu cost
underestimating the role of culture to shape discourse involving vocation.

| attend to the role that consumer culture plays in the individual incorporation of a
vocation specifically as it is exercised in Rick Warren’s bestrgetibok,The Purpose-
Driven Life | contend that the idea of “purpose” here is the functional equivalent of the
idea of vocation, yet Warren’s purpose can be engaged and realized without esfierenc
one’s material or social life; it is merely “consumed” as an idea. Applyie arguments

of Vincent Miller, Jeremy Carrette and Richard King, | assert that notaam\such a

® The political quality of the concept of vocationes not exhaust its meaning—the religious quafithe
concept has been and will still be operative inappropriation of the idea of a calling for mobt.chapter
4, | offer a way for the strictly religious companef vocation to merge with the political compohan
order to accomplish specific goals.
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domesticated version of a calling render inequitable work conditions bearable;dut i
also sell out the capacity for a vocation to make working conditions more just. To the
point, | argue that, despite its popular usage, the theological concept of a vocation
contains within it the ability to bring humanizing norms to bear on the general labor
culture in corporate America. Specifically, corporate power dynaimatsatork to
diminish the social capital of employees, thus widening the power differenttia de
employers and employees, will be seen to conflict with a certain moral quiadity
vocation. A fresh conception of vocation must serve as a corrective to Warren’s
theological take that enables the commodified idea of vocation to hold cultural sway.

The potential for the idea of vocation to enter the political space of the workplace
rests in the fact that a religious vocation necessarily traffics in bothatiecendent and
immanent realms: a call from God travels the distance between the two.réaithsence
heard and lived out, a calling can reveal much about that whichaaalthe world in
which a calling must manifest. However, Schuurman’s work joins the vast majority of
writings on vocation since Luther that downplay the role of the immanent re#hm wi
the concept of vocation.

The popular use of “calling language” that Schuurman laments actually proves
instructive on the means to arrive at a better version of vocation. Popular usage cannot
be shrugged off so easily, though when culture is deemed the enemy of religion as
opposed to its home, culture can be summarily dismissed. Two primary consequences of
this oversight emerge. One, when popular uses of calling language, such as those
illuminated by Schuurman, are either ignored or not afforded sound explanations, an
opportunity is missed to let powerful expressions of a calling inform us ofitles w

5



culture. How did it come to be that a calling became equated with a passion or a purpose
as Schuurman correctly points out? Does this usage tell us as much about the current
condition of work rather than it does about some kind of corruption of the idea of
vocation? Why does this kind of calling language issue a summons to a vocation to
locate itself solely within God’s plan instead of within a more satisfyiogk

atmosphere as well? Callimgta-passion-or-purpose discloses a cultural trajectory that
can inform the state of work by way of contrast. The need to look outside of wdrk itse
and turn to culturally resonant self-help books to find the meaning of work signals an
often less than satisfying work environment at the least. In addition, popular use of
calling language indicates, in part, the kind of culture that gives this useation
purchase, hence an examination of its function is warranted.

Two, reluctance to address the implications that follow from the now-obscured
relationship between vocation and the concrete aspects of the work world strip the
meaning of a vocation of its power to challenge or affirm that world. If, liken8oan,
effort is taken to ensure that vocation is aligned with God’s will alone, the padg<Hmlt
vocation could be concomitantly embedded in the nature and culture of work itself is
never explored. Or, that vocation as a concept owes as much of its conceptual power to
God as it does to the world in which a calling must be lived is equally neglected.
Vocation, because of its function as an intermediary between the divine and human
realms, necessarily gathers its meaning from both. When both of these compbaents
vocation are not reasonably dealt with, the concept typically takes on aorécaist
character in the sense that God redeainsork throughall cultural and historical
permutations. Consequently, a concept of vocation that is reduced to acting as the

6



servant of divine will alone does not have to be responsive to the material context of
work—what one does on a job, what power dynamics are at play through social
relations’

This introductory chapter clears the ground for the argument to follow by first,
clarifying important terms and second, stating the methodology that igdtilizhe
method employed is not so much an established, programmatic framework atto$ a s
assumptions about theological products. The idea that theologies are culturally
embedded and hence cannot be distilled out from culture, as is still a common conviction,
is acknowledged and applied throughout this argument. | show that the admission that
theological products are culturally embedded is a more honest as wellciseffeeans
to approaching the Christian self-help literature in which the concept of vocatieyi
resides today.

A selective theological history of the Protestant calling, as laid out ineahhpt
betrays the profound cultural impact on the meaning of the term while revealimgla tre
The history discloses a gradual emphasizing of the continual need fapwndceaally
itself with God’s will, either despite the changing conditions of work or beazubem.
Consequently, the relationship between a vocation and the material conditignb of a
has been neglected in favor of attending to the proper relationship between a vochtion a
God. This historical survey supplies us with one of the reasons for the type of concepts
of vocation that are now popularized—ones where the nature of work recedes into the

background.

" Jeremy Carrette and Richard Kir8glling Spirituality: The Silent Takeover of Redig{New York:
Routledge, 2005), 15-6.
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Operating outside of most theologies of vocation is consumer culture. It has been
widely acknowledged as the primary cultural discourse that nourishes thke soci
environment of modern capitalistic socieffefunctionally, consumer culture establishes
a cultural hegemony by seeping into all possible social space and commodfyaugsa
of life within it. Jean Baudrillard states,

We have reached the point where “consumption” haspgd the whole of life; where all
activities are sequenced in the same combinatmdale; where the schedule of
gratification is outlined in advance, one hour &tree; and where the “environment” is
complete, completely climatized, furnished, anduralized?

Ours is a society that is organized around consumption that is preceded by a
society organized around production. Chapter 2 examines the social implicatiloiss of t
shift, the impact of consumer culture on society and finally the bearing airoens
culture on work today in the West. The writings of sociologists Zygmunt Bauman and
Richard Sennett couch the shift from production to consumption in terms of the resilience
or lack thereof of social bonds. Their respective designations, “liquid modendy
“flexible capitalism,” provide useful frameworks with which to view the damaditions
that structure the work world in a consumer culture. Bauman classifies thie shdre
totalizing fashion than Sennett; consumer culture has eclglsadpects of producer

culture leaving work at the mercy of the dictates of consumer culture. Sennett

8 Drawing on Marx’s idea of commodity fetishism avieblen’s classic on conspicuous consumption, a
truncated list of authors on the culture of cafgtalsuch David Riesman, Theodor Adorno, Herbert
Marcuse, to a lesser degree John Kenneth GalbEsthiel Bell and Christopher Lasch offer variedetsik
on the deleterious effects of consumer culturee Bavid RiesmariThe Lonely Crowd: A Study of the
Changing American CharactéNew Haven: Yale University Press, 1950), 116ed1nIKenneth Galbraith,
The Affluent SocietfBoston: Houghton Mifflin, 1958), 52-60; Theodod@no,The Culture Industry
(London: Routledge, 1991); Herbert Marcu®ae-Dimensional MafBoston: Beacon Press, 1964), 8-12;
Daniel Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of CapitalisrfNew York: Basic Books, 1978), 55, 63-5;
Christopher LaschThe Culture of Narcissism: American Life in An Ag®iminishing ExpectationéNew
York: Warner Books, 1980), 71-4.

® Jean Baudrillardjean Baudrillard: Selected Writinged. Mark Poster (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1988), 33.
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acknowledges the ascendancy of consumer culture, but he cannot concede that the power
dynamics of productive relations in the workplace have become consumptive relations i
the business world. Hence, Sennett speaks forcefully of the influence of consumer

culture on flexible capitalism (and vice-versa), yet also leaves room tcsadtespower
differential between employees and employers—a long-standing @itulsit has not

been completely infected by consumer culture. Sennett’s use of consumer culture to
explain several facets of flexible capitalism will be revisited imptéra4.

In order to gain a better understanding ofuleof consumer culture by corporate
brass to maintain this power differential, it is crucial to appreciate thasr®y which
relevant concepts, such as vocation, interact with consumer culture so trerttibgn
be deployed.Beyond establishing the rules of the game played in our social
environment, consumer culture facilitates the commaodification of the veayoide
vocation. Chapter 3 turns to the mechanics of such a commodification process as
expressed primarily imhe Purpose-Driven LifeHere, | argue that Warren’s expression
of the idea of purpose, when used instrumentally to offer a higher meaningapethtsr
solace in life, has been disciplined for the market through the process of thadipac
and “selling” of the idea to consumers. | examine the connection befedpurpose-
Driven Lifeand consumer culture through its questionable status as a self-help book and
as a text that uses seeker-sensitive methods to woo religious consumers. The
shortcomings of these two ways to positidre Purpose-Driven Lifas a product of
consumer culture are made evident when contrasted with Vincent Milleg'ssassnt of

the relationship between religion and consumer culture.



Using Miller’s thesis that the meaning of consumer-friendly religion meist b
detached from the material and political context from which religious wadiarise and
function, | identify purpose as possessing consumer-friendly properties. After
establishing that purpose is a functional equivalent of vocation, | demonstrate that
Warren'’s concept is shorn of any reference to a material world in which a pwipmsd
be able to engage—if in fact purpose is universal in scope and power as Warren attests.
In this way, Warren'’s version of vocation solicits readers to maintain ddgshal
engagement” with the concept that establishes the conditions for Warren ézkise s
sensitive methods to package a book with self-help quditiekence it will be shown
that the classification dfhe Purpose-Driven Lifand books like it as products of
consumer culture based on their seeker-sensitive qualities overlooks thaiceaha
work that precede the expression of these qualities.

More insidiously, companies are increasingly encouraging employeeskathi
their approach to work in terms of consumer-friendly concepts like “purpose” or
“mission” to foster efficiency and productivity on the jdbAgain, consumer culture
tailors the idea of a calling not only to act as a palliative for the empsmdebut also
for unobstructed deployment by an employer. When deployed as such, a calling not only
serves the interests of the employer, but also loses the capacity to ficithe@expose
the ideology backing such interests. Likewise, the effects of this paresge have a

“dematerializing” effect on vocation, albeit for non-theological reasons.

19Vincent Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and PracticearConsumer CulturéNew York:
Continuum, 2004), 106.

" Richard H. Robertseligion, Theology and the Human Scien@smbridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002), 63; Jesper Kunde and B.J. CunningDarpprate Religion(Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Prentice Hall, 2002), 8, 64; Carrette and King,-¥32
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Chapter 4 explores the power dynamic in the contemporary corporate work world
that fuels such usage in order to disabuse those of the belief that consumeabuétyse
empowers consumers. Miller, while insightfully describing the dematsimin of
religion in a consumer culture, fails to treat the etiology with similartsry. His
emphasis on “habits and dispositions” that are instilled by consumer culturetsetees
emphasize the role that human and corporate agents play in the production and
sustenance of consumer religion. Lacking a detailed discussion of the realiaeesf
of the commaodification of religious products, Miller is resigned to leaving conrsume
with tacticsof resistance whensrategyis called for. 1 pit Miller’s leanings towards a
“democracy of consumers” against the more critical stance of Jeremgtt€and
Richard King. The latter argue that the consumer orientation towardsusliconcepts
and practices is far from innocent; the commodification of spiritualitgaggorate-led”
and “corporation-served?® Their argument simultaneously reveals the distance between
commodified religious concepts and actual work conditions as well as exposes tise mea
by which employers benefit by the distance. Here, the “consumer-friealtiyg” meets
the work world to reveal the limits of such an appropriation of vocation.

Later in the chapter, | explore ways in which a vocation can act to resiiedss
uneven power dynamics at work. Richard Roberts, at the end of hiRletiglon,

Theology and the Human Sciencadvances the idea of “identity as vocatioh.I
consider his idea as a means to counter the fragmenting of self-identity undietates

of consumer culture. Roberts’s idea, amongst his other concerns, is based on his

12 Carrette and King, 127-32.
¥ Roberts, 295-305.
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assessment that modern Western religion has fallen under the spell of coogitume
and is subject to an over-managerialized society.

In order to reverse this spell, a vocation must be able to deploy itself asapoli
weapon that can counter the institutions that maintain the status quo through their use of
consumer culture strategits Returning to the theological articulations of vocation of
John Calvin and Walter Rauschenbusch, | seek to use the means by which they expand
the concept of vocation into political arenas to address Roberts’s concerns.Calwite
and Rauschenbusch employ traditional theological methods to guide their respective
notions of vocation, the way that their ideas engage the world enables their tmtions
have political cache. | apply the elements of their respective theolfgresation that
intersect with the political world to the current work environment, but with qudidita
A vocation must be able to respond to twenty-first century work environments which
limits a direct application of the ideas of Calvin or Rauschenbusch. | draw on Jose
Casanova’s argument about public religions to help with the translation of traditional
religious ideas into modern secular contexts. Casanova provides a theorsttcaiba
the entrance of religious norms into the public square that is predicated on the
modernization of the religious ideas that provide the normative framework.

In my case, a vocation can carry aspects of Calvin’s and Rauschenbusch’s
versions of the concept into the workplace, but its efficacy is dependant on iistabilit

challengecurrentworkplace norms that deserve to be challenged. Casanova offers a

4 Michael Novak’s unique melding of vocation andibass in a capitalistic economy uncovers some
novel facets of a calling (and the heart of theifmss world) as it is appropriated today. Yetduacept of
vocation is placed too quickly in the service dfese market ideology, and hence loses some crégibil
And understandably, Novak’s idea of business dsgalould be unable to stand outside of the bussne
community if needed. See Michael NovBkisiness as Calling: Work and the Examined {lifew York:
Free Press, 1996).
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valuable means of endowing a vocation with the capacity to demand fairness in the
modern workplace while retaining much of a vocation’s religious import. | corfiand t
the concept of vocation musteak free from the grip of consumer culture first in order to
reengage one’s work with the kind of political energy needed to endow a job with
meaning from the ground up. Yet from Carrette and King, the process of “de-
commodifying” religious products has a religious impulse itself. Withr theights,
Calvin’s and Rauschenbusch’s “political theology of vocation,” and Casanova’s
provision for religion’s access into the public square, conditions are in place for a
“political vocation.” My move towards such a concept, then, is one that seeks to ground
a vocation over and against abstract manifestations found in popular literature while
remaining faithful to appropriate elements of the original Protestaneptnc

The political content of the concept by no means exhausts the entire idea of
vocation. It merely represents a latent element of the idea whose expressicetyi
needed. And when so expressed, vocations can ideally possess the power tedchalleng
well-heeled business culture when and if confrontation is demanded. Resudtant is
concept of vocation that, through an exertion of its political muscle, can promote
obedience to God’s will as much as disobedience towards an unjust or merely
unsatisfying working life.

American Work in the Twenty-First Century

Some preliminary ground clearing is necessary before proceeding.wkigs |
mean by “work” as it relates to vocation needs clarificationHdhits of the Heart
Robert Bellah et al. provide a useful “glossary” to parse terms assbaigh work. In a
chapter intended to locate work within the changing religious landscape, Bellah
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distinguishes a job from a career and from a callingobAs not typically interpreted as
an end in itself but is performed for material benefits alone and as such does not provide
the means to express the jobholder’s deeper interestarearoffers the means to
transcend mere material benefits of work through advancement within an cmcapat
structure, though salary may be the indicator of advancement. Bellahtistateigher
social standing and perhaps increased self-esteem can accompanyguwaress, but
work is still not an end in itself in a career.calling, on the other hand, forges the
relationship between one’s life and work that renders them inseparable. Work an e
in itself in a calling; monetary gain and social standing gained thiwoghare
secondary. Whether religious in nature or not, a calling, for Bellah, expriseses t
relationship between life and work in which one’s highest life purposes are made
manifest through work®

Bellah’s “job-career-calling” schema helps move us towards a wodefigition
of the term, “work.” The relationship between work and life that Bellah nsalpased on
interpretations of working experiences gathered from workeMeaning through work
has less and less to do with what one actually does on the job, thus the attempt to
understand the meaning of the idea of vocation through a job/career schema is becoming
more difficult. Something besides longevity at a job or lack of it animatesiregcal

Given this situation, peoples’ interpretations of the meaning culled from workttay |

15 Robert Bellah, et alHabits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitmentimerican LifgBerkeley:
University of California Press, 1985), 66.
181t is beyond the scope of my project to distinguietween the kinds of jobs that Americans have and
then determine which jobs are “calling worthy” bef@dvancing an argument. Even when this line of
inquiry has been followed, findings reveal that kived of job is not a determining factor in whether b jo
was considered merely a job, a career or a callkgy Wrzesniewski, Clark McCauley, and Paul Rozin,
“Jobs, Careers, and Callings: People’s Relatioriedw Work,” Journal of Research in Personalityl
(1997): 21-33.

14



definitively about the relationship between actual work and a vocation that infoamns
work. Again, many people consider their calling to transcend their job. Hencet@woca
is not necessarily tied to work as given by a worker’s expression of ldtienship. My
concern is not the more subjective registering of meaning on the job that Bsdis but

the more objective work conditions that help generate these expressions. Worker
satisfaction is an important piece of the puzzle regarding the relationshipebetw
vocation and work. Yet a reliance on these alone ignores the conditions that onlake w
meaningful that also contribute to the interpretation used by Bellah.

Raymond Williams’s set of definitions for “job” and “career” largely mirro
Bellah’s, though he contends that “work” can stand in semantically for botkterm
Hence “work” which includes both a job and a career, as Williams defines‘ihéas,
piece of work, the activity you get paid for, the thing you have to catch or to stoft or
do, the ordinary working experienc¥"Here, work is a more inclusive term that
contains worker experience and the “thing” that one does without getting caught up in
whether it is a part of a job or career. Work is simply work thus simplifying the
relationship between a vocation and wotk.

The fulcrum about which the meaning of the Protestant calling pivots is the role

of work operating within the calling. Williams also remarks that the wotKivhas

" Raymond WilliamsKeywords A Vocabulary of Culture and Socigfyew York: Oxford University
Press, 1983), 335-7. It should also be noted‘thaitk” as a verb can include non-paid activity tisiused
with expressions such as, “work around the hous&Work on my jump shot.” And while these actigs
can be construed as vocational, given Luther’s esipa definition, they leave open the possibilitatany
activity can potentially be a part of a vocationpessibility that this project has not the abilibyaddress
fully.

'8 williams, 337.

¥ Wwilliams’s generalization of work succeeds instamtally at the expense of an accounting for thélwas
different meanings that work carries. | willinghcur this expense for the sake of making my piojec
feasible yet still substantial. No matter how high amount of meaning or purpose is being extdaicten
one’s work, the concept of vocation can do more/ihdifting.
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undergone changes; the most profound being the change wrought by capitalism. From
the Reformation until early capitalism, work carried more of a medievalabact

toil.?° Since the onset of capitalism, the meaning of the word has been specified from its
very general form, “to indicate activity and effort through achievement” stiebeed by
relation to, “its imposed conditions, such as ‘steady’ or timed work, or working for a
wage or salary: being hired””

For the purposes of understanding what a calling has meant and how it has
functioned in the Protestant notion of calling, “work” is defined here in these two very
general senses—before and after capitalism. Williams also notekdhméeaning of
work under capitalistic conditions has been circumscribed not only by paid emplpyme
but by the set of social relations that surround one’s work and legitimize it aspsork,
se?? Thus defined, work describes not just the time spent “on the job,” but also that
which has the capacity to act as a lightening rod for the forces that fashisrsoci@l
identity. When considered in the context of identity formatibis latter quality of work
significantly broadens the definition of work to include also the effects osone’
job/career, as it is defined by social relations, on the sense of who one is. If work is
reduced simply to the activities that one performs on the job in exchange for agkaych

then it would lack the power to assert itself as a fundamental component oh@. calli

2 williams, 335. The difference between Reformatianrk” and today’s version is important to note
when attempting to understand the Reformationrmeat of calling later on in this chapter.

L williams, 335.

2 Williams, 335.
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This is so because when the word “calling” has been attached to work, work is given
added significance; a purpose that transcends the actual day-to-day duti@s’of a j

There are myriad interpretative stances with which to view the working
conditions and experiences of the modern American worker. Sennett’'s emphasis on the
impact ofsocial relationson the modern workplace rather than the economic or
psychological forces is particularly helpful. Sennett conceptualizes ttkeweold as a
network of social relations that determine the environment in which identitié® gobt
are forged® Sennett describes social capital as an expression of individual and/or
corporate power saved up and/or exerted at work that defines the social relatioals
of social capital act as a barometer measuring the overall health obthevarld and as
such, appropriately indicate the level of receptivity that a concept of vocation ca
manage” As noted earlier, | seek to extend the concept of vocation into the political
arena of the work world. Lacking a baseline description of the way in which socia
groups interact in the workplace, a vocation remains individualized, private and unable to
alter social structure.

Sennett pares down his task further by focusing primarily on business institutions

on the, “cutting edge of the economy: high technology, global finance, and new service

2 |t must be noted that at any given time, certabrsjor careers have provided more satisfactiorhande
have been more able to plausibly be consideredopartalling than others. This is of course tiogay.
That said, theologians have typically ignored ttitebnces in the meaning of work for the workeremh
analyzing the role of work in a calling. Insteddlelineating which kinds of work are more “calling
worthy,” which, practically speaking, would be dnstaking task, most theologians dealing with vioeat
simply refer to “work” in the most general sense.

2 gpecifically, Sennett argues that descriptive telike “liquid” or “flexible” define modern capititic
society. Contrasting today’s business world witBB&t’s “iron cage,” Sennett places company demands
for worker flexibility and complacence with job atility under the umbrella of a pervasive consumer
culture—an association that | explore in chapteBg.connecting volatility that accompanies flexibl
capitalism to the mindset of the modern consumennstt situates work in the larger cultural settirg
noted earlier, the meaning of vocation is caughinupis setting as well and hence Sennett’s ingatbn
proves doubly fruitful.

% Richard Sennetfhe Culture of the New CapitalistNew Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 63-6.
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firms with more than three thousand employees.” He is quick to remark that most
Americans do not work for such firms, “[r]ather, they represent a leadingoédpange,
an aspiration of what businesses ought to become: no one is going to start a new
organization based on the principle of permanent j6b#\s a vanguard that may be in a
nascent stage, buttise model for any business desiring to be successful, Sennett
contends that, “this small glue of the economy has a culture influence far besyond i
numbers.?” As I rely on Sennett’s use of social capital to elucidate theoeitip
between work and vocation, his focusthbis sector of the business world will be where
my focus lies as well in chapter 2.

Admittedly, circumscribing my study in this way risks passing over workers,
specifically manual laborers, who do not work in these fields. Luther is expliog
inclusion ofall jobs, including those that stem from social roles, to be “calling-worthy,”
and Rick Warren is similarly non-elitist or non-selective in his determmat who can
live a “purpose-driven life.” | choose to apply vocation to the kind of work on which
Sennett focuses primarily for the purposes of simplicity. Work environmentswidty
from those of the forest ranger to the mid-level bureaucrat to the self-exdpldy work
out of the house. While aspects of a political vocation can engage all work, | focus on a
specific type of work environment so that my concept retains specificity to@acdount
for all types of work, as Luther attempts to do, would be a difficult task given the vas
difference between say, manual labor and service industry jobs in lateisapithd

addition, as we will see in chapter 2, there are particular qualities of xifgddle

% Sennett, “Capitalism and the City,” Future City eds. Stephen Reed, Jirgen Rosenmann and Job van
Eldijk (New York: Spon Press, 2005), 119.
%" Sennett, 12.
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corporation that differentiate its workers from manual laborers. As will perd later,
“team-based,” intra-business competition and the use of consulting firms in ¢cam®ra
lend themselves to some of the mechanics of consumer culture. Manual, wage labor
typically does not participate in such business strate@ieslly, Sennett takes pains to
argue that because fewer and fewer corporations are controlling the econoosyahe
lion’s share of employees, the actions of corporations on “the cutting edge of t
economy” are felt in some way by all Americans. Therefore, if a concept afimocan
engagehis working environment, its implications can be far-reaching as well.

My use of consumer culture requires brief qualification as well. Throughout my
argument, | do not assume that consumer culture srlyeleterminant of the meaning
of vocation today for the simple reason that consumer culture itself is nohoeteve
of the cultural landscape including the meaning of wibrRolitical and economic forces
have heavily contributed to the shaping of the form of work (and hence vocation) that can
explain the current status of work without recourse to consumer mindsets and behaviors.
| choose to examine the impact of consumer culture on work and the idea of vocation in
part, because of the immense impact that consumer culture exerts on populangenderi
of vocation and hence their interpretations.

Finally, my employment of the term “political” entails some éieation. | use

the term in @eneralsense to describe the now dormant ability of the idea of vocation to

%8 Most literature on consumer culture admits ofritsscapability though not of its omnipotence. Wahd
Berry suggests lifestyle choices that avoid thialst of consumer culture through non-participatory
stances towards the market. See Wendell B&eay, Economy, Freedom and Commufhtgw York:
Pantheon, 1994), 40. Robert Reich argues for aragpn between politics and the market that will
reenergize a citizenry that, in his view, can staffehe commaodification of public space. See RbBe
Reich,Supercapitalism: The Transformation of BusinessnBeracy, and Everyday Lif&lew York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 2007), 209-25. Vincent Miller, inis efforts to curb the encroaching commodificatid
religion, calls for a return to a “sacramentalityithin the Catholic Church where sacramental thigkand
action can counter consumer thinking and actioge giller, Consuming Religianl88-92.
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engage the politics of the corporate workplace. “Political” also modifies theagjener
nature of social relations between the players in corporate America, bspadlying, so
that the political component of a vocation can engage its target accurately.rrithe te
localizes a certain kind of social relationship that gains its curreaoydneven power
distributions between certain parties that are generated by productitten®l The
productive relations are primarily economic but quickly translate into a moezajeed
power differential at work. “Political” is thus set apart from other waysew social
relationships such as strictly economic, psychological, racial, ethnic orregessksd or
even religious. This, in turn, helps isolate the political in the idea of vocation.

“Workplace politics” is a common expression typically used in a pejorative
fashion to describe uncomfortable or unproductive working environments in which social
relationships act as obstacles to production or promotion. The specific environment of
the corporate workplace that | attend to is one of power disparities which ren@ér s
relationships political; not just economic nor merely social. And because margri
concern is to “awaken” the political component within a religious concept, not
necessarily to launch a political program or to involve vocation with statecpphtiy use
of the term “political” is primarily heuristic. The problems thattieess with a political
vocation are not that of state politics, but deal with the ways a vocation can imdrm a
challenge certain aspects of workplace politics. | merely illutmisame of the political
gualities of vocation and then ascertain the conditions needed for a possible entrance of
the idea of vocation into the power game occurring in corporate America.

In this way, the application of a “political vocation” has family resemblarmes t
yet also has more measured goals than, the concepts employed by libkeatiogians.
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For many who consider themselves to be doing liberation theology, theological soncept
must fit into a conceptual whole under the burden of liberating all constraints on the
human conditiof? Or the political and economic liberation of the poor is underwritten
by a comprehensive set of theological convictions. pdigical is thetheologicaland
vice-versa. The idea of a political vocation suggested in my project is an @ffetime
spirit of liberation theology (vocation as a means to empower all workers),dbaitnis
no totalizing ability nor does it allege membership in a pre-existent theal®yistem.
Moreover, | admit of no equation between the theological and the political, as if one
serves the other or as if both have a common goal. Instead, | largely bracket off t
guestion of whether a vocation actually gains its strength from divine soutuiés (
attending to the role that theology plays in the social standing of a vocation) incorder
locate its political potential to affect the secular realm. The followioggoseon the
methodology explicates this move more fully.
Some Notes on Methodology

Work is by no means fully determinative of the meaning of a calling, both past
and present. Rather the religio-cultural environment in which work occurs figures
prominently in the power and interpretation of one’s vocation, as Max Weber was well
attuned.For Weber, as opposed to Karl Marx, certain theological commitments are

causal factors in socioeconomic effettsHowever recent developments in the scholarly

% The father of liberation theology, Gustavo Gugerrwrites: “From the outset, liberation was seen a
something comprehensive, an integral reality froliclv nothing is excluded, because only such anafea
it explains the work of him in whom all the pronssare fulfilled.” Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of
Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988), xxiv

30 See Max WebeiThe Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitaliéew York: Scribner's 1958).
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approach to theology and its relationship to culture have altered the methods with whic
the scholar can analyze the relationship between religion and society shee s\day.
Weber’'s assumptions bolstered his overall approadhénProtestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalisnthat theological concepts such as Calvin’s notion of
predestination could be understood through a causal relationship that inhered between
religion and society. Those assumptions and his findings led him to conclude that
theology would give way to secular, modern normative frameworks, if in fact that had not
already occurred A causal relationship between theological beliefs and secular society
presupposes an ontological separation between the two, despite Weber’s bold claim of
integration inThe Protestant Ethic
My own argument is not theological in the traditional sense but constructed more
with a Weberian spirit in play. In the final analysis, | do not offer a cdrafecation
that accords with a certain interpretation of the biblical God. Nor will midely into a
theological metanarrative or correspond to a particular religious tradisgstem, at
least intentionally. In both of these cases, projects typically aimriby@daheological
concept by mining original sources and accepted interpretations in order ta recove
orthodox principles against the threat of cultural contamination of such printiples.
Instead, | use theologgstrumentallyrather than substantively to further my argument.
The concept of vocation that | finally offer is not a part of a confessional theolagy

more explicitly, my concept does not assert anything about the actual réigtions

L Weber, 155-83.

%2 In order to claim that contamination has occurted must contend that an uncontaminated esserce of
concept exists. | do not claim this about vocatioany other theological concept. Hence the afea
vocation that | proffer is a tentative one andrieaable to change. For an example of this kind of
treatment of the subject of labor, see David Hs@aiResponsive Labor: A Theology of Wélkuisville,

KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006).
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between God and humanity. This relationship is bracketed off, not undermined, for the
purposes of understanding the function of the idea of vocation in culture and arriving at a
concept that can do this work most suitably.

This kind of method is becoming progressively more legitimized through the
work of scholars for whom theological formulations are culturally embedded and hen
brook no recourse to orthodoxy. Sheila Greeve Davaney writes: “For many scholar
texts and beliefs no longer float free, to be interpreted only in relation to othseatek
ideas, but are understandable only within the concrete particularities oidailstor
existence.” And for theology, she remarks that, “there has been a move amaidr
study of ideas abstracted from their concrete histories and contexts and aherthiokt
histories and realities of religious communities and individu&Is\o longer can
theological concepts that emerge either from the academy or from indivitigialus
beliefs proceed from a culturally insulated position. In turn, when theolagioakpts
are seen to be inextricably bound up in a historical and cultural matrixutherity of
cultural discourse is permitted to inform the analyses of religious &stprs, beliefs and
practices.

The “turn to culture” by theological thinkers admits two primary claimsiabo
theology. One, the assertion that all theological concepts and religious taeéefents
are embedded in culture is a response to the inability of theologians to broker in non
contextual, universal @ui genericoncepts when faced with multi-cultural, postmodern

epistemologies. Two, despite implications of the first claim, theologaatepts, even

¥ Sheila Greeve Davaney, "Theology and the Turnuitu@al Analysis," inConverging on Culture:
Theologians in Dialogue with Cultural Analysis a@dticism, ed. Delwin Brown, Sheila Greeve Davaney
and Kathryn Tanner (Oxford: Oxford University Pre&801), 9.
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when their cultural sources are acknowledged, still hanerraativefunction and hence
can uniquely inform and at times pass judgment, albeit chastened, on that culture.

First, theology has had to contend with shifting ground underneath if$ feet.
Philosophical, historical and anthropological findings alike reveal that, déiseite
protestations of theology in general, theological ideas are and have akemybound up
in their surrounding cultural conteXt. Delwin Brown, after citing the “loss of
objectivity” in theology arrived at with a historicist rendering of chaggnterpretations
of God, delivers the hard truth. He remarks that, “...there are no self-eviderdlgeser
from which to begin these scholarly inquiries and hence from which equally sure
conclusions might be deduced...They [objects of religion] have lost their essences. Thi
is especially evident when we speak of religion and religious traditiéristierefore any
current usage, e.g. the term “evil,” when no account is taken of the cultural conditioni
of the concept, is no longer a viable theological optibhas been a particularly difficult
pill for theology to swallow because of its traditional insistence that it tradeiversal
concepts and systems of concepts.

The crisis resulting from this table-turning has spawned everyttong f

reclamation projects devised to recapture original theological meafitwsreative

% This development is now well known, but was attited definitively by Van Harvey in a well known
article. Van Harvey, “On the Intellectual Margiitlof American Theology,” irReligion and Twentieth
Century American Intellectual Lifed. Michael J. Lacey (New York: Cambridge Univeréitess, 1989).
% See Kathryn Tannefheories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theolddyinneapolis: Augsburg
Press,1997), 25-37.

% Delwin Brown, “Refashioning Self and Other: ThemjpAcademy, and the New Ethnography,” in
Converging on Cultureed. Delwin Brown, Sheila Greeve Davaney and Kaitfiranner (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 41-2.

37 For examples see David F. Weln Place for Truth or Whatever Happened to EvargélTheology?
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993); John Milbank, Gra¥éard and Catherine Pickstock, “Suspending the
Material: The Turn of Radical Orthodoxy,” Radical Orthodoxyed. John Milbank, Graham Ward and
Catherine Pickstock (London: Routledge, 1998), 1-20
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reworkings of traditional theological idedsio the abandonment of any theological
methods® to an unqualified acceptance of historicism and cultural relativism with a
willingness to view theological concepts in light of these developments. The fourth
option, which | opt for in this study, raises a thorny question, however. ¥hisn
conditioned by shifting cultural contexts, how are culturally conditioned thealogic
concepts even able to retain their normative capacity to confront and even critique
cultural institutions when warranted?

The acknowledgment that all theological statements are culturallydeiate
relegates religious discourse to merely one amongst all other discousses, the
democratization of discourses that attends the cultural turn in theology shgnals
potential loss of vocal distinctiveness. Under the secularization of society, riésasied
ability of secular institutions to provide their own societal norms further gnedhe
authority of religious norms to contribute to the conversation.

Yet Casanova argues that the perception of the public impotence of religion
operates off of a set of assumptions stemming from secularization theoryetiao rioe
guestioned. When the content, scope and reliability of secularization theory is
scrutinized, the power of religion and its normative capacities stiihrtta ability to
participate in the public realm, Casanova contends. He persuasively arguesetina
subsets of the theory are separated out and analyzed separately, the oveyatigesor

its ability to categorize religion and predict its fateOne subset, the differentiation and

3 For an example see David Tra6n Naming the Present: Reflections on God, Hermtigsew@and
Church(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1994).

39 For an example see Don Cupitgking Leave of Go(London: SCM-Canterbury Press, 2001).

“0 Jose CasanovRublic Religions in the Modern Wor{€hicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994),
211-217.
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emancipation of secular spheres, and another, the privatization of religion, hatedpera
separately in the past and continue to do so. The upshot is that the release adnisstitut
from religious control says little prescriptively about the social locatiahfanction of
religion, even in the midst of secularization.

In several case studies, Casanova demonstrates that despite the general flow of the
secularization of the West, religions have been able to enter the public nehbfiea a
contesting normative discourse in contraposition to the dominant “secular” discourse
This was and is only possible if the boundaries of the public/private and sacred/secular
split that were largely defined by secularization theorists are questi Further,
Casanova'’s findings reveal that parts of secularization theory work onligitia r
separation of sacred/secular, private/public is discarded. Once the€idition” part
of the theory is disentangled from the “privatization” part, the dividing line leztwe
public and private becomes permedBldzlow is then permitted in both directions—if
religion opts for such movemeftt.

In order to enter the public realm and negotiate with “secular” institutionalsporm
newly “deprivatized” religion, “is conditioned by the very success of the mtve.”
Modernity “trains” religion to communicate its specific normative concermerms of
modern values such as freedom and natural rights. In turn, deprivatized religibns, wit

their traditional principles in tow yet blocked from recourse to privateukzge, can

! casanova, 39.

“2 Casanova notes that the loosening of the griprtitatern public/private schemas have had on theeprop
place of religion has not dictated where religial mow stand. Instead whether a religion staysgie or
enters the public square is a “historical optiokvhile most Western religions still prefer privatiion, the
option is now there. Casanova, 39, 223.

“3 Casanova, 222.
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confront the normative frameworks of secular institutitnslence the entrance of
deprivatized religions into the public sphere cannot assume either an antimtaderasre

stance, a transcendent point of contact or even a “return of the sacred.”

They represent, rather, new types of immanent ntivenaritiques of specific forms of
institutionalization of modernity which presuppagwecisely the acceptance of the
validity of the fundamental values and principlésnmdernity, that is, individual
freedoms and differentiated structures. In otherds, they are immanent critiques of
particular forms of modernity from a modern religgopoint of view"®

Conceding the accommodation to modern principles that deprivatized religion must
undergo, Casanova admits of the embeddedness of religion in modern culture. Instead of
religion receding into background of sociopolitical discourse, ironically it is thedurn t
the culture that enables the public entrance and resonance of religion.

However, as Casanova points out in the above quote, certain forms of
institutionalization of modern principles demand critique. Specifically, whenmmode
principles are used to underwrite institutional action that may militaiesighe
manifestation of these same principles, criticism is in order. Accordinggan®va,
deprivatized religion, while modernized, still retains the ability to offamanent
normative critiques” of applications of modern principles that conflict with theeiptes
of that religion. These, of course, vary widely but Casanova focuses on the need for
religion to remind secular institutions of the principles that uphold the “common good”
over and against their tendency to push for individual gain. Deprivatized religions are

still able to deploy normative critiques because these norms, such as ethiraéit of

4 For example Casanova cites the recent emergeribe tieme of “humanization” from American
Catholic bishops as evidence for his theory. Titeeating of secular institutions to bend theirigieb
towards the end of “the dignity of all human beihgsnstitutes a means by which Catholic tenets are
“modernized” yet still bring a religious normatiframework. Such a stance can work in the pubknar
of the market because it has been cut loose frenmtperatives of natural law and even the Church
hierarchy. Casanova, 191-193, 206-207.

5 Casanova, 221-222.
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others, have always been a part of most religigmmtthese norms have been prepared by
modernity. The need for religion to deploy such norms at times speaks to the irevaluabl
role that religion plays in social discourse. Modern institutions allowed toegglfate
alone can wind up harming the very human interests that they explicitly set out to
further*® Religion can and should contest the normative framework that justifies such an
environment.

Casanova’s analysis provides the theoretical conditions for religiousptsrice
contest “secular” discourses with religious normative counter proposals. Butdmies
on exactly what is salvaged of religiot@nceptavhen they are made functional through
deprivatization. If the unmediated path to a concept’s divine source is blocked, what is
left of the concept and how can it be used exactly? Kathryn Tanner’s use of thptconc
of grace serves as a good example. She argues that the material ex¢hmanogey, and
all of the cultural signifiers that go along with it, stands as the interprgtid within

which “grace” becomes intelligible in the contemporary world.

[g]race has everything to do with money. Hereslonis in the distribution of grace—
religious differences most generally, differenaesaligious commitment, differences in
religious affiliation—are taken to be signs of egoric differences, for example,
differences in class or status grouping...money dassare what should not be
discussed in polite society or in the supposedigsiess society of the United States,
what, indeed, the veil of religion keeps from bemegntioned as such. Grace is
substituted for money, as money’s representatismepresentable stand-in or sfjn.

Here, Tanner deciphers the concept of grace daimgionalterminology so that the
concept operates as a signifier that mitigates the harsher redlitgdhay acts as the
real determiner of social differences and status. For this to happen,agace

theological concept, must not only participate in the cultural game that designa

“ | apply Casanova’s theory more directly in chagterith a discussion of the role of an idea of ‘timra
that carries certain norms into the public spactefcontemporary work world.
" Kathryn TannerEconomy of GracéVliinneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2005), 7.
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winners and losers in a capitalistic society, but it must also take its ooeamd be
deployed by the cultural dictates that execute the rules of the game. riwotts,
grace, as Tanner sees it, is fully embedded in culture.

Further, Tanner uses the similarities between grace and money to pit an
alternative set of economic exchanges over against the kinds commonly gdractice
capitalistic economy. Her “economy of grace” is based on noncompetitive economic
exchanges on the global level that will result in a mutual benefit for all ptartiee
exchange. Tanner bases her proposal on the meaning of grace as it was apprgpriated b
early Christian communities in both economic and non-economic exchénbes.
overall argument is that a notion of grace can act as a normative conceptitiegr
the non-zero sum game played by powerful multinational corporations and developing
countries. Here, grace is immersed in the world yet still carriésittite import that can
imaginatively restructure economic relations in ways that economic soleaonst. It
is in this same vein that | apply the concept of vocation to the wider culture for the
purposes of exposing features of the work world and move towards a notion of vocation
that can contribute to a more just work world.

Christian Self-Help Literature and the Turn to Culture

My project departs from Tanner’s in that | explore usages of the idea of vocation
as it is found in a popular example of Christian self-help literature to helpydlaif
current use of the term. Because self-help books are not common objects ofyscholarl
interest, some addressing of how the turn to culture in theology helps in dealing with this

literature is warranted.

“8 Tanner, 2, 26-7.
29



Fortunately, the connection between theology and culture within this genre is
ready-made for the analyst. Self-help books are often written in resfmpagerceived
gap between the way that individuals are living their lives and the way theyl shud
while this “is/ought” problem is a common stimulus for academic theologicalrnqui
Christian self-help literature typically resolves it by accommoddbrculture in its effort
to appeal to a mass audience. For instance, God’s omniscience may be invaiéd by s
help literature not necessarily to make a theological point but to address trosslieg
such as depression, addiction, loss of a loved oné&? &ecause Christian self-help
authors tend to begin with more immediately felt human issues and end with
corresponding solutions, their theological concemistbe easily translatable into the
wider culture.

Instead of investigating this use of theological concepts for the purposes of
understanding the tight relationship between the concepts and culture, criticsstadchr
self-help literature typically condemn it for its close tie to culture. Aflmxamination of
this line of criticism is needed in order to draw attention to the more fruitfubapiprof
the method that | use.

Conservative Christian commentary on the nature and effects of Christian self
help literature tends to apply its own version of theological concepts in orftante
what is being communicated in this literature. For example, an orthodox irdégoretf

a concept such as sin can be pitted against an allegedly shallow or Newi&gdatin

9 See Joyce MeyeRattlefield of Your Mind: Winning the Battle in Ydvind (New York: Warner Books,
1995); Nancy Leigh DeMos&jes Women Believe: And the Truth That Sets Thee(Ehicago: Moody
Press, 2001); M. Scott Peciye Road Less Traveled: Spiritual Growth in an Afj&nxiety(New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1978); Stephen R. CoVag, Seven Habits of Highly Effective Peqplew York,
Simon and Schuster, 1989).

30



of the concept found in self-help literatdPe Analyses such as these simply stack the
claims of certain self-help books up against a purportedly more biblical accouod of G
and humanity. Then after framing the argument thusly, the former positionciedegan
the basis of its errant interpretation.

For example, John Eldredge in his self-help b&@kd at Heart calls for men to
recapture their “masculinity” by returning to a kind of primal “wildné&sd/ildness
emerges from a reservoir of latent energy in all men that, when tapped, coheercts t
with their true identity. Eldredge relies on examples of men from the Bidkeng,
Abraham, Samson, Job, David and Jesus) to support his claim. These figures show that
the proper relationship with a loving God uncovers the “masculine heart” in all men
which generates excitement not boredom, courage not fear, wildness not di\ildtyat
Heart enters self-help territory in several ways. For instance, on the topic otisau§#
talks of the common practice of men carrying a particularly burdensome version of
original sin which limits their relationship with God. Yet instead of castirgrai sin
in metaphysical terms, the sinful weight is made up of “old psychological antbaaiot
wounds” that hinder the soul’s expression of wildress.

Daniel Gillespie, a nondenominational pastor, criticizes Eldredge’s treatrinent

sin:

0 See John MacArthuAshamed of the Gospel: When the Church BecomesHsl&/orld(Wheaton, IL:
Crossway Books, 2001); Nathan Busenitz, "A Sendeuppose: Evaluating the Claims of The Purpose-
Driven Life," In Fool's Gold ed. John MacArthur (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 20@is Guinesd)ining
With the Devil: The Megachurch Movement Flirts Withdernity(Grand Rapids: Baker Books: 1993).
For a more nuanced stance towards Christian skifliterature, see Joanna and Alister McGr&tblf-
Esteem: The Cross and Christian Confidef\Weaton, IL: Crossway, 2002Even though the McGraths
take a more conciliatory stance on the self-helpentent (they cite some therapeutic benefits ofhgy
conclude their book with the judgment that problemith self-esteem can only be solved with faittihia
work of Christ, as detailed scripturally.

*1 John Eldredgewild at Heart: Discovering the Secret of a Man'siS@Nashville: Thomas Nelson,
2001), 127.
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Man'’s personal responsibility for sin is overlookddstead of establishing individual
responsibility for sin, the author encourages neeshift the blame—seeing sin more as a
sickness than a moral choice . . . By convincirggreaders to blame their behavior on
these hidden wounds, Eldredge replaces the gudtsifiner with the self-righteous pity

of a victim. That falls far short of the bibligaicture of man’s responsibility?.

Here and in many other commentaries on Christian self-help literaturadaee criticism

of a theological concept is legitimated solely on the basis of an “authertiicabi
rendering of the concept. Hidden in Gillespie’s comment is a reliance on aiStadvi
interpretation of the depravity of humanity in the face of God. We do not rise up out of
our depravity by attending to contingent psychological scars—such a suggestaks sm
of Pelagianism. For Gillespie, it is either God who dictates the terms of fgitheor
creatures who mistakenly attempt to define sin for themselves. Anclitusethat is
designated as the primary culprit for tempting Eldredge into modimugdiluting the
theological concept of sin. After citing Eldredge’s use of masculine movie, icons
addition to biblical figures, for more examples of expressions of wildness,gilles

remarks,

Quotes from secular song writers, poets, and piyilbsrs also line the pageswfld at
Heart From the Dixie Chicks to the Eagles to Bruceii@mteen, Eldredge seems
enamored by the thoughts of worldly men . . . I$lysmod where Christians should go
to find out what God expects for men? Should m®foem the foundation, or furnish
the role models, for true masculinity? Since wheas the church develop its spiritual
ideals from the on-screen imaginations of unsawestrs

Gillespie answers these questions with a predictable, “never.” The waultliyecthat
produces worldly men can never serve as the template for the church’fodéslsnale
congregants. The Bible and a certain interpretation of it stand above cultunetssm

it alone can provide the true foundation for men’s lives.

*2 Daniel Gillespie, “Roaming Wild: Investigating tMessage iWild at Heart,” in Fool's Gold ed. John
MacArthur (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2004), 93.
3 Gillespie, 82.
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Authors like Gillespie who employ this kind of strategy so clearly stay the
method of investigation employed by those who view theological concepts asibylt
embedded that it is difficult to engage them as serious interlocutors. Cultureeand t
things of God stand at a Kierkegaardian “infinite qualitative” distarare gach other.

In contrast, more complex analyses of Christian self-help literaturepkeate
with a historical seriousness when addressing theological concepttune @k more
useful. One such scholar, David F. Wells, has embarked on such an investigation of the
historical and cultural forces that help account for the corrosion of evaalgbakology
in America. Wells’s approach differs from Gillespie’s because he dosepatate
culture from theology absolutely. Rather he admits of the power of cultusngfdrm
the relationship that humans have with the objects of theology. By identifying @fristi
self-help literature as a product of American culture, Wells brings semtare and the
theological ideas contained in self-help literature closer together,ithbagloseness is
bothersome. A brief examination of Wells’s argument, which extends over a three book
series, will reveal some merits of the claims he makes about Chridfituelpditerature,
while at the same time also exposing some of the shortcomings of his interpreti
framework. Attention to these shortcomings will serve to bolster the ttaitthe
cultural influence on theological conceptsrnaterialas well as ideational.

Wells’s three bookd\o Place for Truth or Whatever Happened to Evangelical
Theology?, God in the Wasteland: The Reality of Truth in a World of Fading Dreams,
andAbove All Earthly Pow'rattempt to explain the failure of the evangelical church to
hold true to its principles. Throughout his self-proclaimed trilogy, Wells focuses
attention on the secularizing forces of the Enlightenment as signalinggineibg of a
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radical change in the tasks and goals of theology in general. He writes, “

Enlightenment worked its dark magic by seizing such Christian motifs asicajva
providence, and eschatology and rewriting them in humanistic terms, offering thei
substance in this-worldly ways® For Wells, secular humanism that emerged from
Enlightenment “dark magic” failed in its attempt to replace pre-Enlighéat values and
virtues. And now postmodernism helps knock down the house of cards that was built on
humanistic principles but without building anything substantial in its place. In othe
words, postmodernity helpfully reveals the vacuousness of secular humanism.liéet We
does not believe that postmodernism is sufficient to the task of reconstructingentoher

cosmos. He explains,

It is thus that modernity has brought forth its owtellectual conquerors in the post-
moderns. They are eviscerating its hopes whiléngato leave its structures—
urbanization, capitalism, technology, telecommutiices—in place. In effect, they are
producing a version of modernity bereft of its b&dj stuck in despair. On the one hand,
post-modern authors have made the Christian cetafunodernity easier, but on the
other hand their virulent attack not merely on gmlénment meaning but @l meaning
has made Christian faith less plausible in the moderld>®

This comprehensive damage to all grounded meaning permits the rise of falseésppbphe
all kinds to capture our attention, direct our activities, and most importantly fits, We
alter the task of evangelical theology.

According to Wells, the principles of correct evangelical theology aeefibid.
Any theological project must include, “confessional elements, reflectidghis

confession, and the cultivation of a set of virtues that are grounded in the first two

> David F. WellsGod in the Wasteland: The Reality of Truth in a MWof Fading Dream¢Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 47.
5 Wells, God in the Wasteland7.
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elements.®® It is “confession,” as not only a fundamental component of Wells’s
definition but also as a theological concept, on which | wish to focus.

In its most traditional form, confession is substantive and consists in what the
church believes. Yet for Wells, confession has a specific trajectoryegénds to what
the church is to confess and what guides confession itself. “Churches with roots in the
Protestant Reformation confess the truth that God has given to the Church through the
inspired Word of God> The Word of God is thus understood to guide the church’s
confession and consequently, confession is always geared towards the truth. These
confessions can be negotiated and argued for and this negotiation and argomentat
form the primary task of theology. Nonetheless Wells maintains thatdhereeno
disagreement that statements of a proper confessional nature aresatbegaptat
objective truth about God. Therefore, confession is a means to coalesce biblical
interpretations that both maintain continuity of proper belief across time, antl orie
communities of faith to the truth about God.

Wells blames the gradual loss of the evangelical church’s maintenasgehoh
conceptual trajectory on a fracturing of authority wrought by modernism and the
subsequent destruction of meaning effected by postmodernism. With the rise oemultipl
sources of authority after the Enlightenment, not only has the Bible been forced t
compete with non-biblical sources of authority, but the actual capacity acdssoom to
connect the church to the truth about God has been severely compromised as well. Then
the destruction of biblical foundations created a vacuum that other cultural aeshori

stepped in to replace.

6 Wells,No Place for Truth98.
5" Wells,No Place for Truth99.
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It is here that Wells points to commercialization and consumerism as being the
primary movements that dictate what is meaningful or not. He identifies censum
culture as the new dominant cultural paradigm within which the church now operates. As
opposed to a secular culture that the church could absorb while still preserving the
essential integrity of its confession, consumer culture has altered confesslf. He
emphasizes this new power of culture by contrasting H. R. Niebuhr’s simplistic
interpretation of culture with that of today: “Culture, he [Niebuhr] arguedh& Ywuman
beings made of nature; it is what we impose upon nature by way of cities and
transportation systems, or what we make if it by way of artistic etdifa . What
Niebuhr did not ponder is the stunning commercial success that industrialization has
brought, and this is what has begun to change the meaning of cdfture.”

The primary effect of this cultural change beginning with the Enlightenment and
carrying us to consumer culture is the new direction of the church’s confessioelfer W
No longer is confession directed externally towards objective truth about God, but rathe
towards the church’s own inner theater and to the inner theaters of individual members
Wells elaborates, “as the nostrums of the therapeutic age supplant confasdias
preaching is psychologized, the meaning of Christian faith becomes privafta
single stroke, confession is eviscerated and reflection reduced mainly totthbogt
one’s self.®® When the self is the focus, God’s commands, moral direction and proper
action are first and foremost subject to human desire, feeling and intuition. Ndiagnly

the need for external direction and truth that confession used to supply dwindled, an

8 Wells, Above All Earthly Pow'r§Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 18.
*9Wells, Above All Earthly Pow'rs101.
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ersatz authority has stepped in to satisfy needs that are primarily iziedna
psychological in nature.

Wells has much more to say about the allegedly shameful state of the esadngeli
church, but for my purposes, his method used to analyze the relationship betweam religi
and culture is particularly instructive. Admittedly, there is much to be comedein
Wells’s project. His claims about the “rise of the therapeutic” in Amerecdture are
well documented® and his association of the therapeutic model with the diminishment of
the power of a traditional confession in the church is very plausible. In additiois, Wel
unlike Gillespie, establishes his case on an interpretation of American chistoay
instead ofstrictly relying on biblical orthodoxy to make his case. Instead of dismissing
secular culture as too utterly tainted by sin to have any real authostlg gvants that
culture can substantively alter the meaning of theological concepts |afhentably so.

His argument’s merits notwithstanding, the question remains, “how does culture
function in Wells’s analysis and does it further the understanding of a theolcwicaipt
such as ‘confession’ as it is appropriated today?” While Wells admite piter of
culture, he clearly rejects that confessioagsentiallfformed and modified by culture.
His claim, rather, is that the meaning and function of confession have been corgupted b
culture. The evidence for corruption is the substitution of psychological contdrfome
the truth about God—the objective of confessional activities.

In order to support this claim, Wells reduces the culture that is to blame for the

failure of the evangelical church strictly to meaning—primarily that the rise of the

%0 See Philip RieffThe Triumph of the Therapeutic: Uses of Faith Aftezud (New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1966); Christopher Lasditne Culture of Narcissisrdmerican Life in and Age of
Diminishing Expectation@New York: W. W. Norton, 1978); David Riesmdre Lonely Crowd: A Study
of Changing American CharactdiNew Haven: Yale University Press, 1961).
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authoritative selmeanghat confession in the church is shorn of its ability to connect
believers to God’s truth. Wells’s focus on the meaning of modern confession alone
minimizes the changes in some of the ways that evangelicals (and othersgbiave
interacting socially and materially that have generated me&hili¢ells gives short
shrift to material causes of the failure by collapsing culture (which mciside the
social relations that communicate culture) and the meaning of that cultuesauit other.
Thus collapsed, cultural meanings can be more easily manipulated fors/pelipbses
without the messiness of social reality getting in the way. Hence Wellda to
integrate the meaning of the rise of the therapeutic self into bounded cultural Whele
therapeutic self then easily serves as an affront to Wells’s biblmalaf humanity.

Such an unchanging stance on biblical truths entrenches his position that culture
only corrupts and prevents him from more thoroughly investigating the possibility that
the meaning of confession has always been subject to cultural negotiatiant, \Wélls

is unwittingly a part of this negotiation. For his reclamation of the “truedmmng of

1 An example of such an investigation is ironicailyere Wells get the title for one his bookisy Place

for Graceby T. J. Jackson Lears. Lears, like Wells, logateme of the sources of the self emergent in the
early twentieth century that begins to rely morawily on self-actualization as the means to “sabvat

In contrast to Wells, however, Lears does not eefthe meaning of such a development, such asmgidg
that advertising is inherently manipulative of ssefves, with all of the factors that contributahe
development. Hence he refuses to deduce from angémg therapeutic ethos the whole of the social
context that produced it. Lears writes, “Adverigsicannot be considered in isolation. Its role in
promoting a consumer culture can only be understgtdn a network of institutional, religious, and
psychological changes. . .The coming of the therpethos was a modern historical developmenpatia
by the turmoil of the turn of the century.” T.Jackson Lears, "From Salvation to Self-Realization:
Advertising and the Therapeutic Roots of the Coresu@ulture, 1880-1930," ifihe Culture of
Consumptioned. Richard Wightman Fox and T. J. Jackson L@desv York: Pantheon, 1983), 3-4. The
turmoil that Lears refers to is largely the residlgrand alterations in both social relations agidjious
worldviews. “Feelings of unreality stemmed fronbamization and technological development; from the
rise of an increasingly interdependent market eaconand from the secularization of liberal Protattn
among its educated and affluent devotees.” L&ar#ll were factors in the formation of the theeafic
ethos around this time in American history andtlfds reason, cannot be separated from any interprat
of the self, either then or now. See also LedosPlace of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transfdioma
of American Culture, 1880-19406lew York: Pantheon, 1981), 5-6, 32-33.
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confession is informed so heavily by the cultural forces that he perceives to be
undermining confession that culture is involved in his own project.

Additionally, one can rightfully ask of Wells, “when does the impact of culture on
the nature of the confession itself end and object of confession, God’s objective truth,
begin?” To concede so much to culture in the construction of the therapeutic sedf and it
confession, but then to pull back and restrict cultural scope when it comes to the object of
confession, is a more difficult task than Wells concedes. It is easier and masethone
acknowledge that both the confession and the object to which the confession is directed
are subject to cultural modification to some degree. Wells may be correetend —
that Godis insulated from culture. Yet his argument, while forfeiting more to culture
than Gillespie as it interacts with theological concepts, provides litilieeee to suggest
that the objects of theology are not exposed to the same cultural dynamics. So while
Wells is willing to take the cultural impact on theology earnestly, his angumerely
detours around the possibility of a culturally embedded theology on his way to a place
that more closely resembles Gillespie’s standpoint.

To say that a theological concept is culturally embedded means that both the
meaning of the concepndthe dynamics of power that undergird meaning are taken into

account? Then, the possibility that objects of theology are protected from cultural

%2 By power dynamics, in a Foucauldian sense, | niearforces that are generated in lived socialimat
and distributed through institutions and materralgtices that can give rise to meanings that agidiffer
radically from the intentions of the society thatkas them. This is, of course, one of Foucault’smma
insights into the disconnect between lived “redldy material discourse and the knowledge/meartiag t
emanates from it. See Michel FoucaDiiscipline and Punish: The Birth of the Pris@ew York:
Vintage, 1979) andhe History of SexualitfNew York: Vintage, 1980). Actually presaging [Eault’'s
relationship between concepts and their social @higeErnst Troeltsch. His delineates more ofraight
line between theological concepts and society Barcault, but the work that Troeltsch does on ity
of Christian thought is performed in the same &piritilize Troeltsch’s insights in chapter 4dhgh his
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contaminatiorcanbe held out, however this possibility cannot be an operating
assumption for the theologian. Assumed is that the objects of theology and the concepts
that contain them become meaningful only through a cultural filter. It is ydatteto
the relationship between the meaning of a theological cultural product andille soc
agents that produced it that elicits better indicators of the function of such products.
Christian Self-Help Literature, Contextually Speaking

Micki McGee, in her study of the cultural dimensions of the self-help
phenomenon in America offers up a “belabored self,” in contradistinction to Wells’s
therapeutic self. The belabored self, like the therapeutic self, is at orsiébjbet of
self-help books and their target audience member. Though unlike Wells, McGee does
not strictly classify the cultural developments that produce selves asakenignstead,
the belabored self, as the product of and a contributor to social strustheeself of
self-help literature. In addition, McGee would quibble with Wells’s idea of the
therapeutic self in that he reduces self-identity down to psychological heaigimdve
tends to emphasize the inner struggle and its resolution over the social factors that
contribute to such struggles. Specifically, the belabored self’'s impulse tk tmor
oneself” is the result of working conditions on the job, not simply the result of alésec

cultural ascendancy over an essentially “unbelabored” self. She writes:

The concept of the belabored self operates ondwald. First, the belabored self
descries an actually occurring phenomenon: workersasked to continually work on
themselves in efforts to remain employable and meyable, and as a means of
reconciling themselves to declining employment peass. Second, the concept of the
belabored self offers a new way of framing whathistorian and social critic
Christopher Lasch misunderstood as the “narcissiditdte-twentieth-century American
culture. Rather than understanding the individupteoccupation with the self in
psychological terms—a move that created an analytig-de-sac for Lasch—the idea of

treatment of Calvin. See Ernst Troelts€he Social Teaching of the Christian Churchesds. 1 and 2,
trans. Olive Wyor(New York: Macmillan, 1931).
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the belabored self asks us to reconsider the aliffweoccupation with the self in terms
of labor®®

The idea of the belabored self connects the psychological anxiety thaisalherf

explains the need for self-help books to material work conditions. It is not that work
conditions are completely determinative in the formation of the belabored selfsethis
can manipulate its surroundings. McGee emphasizes that, “[S]ocial stsiahd

individual identities are mutually constitutive: interconnected to such an elxa&tnt t
changes in the former necessarily produce changes in the latter, andy@aadchargue,

vice versa.** This recognition of the belabored self's agency keeps her analysis-of self
help literature tethered to the social conditions that forge the selves fteglisgf-help
industry.

The idea of the belabored self as a means to understand the content and function
of self-help literature is more consonant with the cultural turn in theology this'sVe
notion of the therapeutic self. The self-help themes that McGee addresaeralgzed in
light of their social context, particular that of gender relatfdnand while the role that
individual theologies play in the kind of reception that Christian self-helptlitera
garners is not discussed in detail, interestingly McGee turns to the Protedliagtfor
insights into the work/identity relationship within the belabored®8e8he begins by
opposing Weber’s claim that the Protestant calling took on a purely secular form

claiming that with the Protestant calling,

8 Micki McGee,Self-Help, Inc.: Makeover Culture in American L{@xford: Oxford University Press,
2005), 16.

% McGee, 15.

® McGee, 25-48, 79-110.

% return to the content of McGee’s treatment ofatipn in chapter 2. | introduce this part of heok
now to show how the method | use for analyzing tiooadiffers from hers.
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Weber neglects the profoundly expressive, emotiandlcharismatic dimensions that are
central features of the evangelical Protestanittoed. . . [T]o ignore the expressive and
spiritual dimensions of daily life would be to reguce Weber's bias toward the
productive commercial sphere and its rational irapees®’

McGee alleges that Weber’'s tendency to favor rationalization as theaarsbcializing
force discourages him from entertaining any alternatives. Most blataiclGee is
Weber’s neglect of the popular use of Emersonian transcendentalism tha¢detong
side the use of Benjamin Franklin’s common sense writings. Weber homes in on the
latter exclusively.

Methodologically speaking, McGee's treatment of Weber serves to highlight a
blind spot in her own analysis. While McGee redresses the one-sidedness oEWeber’
argument, she narrowly condenses the spirit of the Protestant calling down ta¢he for
behind the myth of “the self-made man” that became prominent in the early part of the
twentieth century. She argues that this reduction led to an emphasis on “self-

actualization” with self-help literature greasing the wheelst, tate

While the American mythology of the self-made mansping his calling has long

served to buoy the hopes of working-class men wigtons of entrepreneurial wealth and
bootstrapping achievement. . .the tension betweeméar impossibility of working in a
particular calling or vocation across the coursa btifetime and the ideology that finding
one’s particular calling is central to achievindvation is mitigated in two ways: first, an
increased emphasis on working on the self, andsk¢be ideal that one ought to pursue
work one loves irrespective of compensafibn.

There is certainly legitimacy to McGee’s claim made here. Howeveéiagud/eber
places the calling in the service of increased rationalization on the job,eMeGeéces
contemporary vocation to the pursuit of self-actualization through work. While she
provides an important corrective to Weber, she nonetheless leaves unexplored the

changingheologicaldimension of the calling. Such a move would have honored the

5" McGee, 28.
% McGee, 41.
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theological component that, at the very least, factored into the means by which self
actualization was attained through a calling for the self-made man.

She sets her sights on the self-help genre generally; not just on treuseligi
variety. When McGee does discuss quasi-religious examples such as Ridsard Ne
Bolles’sWhat Color Is Your Parachute8he concentrates on secular impulse of the
book®® Bolles’s protean annual editions of his book (the role of God in a vocation seems
to rise and fall with popular culture) are viewed by McGee with judtdigspicion as to
Bolles’s sincerity. But because McGe®rdy looking for the impact of changes in the
job market that mirror Bolles’s emphases, she glosses over the relignatistithat
Bolles may intend and that his readers probably take from his book. McGee’s approach
to the contribution of religion to the vocation of the self-made man is understandable
given her goal$’

Yet to ignore the function of theology, albeit culturally embedded, in a concept
such as purpose ifhe Purpose-Driven Lifes to devalue the role that God plays in the
animation of a calling long found in self-help literature. True, McGee dédisten to
an important facet of vocation as it is presented in self-help literature-eftisit
responsiveness to cultural changes in the workplace. Yet she overlooks the thet that
theological connotation of vocation language in self-help literature plays an imshdye
role in the common understanding of an individual’s vocation. As Weber knew, any talk

of the Protestant calling, both in Reformation times and at the time of hisgymtas

* McGee, 116-122.

0 She argues that the pressures to invent theseif/an in self-help literature, “represent a ueiqu
opportunity to revisit our concept of the self atsdmaking, not in psychological terms but as fesgLof
political and economic forces.” Or if the forcasshing for self-invention can be redirected towards
political and economic goals that move us out ¢ipssm, then an analysis of self-help literatuge i
justified. McGee, 16.
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incomplete without an explanation of the role of God, albeit a changing one, providing
the vigor and staying power of a callifig.

The approach to self-help literature that works off of the assumption that
theological concepts are thoroughly embedded in culture is better equipped to respond to
a concept like vocation as presented in such literature than either that of WellGee .Mc
My method strikes out a path that falls in between the steps taken to arrive at the
“therapeutic self” of Wells and the “belabored self” of McGee (though theidhy it will
veer farther away from Wells than McGé@)lt takes the theological seriousness with
which Wells laments the hijacking of Evangelical theology but leaves beland hi
reluctance to detach certain theological concepts from an immutable divine fonndat
The idea of God as it impinges on the meaning and function of calling languegain
Christian self-help books cannot be overlooked in any study of such books. In other
words, the content of Christian self-help literature cannetitieely reduced to culture,
as McGee is wont to do.

In this introductory chapter, | sought to clarify my usage of relevant tarths a
then show how the turn to culture in theology opens up new methods with which to grasp
the function of theological concepts within the wider culture. Far from being stibject
cultural hegemony that asserts a shrinking role for religion and theologyratiyl

embedded theological concepts are able to stay culturally releseatisehey are

" Weber, 79-154.

2| take the demand to cast the self that is nowpee to self-help literature in terms of its deep
inextricable association with material social nelas with equal, if not more, seriousness. Thekirey of
material cultural changes, such as the reorganizati gender roles around alterations in the wagpl
that McGee emphasizes, is the way to scratch bidewlick, mawkish and overly-optimistic language
found in many self-help books. Yet wi@hristian self-help books, the belabored self that McGee
introduces is also integrating the felt needs askér@ by the books into religious worldviews.
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inseparable from culture, not in spite of it. And while it is impossible for a thealog
concept to claintompletefreedom from culture, Casanova and Tanner demonstrate that
the normative dimension of culturally embedded, deprivatized religious conseats |
relinquished because of their unique religious qualities.

Additionally, through an examination of alternative ways to judge the relatpns
between theology and culture, | make the case that analytical methodsstinaie
culturally embedded theological concepts allow for more fruitful res@fgecifically,
the turn to culture in theology enables an engagement between theological concepts
found in Christian self-help literature and the cultural forces that genbeefficacy of
the literature. This engagement acknowledges that historical and culflu@hces on
theology cannot be ignored or dismissed when analyzing the meaning of certain
theological concepts. Yet a similar dismissal of the undeniable role thatrelngisus
beliefs play in the function of a theological concept, even when filtered throwdh a s
help book, is equally problematic.

In the case of a contemporary analysis of the concept of vocation, recgghii
it is and has always been caught up in culture opens several avenues fos andlysi
understanding. First, the historical character of vocation is traatestation itself. The
theological history of the Protestant calling can then reveal that thecestatic concept
of vocation that floats above the historical flux. Second, the theological signdio&nc
vocation, both past and present, is informed by relevant cultural movements and hence,
has to be taken into account. Therefore, the cultural turn in theology allows for the
possibility that consumer culture is instrumental in the semantics of the ideaatibwoc
today, yet not wholly determinative. Third, these two consequences permit not only the
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possibility that Rick Warren’s purpose is a later manifestation of vocation louhals
cultural directives that surround Christian self-help literature arenpattas well. And
finally, vocation, as a deprivatized theological concept, is able to carry amustkset
of norms into the public arena in order to contest other relevant normative frekaewor
The fact that theological concepts are inextricably caught up in culture does not
mean that concepts can be wholly reduced to a certain domain or historical epoch of
culture. Therefore while consumer culture has proved extremely powerfushmajpsng
of the meaning of vocation, its scope and power is not exhaustive. As | discuss in a later
chapter, a vocation that is packaged for consumer use is currently a promipeft wa
orienting towards a vocation. But it is nonetheless a contingent version of a vocation
which is open to new trajectories. My project is an attempt at establishing a new
trajectory for the idea of vocation that is culturally embedded, yaesamith it a set of
norms that enter the political arena of the contemporary workplace bytoantes

commodified versions of vocation.
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CHAPTER 1—THEOLOGY OF VOCATION AND THE ROLE OF WORK

My entire complete vocation | cannot comprehendatwtshall be hereafter transcends
all my thoughts. A part of that vocation is coriedarom me; it is visible only to One,
to the Father of Spirits, to whose care it is cottedi

Johann Gottlieb Ficht&,he Vocation of Man

Each man has his own vocation. The talent is #fle @here is one direction in which all
space is open to him. He is like a ship in a riberruns against obstructions on every
side but one, on that side all obstruction is takeny and he sweeps serenely over a
deepening channel into an infinite sea.

Ralph Waldo Emersorgpiritual Laws

In this chapter, | track the shifts in theological language of the Proteslang
with careful attention paid to the corresponding ways in which one’s daily job is
portrayed in these theological articulations. Emergent from this histetinady is the
gradual diminishment of the details of daily work from the meaning of vocation. Much
of this trend can be attributed to a reflex in theology in response to a seidinit shi
Western society in the mid- to late-nineteenth century. Ushered in by amdexgpa
market followed by industrialization, the nature and meaning of work underwerieparal
alterations to the changes brought on by the new economy. The predominant theological
response to the shift throughout the twentieth century is marked by an increasesi€mpha
on the power and immutability of God who issues a consistent call over and against the

dictates of a protean, and often cruel culfdr&he idea of vocation, thusly construed, is

3 The narrative does not follow this script at afies, however. The treatment of vocation by certai
theologians of the Social Gospel movement provadesunter-narrative where the quality of work is th
standard by which a vocation is judged. Their &gdaa included in this history and the implicatiohshe
thought of Walter Rauschenbusch on a political tioneare examined in chapter 4.
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one that may uphold a certain theological conviction, but it lacks the ability to inform
actual work practices. And when work is not a primary means of realizing one’s
vocation, the idea of vocation is ironically more susceptible to cultural manipulation, a
we will see in the last installment of the theological history.

From Martin Luther’s time up until industrialization, the idea of calling matsfe
itself as both @eneralcalling and aspecialcalling.”* The general calling refers to the
broad-based, open invitation to a relationship with God that is universally issuedAo all
special callingin contrastis delivered to thendividualand hence is more closely
tailored to the capacity of an individual to perform certain tasks needed to answer the
call. Consequently, the special call has provided more of an opportunity for negotiation
between God’s will and one’s own talents. This negotiation necessarily taies i
account the degree to which the world or social situation accommodates to tesfelicce
execution of such tasks. Because the special calling is more closelythedxay
talents correspond to a job, its changes over time speak more directly to the changing
relationship between work and vocation.

In post-industrialization theological treatments of vocation, the distinction
between a general and special calling is not relied upon. Instead, a unifiefl idea
vocation is largely considered under assault by the surrounding society, and hence the
idea is forged, in part, over and against the “world.” If work itself is holy, themitize

up to the standards set by a vocation without consideration for the economic health of the

| refer here to the general and special callingeference to the idea of the calling after theoReftion
despite the fact that the idea of a calling existefibre the Reformation. | address pre-Reformatimtions
of a calling in this chapter, but because the miiion between general and special calling wasnot
explicit means of formulating these early notidnsjll not use these terms (general and specidati) un
discussing post-Reformation theology.
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society or the particulars of a job. A more tempered notion of work is also em@alsye
an essential activity for the sustenance of a Godly society. Both kinds of thablogic
appropriations oWork not only point to the importance (or lack thereof) of work in a
calling as it relates to the functioning of society, but they also betrayaye that
societal norms often function as the starting point through which proper actiaity i
calling is understood.

Entering a theological history of the Protestant vocation under the assumption tha
all theology is culturally embedded accomplishes two primary tasks in thogechdirst,
in one direction, the alterations that the idea of a calling has undergone oveiftime se
evidently demonstrate the impact of culture on the idea. Not only are the cudtsic] t
the idea of vocation revealed through this continual reflection on the changes in the
meaning of work, but also reflected is the changing role of God in the calling. Both
facets present little metaphysical problem if theological conceptvaag's conditioned
by culture. Second, the application of the cultural turn in theological studies donces
attention onto the actual cultural forces that influence the meaning of vocatiordsiot |
the epiphenomenal changes in theological language. Such an application encourages a
closer inspection into possible cultural frameworks that help explain differing
manifestations of vocation.

It is important to add that a theological history of the Protestant callin@iedg, r
if ever, been undertaken, as Paul Marshall nGte&s such, not only will the history that
| offer in this chapter be somewhat of a pioneer effort, but given the freedatedytay

the dearth of preceding authoritative trajectories on the topic, it will alacsbkective

S paul MarshallA Kind of Life Imposed on Man: Vocation and So€adler from Tyndale to Locke
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 9.
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one. While I will present this historical sketch chronologically, my anapysidictably
lights on those who have either explicitly discussed the meaning of the Proteditagt
or the relationship between God and labor.

On a final note, the trend in theology towards the de-emphasis of work within a
calling means that a calling is left with less of a material context orhvidnily for its
meaning. Lacking an entrenched association with actual work, a supgdiiciakt
ethereal relationship between a calling and work is permitted. The lagplexgiven in
this theological history is one from a self-help book that stands as evidence ithis c
Here, the idea of vocation presented is one that is employed for the taskistfihg
meaning in the face of a cold business world. Yet because the kind of business or the
nature of the work involved does not substantially inform the idea of vocation proffered,
the idea is allowed to justify success in the business world. And though this kind of
appropriation of the idea of vocation cannot be consideredehéableupshot of the
detachment of work from a vocation, it represents the predominant usage in Western
culture today.

The Reformation
Martin Luther

Reformation theological discourse marks a momentous departure in the meaning
and social effects of the idea of vocation. Part of the departure can be attrtbute
inventive translations of the term into the German language along with theabigty
for common folk. One way that Martin Luther achieves such a task is through the

expansion of the meaning and scope of the German Bend, which is legitimized
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through his interpretation of St. Paul's Greek tektasis(calling).”® Berufhad
previouslyreferred only to the priestly vocation or jobs directly related to the Church.
Luther’s interpretation boldly includes occupations outside the Church. Expnessed
Beruf then,is a loss of the special statustioé priestly vocation through the elevation of
non-priestly work—all jobs can be vocational.

Berufreflects and incorporates Lutheoserall theological leaningHe
maintains St. Paul's emphasis that the call from God commands obedience to a Godly
life, but then Luther extends the means by which one can obey God’s call through
mundane activities including work. Consequently the Lutheran refrain of “The
Priesthood of All Believers” signifies more than the lifting of the statusl difelievers
into that of clergy his innovative notion also sacralizes the activities of all believers. The
pulling of the priest off of his perch not only brings the privileged status of vocation
down to the ground, but it also boosts non-priestly vocations to previously unknown
heights. Or as Marx put it, “[h]e turned priests into laymen because he turnmezhlay
into priests.”’

A vocation is available to all in Luther’'s mind as long as it is lived out within the
confines of the biblical mandate to exprbsstherly lovein all activity. This means,
among other things, that any activity (including that inhering in sociad saleh as
fatherhood or friendship) motivated by care for others is a part of a calling. The
requirement that brotherly love serve asgbleend to any activity that can be

considered vocational forces the idea of vocation to engage the world. Luther's demand,

® See Romans 11:29, Ephesians 4:1.
" Karl Marx, “Contribution to the Critique of HegelPhilosophy of Rightintroduction,” inThe Marx-
Engels Readetred. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W. W. Norton, 83760.
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in addition to democratizing participation in God’s call, acts as a critiqueadltl

notion of vocation. States Weber,

The monastic life is not only quite devoid of vakgea means of justification before God,
but he [Luther] also looks upon its renunciatiorthe duties of this world as the product
of selfishness, withdrawing from temporal obligaso In contrast, labour in a calling
appears to him as the outward expression of brigtlawe.”

Labor is the vehicle that carries God’s will into the world. The way one conoluets
business, not only through the diligence to perform all tasks in a given job but also
through financial exchanges, must be motivated by love for the neighbor. Or the
temptation to work for self-gain should always be resisted. Giving in to this tesnptat
bars a vocation from fulfilling its duty to engage the world through care of the neighbor

Luther speaks to the merchant:

The rule ought to be, not, “I may sell my wareslaar | can or will,” but, “I may sell my
wares as dear as | ought, or as is right and fa&of' your selling ought not to be an act
that is entirely within your own power and discoeti without law or limit, as though you
were a god and beholden to no one. Because ylhingse an act performed toward
your neighbor, it should rather be so governedalaydnd conscience that you do it
without harm and injury to him, your concern bedigected more toward doing him no
injury than toward gaining profit for yourséf.

“Law” is, of course, God’s law mediated through the Bible and “conscience” iis wha
carries biblical law into action on a daily basis. The Bible, however, is nottedtto

the book itself. The instruments of work act as a biblical text as well. Lutiiesw

To use a rough example: if you are a craftsman,wididind the Bible placed in your
workshop, in your hands, in your heart...Only lool@aiir tools, your needle, your
thimble, your beer barrel . . . and you will firtdg saying [the Bible] written on
them...you have as many preachers as there aredtimmsa commodities, tools and
other implements in your house and estate; andghewyt this to your face, ‘My dear, use
meStooward your neighbor as you would want him toteward you with that which is

his.

8 Weber,The Protestant Ethj@1.

9 Martin Luther,Luther's Worksvol. 45, ed. Walther |. Brandt, trans. CharlesJsicobs (Philadelphia:
Muhlenberg, 1962), 248.

8 Luther,Luther's Worksyol. 32, 496.
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The Bible is used to convey the seriousness of work—instruments of work reveall biblic
injunctions. In addition, the transmission of God’s Word is not confined to church or
even to a private time in the Word. God’s Word follows the worker and appears
whenever the opportunity is present for brotherly love to be expressed. Just éisiise ac
of the Good Samaritan were holy, so are the activities of ordinary work which carry
moral weight. So long as work is directed towards the care of neighbors, God’s word is
being followed through work. All work for Luther can become a means to fulfill the
demands of God'’s call in the earthly kingdom.

The lift on certain theological restrictions of Luther’s vocation is otiset
degree by societal restrictions that he places on the range of motion of waorkawi
calling. These two countervailing trajectories move hand-in-hand as bothutenst
respective responses of Luther to certain predominant ideologies of hi thegy.
freeing of labor from jurisdiction of the ideology of the Church elevates dtiessbf
work in God’s eyes, Luther’s rejoinder to the ideology of humanism explains the
concomitant societal restrictions placed on work. RichMarBouglas points out that for
Luther, in contrast to the kind of vocation that humanism would advocate, choice and

human volition playhorole in the determination of a calling:

The humanists implicitly defended a principle afitytresting upon the belief that the
welfare of the commonweal depends upon the existehself-determined members,
each of whom he has chosen the course of life winést suits him or which he most
enjoys pursuing. The sixteenth-century reformensthe other hand, explained vocation
as the office or station in which God has placethuke orders of creation or that which
God has assigned us for the service of others grtnve®

8 Richard M. Douglas, “Talent and Vocation in Hunsr@nd Protestant Thought,” ifction and
Conviction in Early Modern Europe: Essays in Memofg. H. Harbisoned. Theodore K. Rabb and
Jerrold Siegel (Princeton: Princeton UniversityS3rd 969), 261-2.
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While Luther gives non-church occupations divine import in the heavenly kingdom
sense, the sky is not the limit in the earthly kingdom. God’s stratified ordeefdion
dictates that a vocation always connotes a “station in life” that is not to aedac

The priestly estate was considered by the Church to be divinely appointed and
hence carried with it certain duties required of the office of its estatihelsimply
expands the number of divinely appointed estates, while maintaining the intédgniey o
boundaries, to cover all social situations in which believers find themselves. téatins
of implying that a vocation is damaged by the circumscription, because on&sigsta
divinely assigned, one’s calling can operady with such limitations. Marshall asserts,
“If some objected that they had no calling, Luther replied, ‘how is it possiblgdbat
should not be called. You will also be in some estate, you will be a husband, or wife, or

child, or daughter, or maid.” Marshall continues,

All work in the world, not just some particular igis, was understood as immediately
divinely appointed; one was called to it. The tgpevork varied according to one’s
office; one’s office was determined by one’s estate’s estate was given by God, and it
was one’s existing social situation. The callingsvihence a definite divine
commandment to work diligently according to oneigeg social positiof?

The parameters of one’s estate execute God’s will by governinghsedbtives to

transcend one’s social location. If newly found pride in one’s work and talentsiacit
move (or even the desire to move) beyond these parameters, divinely ordainedoéfices
breached. That brotherly love can only be made manifest when work is contained withi
the social boundaries of one’s estate conveys an implicit conservatism ind.uther
formulation of vocation. Yet Luther’s social conservatism towards the scape of
vocation is held in tension by a theological liberalism that upholds the demaogatizi

vocation—both stances are legitimated by Luther’'s God.

82 Marshall, 23.
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Because work for Luther serves as a means to the end of serving others, he doe
not take pains to delineate either the substantial differences between jobs pebialy s
individualized callings are heard and deciphered. Luther’s writing on vocation
nevertheless prefigures more contemporary forms of the distinction betwyeagral
call and a special one. Jobs can provide the environment in which particular
skills/abilities/talents should be employed to help out a neighbor. Yet betlavsekas
enlisted by God to adapt to tearthlykingdom, any activity performed on the job is
limited in its ability to bring righteousness before God. This is a point that lLuwese
wont to make over and against those who, in his view, claimed salvation on the basis of

works rather than on faith. Gustav Wingren interprets Luther on this point:

Conscience does not find peace through any woese Ht is only the gospel which is
fully effective . . . Vocation gives steadiness atréngth before men, because
righteousness in vocation, according to earthlggyis real righteousness, which before
men we are not able to despise or label as sit.b&ore God, on the other hand, even
the most righteous work is a serious sin, whichdsan need of forgiveness, since it
proceeds from an evil heart . . . Only the gospet,one’s vocation, can remove that
judgment against the sinful heart and gives peateet consciencg.

So while one’s workhowever ordinary, is honored by Luther, the superiority of the
heavenly kingdom over the earthly one has the effect of subsuming all work under the
general call to have faith in the God who alone can ultimately redeem ahhactivity.
Luther’s thought marks a watershed in the meaning of a calling. His idea of
vocation expectedly bears on the meaning of work as well. Several observations follow
One, because one’s job is understood by Luther to be part of a preordained and fixed
“office,” switching jobs based on individual desire was out of the question. The office i
which each person occupied was one that during the early-sixteenth centunyglaiaed

by God and affirmed by a late-feudal society that functioned on establisised c

8 Wingren, 76.
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distinctions. Therefore, the work that one performs within its confines does not provide
an opportunity for social mobility or change.

Two, since work, as part of vocation, is only a vehicle used for the expression of
brotherly love, thespecific wayin which one brings this goal about is relatively
unimportant. Marshall explains, “What he [Luther] usually had in mind when he spoke
of calling was a call to service that came to a Christiginin the midst of his or her
sphere of work. Vocation was hence seen primarily as a summons to work for a
neighbor’s sake. . . In this sense, a vocation could be distinguished from one’s immediate
work.”® This distance between “immediate work” and vocation permits Luther to write
in vaunted tones about vocation at the expense of glossing over actual work autivity a
the conditions that modify it. To the extent that Luther’s writings valuate guasl or
bad, the special calling is more of extensiorof God’s general call. Little account is
taken of the difference between a magistrate, a merchant and a lowlyresamst
Consequently, little attention is paid to whether society unfairly fixe® thtasions in
life. As long as all jobs provide the opportunity for neighborly love, all jobs and their
working conditions should not be challenged. Weber similarly finds a lack of &drela
between practical life and a religious motivation in Lutherani§m&nd it is God'’s
general call to love one’s neighbor that authorizes such a lack of relation.

Three, Luther’s subordination of individual motivations into a general calling
leaves little room for individual questioning, reflection or analysis of a speadiaig.

Douglas asserts,

84 Marshall, 24.
8 Weber, 87.
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Vocation does not proceed in some vague way fransdf, from asocatio internaby
which one responds to a voice of one’s own. FerGhristian to be certain of his
vocation, he must be called to it through the irhelent, external fact of a calling from
God, mediated to him through other nfé&n.

For Luther, one performs daily activities for the benefits of others only because £od ha
dictated thusly. A reluctance to upset social hierarchy is supported by’'sutiemiogy
that places God'’s law over the self-determining individual.

Be that as it may, by merely labeling the job of a seamstress as a tadgj st
as much a vocation as the job of a priest, Luther sets into motion a transformation in what
it means for newly-minted Protestant Christians to be called by Goqit®#te social
limits that Luther confines vocations to, daily work for all acquires a backbone under
Luther that now holds thagotentialto exert an influence on all aspects of society. From
this point on, Protestant theologians and pastors have struggled to maintansLuthe
emphasis on God’s general call and his democratizing spirit while negotiatimthey
shifting meaning of work. John Calvin is no exception to this trend, and it is to his
theological innovations that we now turn.
John Calvin

Calvin on vocation, as on many other topics, follows a general Lutheran
trajectory. Not unlike Lutheran thought, Calvin’s theology displays a consarvati
related to the necessary resignation that individuals must adopt towarddelseir i

station. Calvin explains ifihe Institutes

And that no one may thoughtlessly transgress hittdj he [God] has named these
various kinds of living “callings.” Therefore eattdividual has his own kind of living
assigned to him by the Lord as a sort of sentry gpshat he may not heedlessly wander
about throughout lif&’

8 Douglas, 291.
87 John Calvin)nstitutes of the Christian Religioad. John T. McNeill and trans. Ford Lewis Battles,
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967), 1: 724.
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For Calvin and Luther alike, all work is potentially calling-worthy, yet thissdo® mean
that one can escape the duties that attend to divinely assigned work. Calvin, though,
asserts more emphatically than Luther that @&l alonewho assigns believers to their
“sentry post.” Along the lines of Weber’'s argument, when God is the sole legeshat
executor of all human life, a God/human distance materializes which iroratlallys a
surprising freedom of movement in the earthly kingdom. Marshall summénzes
difference, “Calvin’s view was not as static as Luther’'s. One’s gigeialsposition was
not quite so normative, limiting, or all-encompassing. Although he still emphabeted t
one should stay in a calling, Calvin did not regard this as an iron rule but only as a
caution to prevent undue ‘restlessned8.’As compared to the Lutheran accent on the
“external” office or estate that effectively rationalizes immailCalvin’s reasons for
remaining in a station find a more “internal” justification. If steppingaduhe line that

a vocationeumGod has drawn means a dangerous flirting with a move up the social

ladder for Luther, Calvin ascribes any transgression to our own weak mind.

The Lord bids each one of us in all life’s actidodook to his calling. For he knows
with what great restlessness human nature flamigswhat fickleness it is borne hither
and thither, how its ambition longs to embraceasithings at onc¥®.

In contrast to Luther’'s arguments about the role of vocation in preserving ttpetynod

the social order, Calvin here argues that the God-given purpose of a vocation is to keep in
check the natural, yet sinful, inclinations of individua<hase aimless pursuits. The
problem is not necessarily the political unrest that can result from temssgy that

which God establishes in a vocation but the human mind run amok. Instead, we must use

8 Marshall, 25.
8 calvin, 1: 724.
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a calling to keep in check our own restlessness—allowing our desire to digdlih@ is

tantamount to disobedience.

No one, impelled by his own rashness, will attempte than his calling will permit,
because he will know that is not lawful to excetsdbounds. A man of obscure station
will lead a private life ungrudgingly so as notéave the rank in which he has been
placed by God . . . [e]ach man will bear and swallbe discomforts, vexations,
weariness, and anxieties in his way of life, wherhhs been persuaded that the burden
was laid upon him by God. From this will arisecatgssingular consolation: that no task
will be so sordid and base, provided you obey yaliing in it, that will not shine and be
reckoned very precious in God’s sight.

So the law that bars movement out of an unpleasant job is one predicated not as much on
societal norms but on the need to settle a restless and impulsive human nature. It is the
duty of self-protection, not societal-protection, with which Calvin endows a vocation.
Another way to see this subtle extension of the social boundaries that contain
work within a calling is through Calvin’s account of the special calling. irhigaCalvin
as in Luther, the command of God remains paramouthieaseans for understanding the
execution of a special calling. However, where the duty to fulfill thisngadicts more as
aburdenin Luther’s rendering, Calvin sees vocation more as that which is entrugtted wi
the proper use of gift from God®* This difference is predicated on Calvin’s
interpretation of work after the Fall. Work was given to Adam as a punishment for the
first sin, yet work cannot be reduced wholly to a curse for Calvin. According to Andre
Biéler,

Calvin points out that the curse does not whollyad@y with the blessing that was
attached to work in the beginning. “Signs” remtiiat give man the taste for work . . .
The curse that lies heavily on work is of educatloralue. It is intended to open man’s
eyes to his real condition and lead him to repesgarso this curse is constantly
lightened by God'’s grace . . . That was alreadyetgeen when Adam, instead of
succumbing to the consequences of his error amd leeuished under the weight of

% calvin, 1: 725.
L Calvin, 1: 719-25, André Biéle€alvin’s Economic and Social Thouglrans. James Greig (Geneva:
World Council of Churches, 1961), 352, 53.
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God’s curse, received the power to till the groand live from his work as a new
92
grace:

If work is an educational reminder of God’s mercy instead of judgment, a caltimaf is

which governs this gift from God. A calling, then, becomes a kind of “meta-ggit’

offering out of God’s grace whose purpose is to ensure that the original gitlofsv
managed properly. Absent the direction that a vocation provides as a result of tHe refusa

of this gift, we burden ourselves. Douglas explains that,

[wlhat Adam once enjoyed as wholly his own cametigh sin to be redistributed in
infinite variety through grace to his progeny. $aavho refuse their vocations are
condemned to unpurposed confusion, whereas thosaedept them confirm their
callings by the holiness of the lives they I8ad.

By interpreting work as a gift instead of a burden, Calvin permits himsgfgak of

work as something to be enjoyed as opposed to that which must merely be endured.
Appropriated as such, Calvin lessens the instrumental role that work plays ind.uthe
formulation of vocation. Of course, that work involves care for the neighbor is the
defining sign that one’s work is vocational for Calvin. However, because the enjoyment
of work is an additional sign, work is more self-referential in Calvin than in Luther,
though self-referentiality cannot translate into self-pride.

Further, Calvin incorporates a fuller account of human agency in his theology of
calling by stressing thetility of work. Where Luther passes over the utility of actual
work in favor of the caring for one’s neighbor (a principle that is closely di¢get moral
realm of the heavenly kingdom), Calvin focuses more on the relationship between the
utility of one’s actual work and the task of perfectihg earthly kingdom. Weber writes,

“In Luther we found specialized labor in callings justified in terms of brothevly. But

%2 Bjéler, 354.
% Douglas, 295.
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what for him remained an uncertain, purely intellectual suggestion becarhe for t
Calvinists a characteristic element in the ethical system.” He costinue

Brotherly love, since it may only be practiced floe glory of God and not in the service
of the flesh, is expressed in the first place mfilifillment of the daily tasks given by the
lex naturae. . This makes labour in the service of imperssnaial usefulness appear to
promote the glory of God and hence to be willedHiiy . . . [hence] the social activity of
the Christian in the world is solely activity majorem gloriam Dei.This character is
hence shared by labour in a calling which servesihndane life of the community.

Weber’s argument, that of causally connecting the Calvinistic work ethiodenm

capitalism, needs this crucial separation of the work world fromediatemoral

importance in order to succeed. Weber highlights Calvin’'s emphasis socibé
usefulnes®f work that enables an eventual, and no doubt unintended, disengagement of
work from a religious calling.

As Ernst Troeltsch puts it, Calvin’s appropriation of the calling,

raised the ordinary work of one’s profession (witbne’s vocation) . . . from a mere
method of providing for material needs it becamemdh in itself, providing scope for the
exercise of faith within the labour of the “callifigThat gave rise to that ideal of work
for work’s sake which forms the intellectual andral@assumption which lies behind the
modern bourgeois way of lif&.

As pointed out by Weber and Troeltsch, the social importance of Calvin’s emphasis on
the utility of work is twofold. One, utility further integrates one’s worloitite social
machinery. When one is concerned with the usefulness of work, one must then ask,
“useful for what?” Calvin’s answer to this question is innovative: work is only ufseful
the purpose of enabling society to function in a way that reflects God’s will, howeve
imperfectly. Calvin thus departs from Luther again on the nature of the relgtionshi
between one’s work and the external environment. For Luther, the estatenedaafi

the sociopolitical parameters that define proper work, which obviates tty aftivork

% Weber, 108-9.
% Troeltsch;The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches, 2, (New York: Macmillan, 1931), 609-10.
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in the wider society. Alternatively, the estate occupies a place in Calvaught on a
calling, yet its power to chain one to a certain social stratum is significintinished.

Calvin’s attention to the utility of work begins to add substance to the
complementary notion of a special calling. His new take on the special callivag &n
individual can not onlyearit but alsoact onit in his or her own way—as long as God'’s
will is followed. The special calling, in other words, is not only something thatusdss
by God, but for Calvin is also something that is taken up by the individual to whom it is
addressed. In sixteenth-century Geneva, work and the way in which labczeasted
with each other via material exchanges became a crucial piece of a furgcBoniety.
Calvin and his followers believed that a smooth-running society functioned as ayprima
sign of a people who are operating according to God’s will. In order foothetal
machine to run properly, Calvin envisions a kind of division of labor in a community
where all individual labor plays an indispensable role in the social health of the
community?® A healthy community, or “Holy Community” as he calls it, stands as the
outward proof of a people following God'’s plan for creation and of God’s blessing on
such a community both financially and spiritually. Only work thatsisfulin the service
of this latter goal is worthy of integrating into one’s calling.

It is important to note that despite the fact that Calvin’s treatment of thrgca
elevates the importance of individual work, he always answers the questein) fas
what?” with, “serving God.” While his stress on the utility of work can allpacs for
individuals to reflect more on the nature and purpose of their own work, Calvin

nevertheless grant® place whatsoever for the authority of the self in the analysis of

% Bigler, 141-45.
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one’s calling. Douglas notes, “Self-knowledge and vocation are inseparably bobad to t
knowledge of God and of God'’s intention; the whole meaning of vocation is to be found
in abnegation of the sel?” So while one’s work enacted under a special calling is given
more prominence in Calvin’s thought, the general call to obey God’'s commands above all
else holds sway. However, some ground had been laid by Calvin that, under the right
social, economic and political situations, permits the individual’s desire antstade
assert themselves more forcefully within the meaning of a calling.
Vocation in Puritan Thought

For a century after Calvin, early Puritan ministers and theologians contoued t
address the theological meaning of vocation by adding distinctions to the dual
components of general and special calling. As with Calvin, the general calGiodm
always took precedence over the particular ways of heeding a specidficaitver, in
much Puritan writings on the subject, the role of one’s special calling, and tiee's
individual talents, begins to assert itself more forcefully. In shortctefleon
individual talent and one’s own human agency as the means to realize talent in the worl
become a source for defining what is and is not proper action within a callieforéB
Protestantism had entered its second century,” Douglas claims of the Puarjtanmore
secular idiom of self-knowledge and vocation began to penetrate the early orthodoxy of
Luther and Calvin and to complicate its original clarity.This original clarity was
safeguarded by the belief that one’s calling is utterly prescribed amariaed by God
alone. Hence, the increased role of human patrticipation in the construction of the

meaning of one’s own vocation starts the process of short-circuiting teysly

" Douglas, 295.
% Douglas, 295.
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uncomplicated connection between God and a calling. The allowance of more room for
human choice in matters of finding the right job becomes a part of the pursuit of
appropriate vocations. This in turn forces the settling on a vocation to involve what
society gives it as a set of opportunities to permit a choice to end in satisfdctearly
Puritan writings, the subtle ceding of some control over the shaping of a vocation to
society and by extension, from God, though, is unintentional.

Nascent instantiations of a Puritan idea of vocation hold firm God’s sovereignty
over an individual’s calling; the vocation in which one endssupe one pre-ordained by
God. But interestingly, the merits of one’s own talents deployed in an inviting new
economic world began to be used as leverage in a negotiation with a more rigid
Calvinistic theology of vocation. The tension between divine and human forces to secure
a fitting vocation is evident in the writings of sixteenth-century Britrgologian,

William Perkins (1558-1602). He acknowledges substantial differences between

individuals, yet these differences are ordained by God:

By reason of this distinction of men, partly inpest of gifts, partly in respect of order,
come personal callings. For if all men had theesagifts, and all were in the same degree
and order, then should all have one and the saliiegcdut in as much as God gives
diversity of gifts inwardly, and distinction of cedoutwardly, hence produced diversity
of personal callings, and therefore | added, teasgnal calling arise from that

distinction which God makes between man and mavémy society?’

Guarded by social “order,” the divinely established distinctions betweendndisi

moves Perkins to concede the role of individual discernment in the process of landing in
the appropriate vocation. He writes, “Every man must choose a fit callingkanyvthat

is, every calling must be fitted to the man, and every man be fitted to his c&ffing.”

Here, we find the meeting of divine and human agency in Perkins'’s theology: we can

% William Perkins A Treatise of the Vocatiorfsondon: John Haviland, 1631), 755.
10 perkins., 775.
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choose the fitting callingndthat fitted calling is ordained by God. Douglas writes,
“Perkins said that we must be permitted to choose what we are born—and what God has
called us—to do. Vocation is in one sense imposed, but in another, it is chosen according
to one’s gifts.?®* Yet despite a constant return to God’s full dominion over callings, as
Calvin posited, Marshall notes that Perkins, “introduced the voluntarism with réspect
callings that had been hinted at by Calviff”

This voluntaristidrend was continued by one of Weber’s primary sources,
Richard Baxter (1615-1691). A Presbyterian pastor and civil leader in EnBlaxter
reiterates the role of choice in a calling yet more tightly connectshtbisecto action
expressed through labor. Baxter entertains some of the more comprehensive questions
that may face individuals attempting to discern a calling; for exampte, @A callings
created equal?” or “Even though one’s work is legal, is it a calling?” In taking sg the
guestions, Baxter couples individual choice with work itself. For instance, hesasse
“Some callings are employed about matters of so little use (as toaddace sellers,
feather makers, periwigmakers, and many more such) that he that may chterse bet
should be loath to take up with one [of] these, though possibly in itself it may be
lawful.”'%® Even though certain professions are lawful, this does not mean that they are
useful. Mere legality cannot authorize the work befitting of a calling, aredi faith
whether a legal job is actually useful or not, a choice must be made.

In addition to the law acting as only a minimal source of direction, Batettess

that a vocation cannot be reduced to professions that are legal. “It is not enough that the

11 bouglas, 296.

192 Marshall, 42.

103 Richard Baxter, “Directions about Our Labor andli6gs,” in The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard
Baxter,(London: James Duncan, 1830), 584.
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work of your calling be lawful, nor that it be necessary, but you must take spe@al
also that it be safe, and not very dangerous to your stilisfere, Baxter equates jobs
taken simply because they are lawful with a kind of compulsion to work a certain job.
Human volition that is allowed to inform the choosing of a proper calling militates
against this kind of coercion. Hence responsibility lies with the Christiaadorrect
ruling, not with an external and potentially non-Christian society bound only by
minimum legal standards.

The choice of the kind of work that befits a calling is, of course, the domain of the
special calling. There are some important mutations that the languagegehtral
calling undergoes in Puritan theology that impinge on the interpretation of the specia
calling. Baxter, along with Perkins, vigorously insists that any interretdeon the
proper manifestation of a special calling must be resolved by turning to thtesdliof the
general calling. For instance if one’s talents lend themselves to bugetedaily work
occupies the mind to the point of distraction from the things of God, another calling must
be sought® Baxter's reason for addressing the ability of a vocation to pacify thegest
mind, though, differs from Calvin’s concerning the mechanism by which the wibdf
is ascertained. Instead @bd’s will being largely unknown with a mistrust of one’s own
desires attending, the evidence for Baxter’s litmus test is found in soBiaxyer
continually emphasizes that if a vocation runs counter to the advancement of the publi
good, this is a sure sign that it also runs counter to God’s will. And when the public

good, however that is defined, serves as the primary manifestation of Godising!

104 Baxter, 584.
105 Baxter, 585.
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executed on earth, a closer association between the contents of the generali@nd spec
calling obtains®°

Both dimensions of calling are understood in the Puritan era more by judging the
success of human action in society than by stacking them up against biblicaiomsinct
Marshall remarks,

The views of Luther and Calvin, which had previgusten understood in England in
terms of abiding and being dutiful in one’s estatere being combined with an openness
towards new developments in the social structiifas latter attitude manifested itself in
an individualism which sat uneasily with traditibnéews. The resulting doctrine was
one which stressed individual responsibility in mamic affairs but limited itself to
recommending quiet labour in one’s estate withr@ngt emphasis on being able to
preservethat estate. Over time, however, the contentdfiqular callings came less

from God’'s word which challenged social patterng arore from social patterns which
themselves reveals God’s wiff’

A reversal of this kind signals a new trajectory for theological understandfrgcalling
specifically where Puritan writings gained purchase. The inclusion otalaciéicators
into the “vocation calculus” opens the door for cultural authorities, such as the narket, t
advance further into terrain once occupied by God alone. And as society is in¢yeasing
arranged by larger and larger markets in the late nineteenth- and eartietiv-century
West, the relationship of one’s work to a calling is beholden more and more to secular
directives and less by divine command.
Work and Calling in the Twentieth Century

The Self-Made Man

In the time that passes between the height of Puritanism in America withalona

Edwards in the mid-eighteenth century and the height of industrialism, the role ah hum

108 Actually Calvin's idea of the “Holy Community” asreflection of God's will is similar. | use hidda
in chapter 4 as a means to politicize vocationt Hgwe and in the context of my earlier discussinn
Calvin, Baxter mixes signs given by society andséhdirectly from God so clearly that his thougiit st
suggests a more explicit departure.

97 Marshall, 53.
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agency in the meaning of a calling, as manifested in human choice, desirdeimnef
upon one’s talents, expands. A difference between the two American Greatiwvgske
illustrates part of the reason why. During the first awakening in tihedzgades of the
eighteenth century, America was still beholden to the twin Calvinistic prascgdlthe
sovereignty of God and the depravity of man. A different emphasis emerged in the
second awakening one hundred years later. Arminian theology that rejectedsCalvi
rigid notion of predestination in favor of free human will participating in God’s plan was
the cornerstone of the Second Great Awakeffiiigthe increased human role in the
manifestation of God'’s plan along with the beginnings of the expansion of capital and
attendant opportunities combined to alter the meaning of vocation yet again. While a
calling was still considered to be under the auspices of God’s care leading up to the
twentieth century, the radical change in the nature of jobs wrought by watanjzhe
elevation of the importance of the kind of work one does (thanks to Marx) and the newer,
more amenable circulating theologies all conspired to alter God’s role iraoroas
well 1%

Cultural historian Judith Hilkey finds that during the American Gilded Age,

roughly 1870-1900, calling language was used by “success writers” (nmialatriters

who played on the ideology of the “self-made man”) in order to maintain a balance

198 George Marsderundamentalism and American Culture: The Shapinfveéntieth-Century
Evangelicalism 1870-192(New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 74, 98lius H. RubinReligious
Melancholy and Protestant Experience in Ame(iNaw York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 170;
Randall Balmer and Lauren F. WinnErotestantism in AmericlNew York: Columbia University Press,
2002), 58; Sean McCloud®ivine Hierarchies: Class in American Religion aRdligious Studie@Chapel
Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 200113-14.

199 Jacques Ellul writes that, “This prodigious, highiue of work, argued by Marx, which before himgha
never known such exaltations, is the result, orotiehand, of the growth of work in the Westernldior
during the nineteenth century, and, on the otlhersecularization of the idea of man’s divine vimrain
work.” Jacques Ellul, "Work and Calling" Dallings!, ed. James Y. Holloway and Will D. Campbell
(New York: Paulist Press, 1974), 26-27.
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between the lingering Puritan idea of a stable vocation and the fact thatddtemte

career choices like no time before.

Insofar as the Puritan notion of a calling evokgaesumably stable and pious albeit
idealized past, it suggested that which was combdytfamiliar and accepted in rural
small-town America: a view of work characterizedlbyg-standing patterns of father-to-
son occupational continuity . . . On the other hahd modern concept of choosing rather
than inheriting one’s life work opened the doorsidav possibilities. With the
proliferation of new kinds of work . . . more anaém young men of the late nineteenth
century left home in search of work with which thend their fathers had no experience
and very little familiarity**°

With a variety of job options presumably opened to a willing work force, Hilkey notes
that these writergicreasingly encourage reliance on one’s own character for the purpose
of landing the right vocation. Simultaneously maintained is that a callsamething

stable. Though instead of a rigid divine plan explicitly guiding searchers te a pre
established, singular vocation, once the proper job was chosen, lietteamea vocation

post facto The power to choose a calling (not abiding by an envisioned pre-arranged
plan) and character on the job (not necessarily physical talent) argegualtcording to
these writers, needed to ensure the suitable vocation. God’s name is invoked in many of
these success manuals but expectedly, the ability of human agents to firayandst

calling increasingly wedges out the God of Luther who unequivocally dictetesrims

of a vocation thus forcing human desires serve the larger divine plan.

When an individual’s ingenuity and personal repertoire of talents were considered
integral to that person’s work, work could be included within a calling with onlynami
theological adjustment. Even though self-reflection and choice played a largetiade i
negotiation of one’s calling for success writers of the Gilded Age, Godspotence (as

expressed in a general call) was smoothly squared with individual human é@em@s

10 judith Hilkey,Character Is Capital: Success Manuals and ManhaoGilded Age AmericéChapel
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 199791.
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needed to answer the special call). Yet industrial capitalism forcagbéie that
challenged the aspirations of the self-made man. For this reason, if anower
undertake the difficult task of retaining a theology of vocation during the Inalusgre,
an accounting of the discrepancy between factory work and a “true” callingrivveal.
Social Gospel and Vocation in the Industrial Age

The nature of factory jobs that proliferated at the beginning of the twrentie
century in the West thwarted individual expression as well as the ability to dheose
kind of job to have. When the ability to choose a vocatamoperateswith God’s will, as
we see in the success writers of the Gilded Age, the curtailment of choice wogught
industrialization affects God’s role in a vocation accordingly. Though byrtteedf
Weber’s writing ofThe Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalisn1905, he could
plausibly claim that a calling was only nominally connected to God. He perdyasive
argues that the spiritual energy an individual gains fronbéhefthat a calling is
divinely inspired fueled a work ethic able to withstand the grind of factory workioBut
Weber, the reality of work within a calling belies the belief that allggsdtains it. He

famously paints the scene in stark terms,

The idea of duty in one’s calling prowls about ur éives like the ghost of dead religious
beliefs. Where the fulfilment of the calling cantrbe related to the highest spiritual and
cultural values, or when on the other hand, it nescbe felt simply as economic
compulsion, the individual generally abandons tienapt to justify it at alf**

For Weber, the Lutheran force behind a calling that used to animate workmgvhgeno longer
culturally, religiously, or even economically viable. Thus he predicts itsridipe

obsolescence.

"lweber, 182.
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While his prediction of a comprehensive abandonment of the justification of work
that a “God-authorized-calling” can provide may help Weber make his caslegihas
promoting the Social Gospel resist omitting the role of God from a vocationt taslei
of animating factory work with God through a vocation is challenging indeed. A
reconciliation of work and vocation in the Industrial Age requires eitder@mphasisf
the role of actual work or @-conceptiorof work via a kind of societal transformation.

The former typifies the twentieth-century trend. Yet Social Gospeleffsioite latter

by claiming that work, through a novel conception of God’s interaction with acreatan

once again achieve the status that befits a vocation. Thus the rescuing of &pt cbnc
vocation from a Weberian fate illustrates the extent to which Social Gospeigieol

relies on a reversal of the roles played out in the relationship between a vocation and
work. The quality of work, because it serves as a sign that God’s will is beingslane, i
substantial and necessary component of God’s earthly kingdom. Hence what one does at
a job must rise to a divine standard instead of being merely a mundane actiwtylyhat
tangentially informs a vocation.

Rauschenbusch and Sayers

Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) approaches the work/calling discrepancy
bequeathed to him by industrial society in a radically different way thariisti@n
predecessors. His call for the divine redemption of the earthly kingdomcaseadet in
his book,Christianity and the Social Crisisnarries the two kingdoms of Reformed
thought. Provoked by deplorable and inhumane working conditions in the American city,
Rauschenbusch recasts classic theological terms that broker with thericirganto
immanent, societal ones. God is present in his Social Gospel, though it is not to the
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heavens but to the earth that we look for divine presence. He understands factory work in
terms of its distance from the kind of work to be rightly performed in a divine calling.

About the current work situation he laments,

One of the gravest accusations against our indiisystem is that it does not produce in
the common man the pride and joy of good workmbmy cases the surroundings are
ugly, depressing, and coarsening. Much of thd stahufactured is dishonest in quality,
made to sell and not to serve, and the making df sotton or wooden lies must react on
the morals of every man that handles them. Tlselitle opportunity for a man to put

his personal stamp on his work . . . The modertofgichand is not likely to develop
artistic gifts as he tends his machine.

Channeling a Marxian spirit, Rauschenbusch contrasts alienated work with the kind of
work that bears a “personal stamp.” As opposed to Marx, though, Rauschenbusch asserts
that the only way to “un-alienate” work is through religion. Meaningful, éé€aadly,
work is that which not only produces that which can be called one’s own, but also that
which “contributes to the welfare of mankind.” Because most factory work neither
personalizes production nor furthers the common good, it cannot be the kind of work that
God would deem worthy of a calling.

In this way, Rauschenbusch reverses the Reformed approach to the idea of
vocation. Instead of beginning with God’s will as that which work must align &&tut
and Calvin do, Rauschenbusch looks first to the state of work itself. Granted,
Rauschenbusch has a strong notion of God’s will; namely, it is God’s will to effect
equitable social order. But instead of that will subordinating the desire towaake
correspond with our wants, God’s will is made manifest through the alteraticorkof w

In other words, the nature of work in early twentieth-century Ameésittee locus of a

12 \valter RauschenbuscBhristianity and the Social Crisis in the2Century: The Classic That Woke
Up the ChurchiNew York: HarperOne, 2007), 234.
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calling for Rauschenbusch and through a modification or even removal of the structures

that keep it in its current state, a calling can be returned to the average wazkeriteld,

If a man’s calling consisted in manufacturing dtisg useless or harmful stuff, he would
find himself unable to connect it with his religioin so far as the energy of business life
is expended in crowding out competitors, it woukbae outside the sanction of
religion, and religious men would be compelled dasider how industry and commerce

could be reorganized so that there would be a maximof service to humanity and a

minimum of antagonism between those who desirereesit*®

Religionis morality here. “Irreligious” work that falls outside of a vocation eithemisa
another or oneself. Hence a vocation acts as a kind of moral barometer, judge and
guarantor. Its criteria are gathered from perceived societaitdlauthority is
underwritten by God through biblical moral precepfs.

This formulation bears on the relationship between God and society as
Rauschenbusch sees it. God’s will for creation is found in a society whose work is not
alienated and for the common good, as opposed to God’s will manifesting itself in the
believer who endures meaningless work for eternal benefits. It is thals@ing that
has been corrupted as evinced by Rauschenbusch’s singling out certain busioess sect
and jobs instead of all work. And it is up to Christian soldiers to recognize this moral
discrepancy and reestablish the balance between a general callirg @hbstian and a
special calling to have one’s individual work accord with God’s will. Here, thagialg
of a meaningful vocation must take its cues from a dehumanizing work world in order to

overcome it.

13 Rauschenbusch, 356.

14 Rauschenbusch’s formulation resembles Luther'saation between a calling and brotherly love.
Though because Luther is attempting to define ateem, brotherly love ends up filling out what a
vocation is. Rauschenbusch is dealing with anritdgedefinition. Hence he is able to take aspetthe
definition of vocation and apply them to instanedsere brotherly love is absent.
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Dorothy Sayers (1893-1957), writing thirty years later and in Britaiitesvin a
Social Gospel vein though with some branching. She similarly laments the inability
jobs to rise up to the standards of a vocation in a capitalist system. The problem for
Sayers, however, is not that the kind of work generates inequality betweaehtaed
the poor, but the simple impossibility afyjob that is performed strictly for money to

become a vocation.

| think we can measure the distance we have félten the idea that work is a vocation
to which we are called, by the extent to which \agéhcome to substitute the word
“employment” for “work.” We say we must solve tfgoblem of unemployment”—we
reckon up how many “hands” are “employed”; our abstatistics are seldom based upon
the W(ﬂ’|5( itself—whether the right people are daingr whether the work is worth

doing:

Work’s meaning has been reduced to fact of mere employment and the wages earn
with the work itself figuring in little to any meaning that work may furnishyea
suggests that work will regain its proper place in a vocation when work is pedfétsme
itself—not strictly for unrelated ends, namely money.

Important for my argument regarding vocation and the Social Gospelers igrthat f
them, work is not taken as a given to which a calling must adjust. Nor is mere success
the sign that a calling is being lived out. To the contrary, society and cukctess
moral, irreligious work practices. Only by overhauling the ideologiesptiogt up such
practices can a calling have any real meaning. And it is in the power ohlageats
operating with a biblical moral conscience alone that can recalibratelgtienship
between work and a calling.

The Social Gospel’s turn to society for evidence of moral violations, assvelt a

the remedy, constitutes an instructive stage in our theological history oforocdtie

15 Dorothy L. Sayers, “Vocation in Work,” i Christian Basis for the Post-War Worlel]. A. E. Baker
(New York: Morehouse-Gorham, 1942), 104.
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elevation of the status of work as one starting point for theological reflentfmnges on
the role that a vocation could possibly serve in an earthly kingdom. Attention to the
meaningfulness of actual work necessarily brings the social relatiorsstiasture, and
secular ideologies that reify problematic business practices intojtia¢ian™°

The question of thkind of work that is calling-worthy lingers to this day,
yielding varied answers. However the overall Social Gospel program fanoaurse
under assault in the wake of the first World War. Neo-orthodox thinkers and later,
Christian realists charged that a world capable of atrocities is nofptaGed’s
kingdom. Consequently the meaning of vocation and its relationship to “worldly” work
underwent drastic changes.
Barth and Brunner

Troubled by the reliance on the ability of human agents to bring about God’s
kingdom on earth in the wake of a destructive World War |, Karl Barth (1886-1968)
broke with liberal colleagues. Barth’s “crisis theology” is predicated onfanite
distance between creation and the wholly other Creator. Efforts to bridgeaploissible
gap, such as altering society to align with God’s will, are always fyitin the distance
they must really travel. Barth’s idea of vocation reflects this theology.

In opposition to advocates of the Social Gospel, he asserts that God’s call to
humans to act in a calling has been confused with human aspirations within a given

economic system. When a calling is animated by the desire to improve thyg ofuali

118 revisit the political implications for Rauscharseh’s insights in chapter 4 as | do with Calvin.
Similarly here in this present chapter, | highligity Rauschenbusch’s treatment of vocation that ar
consequential to a theological history.
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work, whether on an individual or societal level, a calling is overshadowed by thie nat

of work and, Barth argues, it loses all of its intended meaning.

It is a piece with the rather feverish modern oestimation of work and of the process of
production that particularly at the climax of th@"<entury, and even more so in our
own, it should be thought essential to man, or npoegisely to the true nature of man, to
have a vocation in this sens@.

Barth is responding to a general orientation to work gone awry. He difeesnt
“vocation” from “calling” in order to elucidate his point. Barth’s “vocatigmthat

which has been corrupted by its reduction to work. Barth’s “calling” is direclatexe
from God and hence is dictated by the terms of the “infinite qualitative dista@tvecen
God and humanity. He arrives at a proper notion of a calling by first descriing it
relationship to a vocation. éalling is overtaken by socationwhen work becomes the
primary, or in extreme cases, the only substance of a calling. With the God lofginal
one ear and the society of a vocation in the other, a dilemma arises as oneistanriot |

and follow two imperatives moving in different directions.

[T]he attempt to listen to a Word of God on théhtipand and another word on the left,
has always had the unfortunate result, as in Restésm, that vocation has begun to take
and has actually taken precedence over callinthaahe Word of God on the right hand
has increasingly and finally to yield before thattbe left'®

Work, for Barth, is always an endeavor that must be placed in the service ahGod
hence should never act as the exclusive activity within a calling. Godtsacaibt

constitute a mere summons to search for and acquire satisfactory wotkis &nother
temptation to substitute a human activity and the ideologies that animatéhi things

of God. “That a man’s vocation is exhausted in his profession is no more true than that

God'’s calling which comes to him is simply an impulsion to wdfR.Barth is not

17 Karl Barth,Church Dogmaticsll:4 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1985), 599.
18 Barth, 645.
119 Barth, 599.
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arguing for the elimination of work, of course. However, he is claiming that orte mus
not forget that a calling is from a wholly other God/hether a calling elevates work or
compels it, either way work is overstepping the bounds established by Goddeatle
when work begins to gain a life of its own, create its own dictates, and thentgains
legitimacy by attaching the word “vocation” to it, it offers false si#g@and is

completely out of sync with God’s objectives.

Emil Brunner (1889-1966) shares Barth’'s sentiments.

Thus it is quite obvious that this idea of vocat{tthe Calling”) has no more than the
name in common with that which is called so to-daye idea of the Calling has been
degraded, so disgracefully, into something quitéatr; it has been denuded of its daring
and liberating religious meaning to such an extand, has been made so ordinary and
commonplace that we might even ask whether it wooldbe better to renounce it
altogether®°

Brunner similarly predicates his assertion on the ultimate power of Gatksajeall to
dictate the terms and activities permitted under a special calling. Ifstodeé and
applied faithfully, the proper execution of a calling can never take its direotion f
society—only from God. Brunner describes the “secularization of the Callirtheas
process by which the calling has been slowly wrenched from its eschaablogic
significance to be captured solely by secular fotéesde, however, does not want to
“renounce” the idea of a calling, for he still affirms that it has a divooece. His

reclamation of the idea of a vocation involves the dethroning of work by way of a

120 Emil Brunner,The Divine Imperativetrans. Olive Wyon (Philadelphia: the Westminstezs8, 1936),
205.

121 Brunner claims that Luther never meant to equatation with work. Instead, Luther, according to
Brunner, altered the meaning of vocation in ordegdtablish a “good conscience in one’s Callingfolh
can more easily submit to God'’s dictates, rathen ttertain activities. God then can enact théllfuknt
of God’s kingdom via the calling by calling the imdiual to correct belief, then calling him or haut of
the world at the eschaton. Brunner writes, “Gdasaover all responsibility for our action in thend
which in itself is sinful, if we, on our part, wiinly do here and now that which the present sgnat
demands from one who loves God and his neighb&uuhner, 206.
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reiteration of the fact that God calls believers to do God’s service ¥foléhen one
ceases searching for secular affirmation for work and looks to God’s wilidquroper
goal of all work, then a calling can be restored.

In line with neo-orthodox skepticism towards liberal theology, Barth and Brunner
do not argue for the restoration of work so that it can somehow align itself with God’s
own version. Instead both criticize the unjustified rise of the place that work agcupie
They oppose the “ungodly” endowment of work with import from the secular world
when work already possesses divine import in a calling. Consequently, both ar@ready t
abandon the role of work altogether in a calling if the trend that they see centifiue
trend has less to do with the quality of work and more to do with the general power that
the meaning of work can hold in the lives of Christians. Hence, changes in the overall
quality of work that may occur in the future have little bearing on the accdestef
vocation. Secondn spite of their dire judgments, both theologians compensate for
skepticism toward the ways in which an ideology of work can corrupt a relationghip wi
God by shifting their entire attention to the revealed Word of God. It is by taiisg
of one’s activities completely within the flow of an unknown yet sovereign divine
purpose that a vocation maintains its integrity.

Important for my argument is the witness that Barth and Brunner bear in the
unimportance of work in a vocation. Their conclusions establish a general foakw
the idea of vocation out of which subsequent theologians operate. The role of work in a

vocation is wrestled with continually hereafter. However the tendency to loo&rfaist

122 Brunner goes directly back to Luther for this ipretation of a calling.
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foremost to God for direction on what a vocation should be occurs at the expense of
turning away from an idea of vocation that has a footing in the work world.
Recent Theological Assessments

There is a dearth of theological treatments of vocation after the ntidfghe
century. For evidence, William Placher’s recent anthology of theolofjiascation ends
with Barth. The reasons for this are not fully self-evident, but there are twdlpossi
explanations for this trend. One, the lack of recent productiosgstématic theologies
couldtranslate int@ leaving aside the consideration of vocation, whereas theologians of
the past felt the need to include it in a system. And two, the increased “intraaiiz
of religion coupled with the more slippery meaning of work in a post-industrial gociet
which will be discussed in the next chapter, make more difficult the task o$iagstee
theological significance of vocatidh® Gone are the days where a critical mass of
Western society can plausibly square a coherent notion of work with the burden of the
kind of calling that Luther envisions, much less the Puritan idea. However, as stated
before, despite the relative theological silence, calling languagetpeénsfsmerican
vernacular. What is the connection between modern work and a theology of vocation, if
there is any? I first turn to two more recent theological treatments afien@nd then to
a popular rendition with the intent of answering this question.
Jacques Ellul and Miroslav Volf

Jacques Ellul (1912-1994) stands at the juncture between industrial and post-
industrial society. He echoes much of Barth’s and Brunner’s refrain thas Galt’

should never bend to culture. Yet like Rauschenbusch, it is the nature of work that serves

123 geeHabits of the HeartRobert N. Bellah, et al. (New York: Harper and RA®85).
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as Ellul's evidence that a vocation and the current nature of work have little tithdo w
each other. Ellul alternatively shares Barth’s concern that cultural gleslbave
exaggerated the status of work, but because modern work is now self-regulating and may
not even need an ideology, his suggestion strays from Barth’s. Ellul, as displdyed i
classic,The Technological Societiakes pains to point out that “technique” is the
dominant quality of work that reduces all work to the application of method ¥fbne.
One only has to learn and employ certain techniques in order to succeed at a job. For
Ellul, technique has little to do with the kind of work worthy of a calling because it
detaches all work from any higher purpose, whether it be obeying God'’s wdhong
one’s neighbor.

Instead of suggesting the means of reversing this development, Ellul cothteast
current meaning of vocation with its “real” meaning as gleaned from bikihgs
that present a calling that adheres to a totalizing divine plan. Technigue s pank
from any ordered whole by atomizing tasks, placing them under the direction of a
seemingechnological whole, and finally demanding only a sanguine attitude towards
work. To the last point Ellul writes, “Thus to become a lawyer by “calling” rejptes
the expression of good sentiments, a generous will, an idealism, but it meangyinaeali
be the victim of an illusion and to live in ignorance of what is real in our socfety.”
Work as technique is thus barred from engaging imehbwhole as given by eeal
calling. And for Ellul, work has become a primary way to sin against the God that

demands that a calling be in complete service to a transcendent God.

124 Jacques EllulThe Technological Societyans. John Wilkinson (New York: Random House, )963-
18.
125 E|lul, “Work and Calling,” 34.
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The predicament that modern work presents is not one that can or should be
averted by way of either reconfiguring work (Rauschenbusch) or by deglGyd’s
power to undermine the problematic orientation to work so that it can fit into a calling
once again (Barth). Ellul is more pessimistic than Barth and Brunner as to teeshan
that not only work, but also any meaningful notion of a calling can be restored. Work as
technique cannot function along side a calling, and so work, along with its ideolody, mus

be permanently removed from any true conception of vocation. He writes,

We must accept the fact that work is condemnediirsociety; that there is a segment of
our life that is ‘cursed.” Hence, we can abandorselves to trade our profession which
is without any value, without any significance, lvatit any interest, which functions
solely to supply us with enough money to survive] e shall find the main interest for
our lives elsewher&?

The place to look elsewhere is the general call that God makes to atlabisrisThe

special call that enlists individual talents now can only place them into seivic

technique. If this can happen, why was the idea of vocation ever held at the mercy of
such a susceptible entity such as work? Work should never have been given such power,
but now that it does grip our collective consciousness, it can be used to point beyond
itself. “In reality,” Ellul charges, “we must assume, accept positialy take upon

ourselves, this sign of our rupture with God—to live fully this order of necessibyder

thatthe freedom which is at times granted by God, the calling which we are able to
assume, represerits true value.**’ The meaning of work, here, is instrumental. Work

is to be used as a sign of its (and our) limits—a reminder to Christians to listba for

real call from God, which will not be heard in the workplace.

126 F||ul, 34-35.
27 E)ul, 42.
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Like Ellul, Miroslav Volf (1956- ) upholds the view that there exists the difficulty
of maintaining a functional use of vocation given the way work is experienced. Yet
instead of conceiving the issue with modern work as an ideological problem, Vslit call
a crisis. In his 1991 bookMyork in the Spirithe writes, “Today we can observe a general
crisis of work. It frequently surfaces in the negative attitude of workerart their
work. Many people are deeply dissatisfied with the kind of work they are d6fhg.”

Volf seeks to overcome this crisis not by retreating into supra-mundane ooiestatia
calling, but by retrieving an exhaustive theology of the Holy Spirit thatrdase all
activities, including work, with divine significance.

Volf criticizes the Lutheran conception of vocation as conservative; itsafig
calling too much with the duties required of a certain social position with btbie for
the questioning of those duties. The Lutheran calling is beholden to the given-tiness of
duties of one’s special calling which is mitigated by the security mamféise general
call that soothes discomforts experienced at work. This poses a problem for Volf.
Because Volf identifies the primary features of work in the late twentegttuy as
transient and fluid, it is no longer possible to stay in one job for long or even hold down
only one job at a time. Hence the ability of work to convey the kind of stability that
provides givens is gone. The very efficacy of Luther’s special callisgspect under
modern working conditions.

In addition, Luther and others’ reliance on the general call that presumably
provides solace in God's grace in the midst of work is not fully integrative oftibeew

of human life for Volf. In contradistinction to Ellul, Volf holds that the Garden of Eden

128 Miroslav Volf, Work in the Spirit: Toward a Theology of WdBkugene, OR: Wipf and Stock
Publishers, 2001), 35.
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story establishes that work is an essential human activity. It should be perfarmed i
“cooperation with God” as opposed to being endured in spite of the consolation received
by God’s grace alon&® By conceiving of a vocation as moving in one direction from

God to us in the form of a command, human cooperation with God in the living out of a
vocation is largely foreclosed. Volf argues that the inclusion of the Holy Spttita

broker of such a cooperation is needed. He offers an interpretation of the effithhey

Holy Spirit that relates work to God’s will via the animation and sustenance provided by
the spirit.

Elevating work to cooperation with God in the pnetmogical understanding of work
implies an obligation to overcome alienation beeathe individual gifts of the person
need to be taken seriously. The point is not gjnpinterpret work religiously as
cooperation with God and thereby glorify it idedtmdly, but to transform work into a
charismatic cooperation with God on the ‘projeditiee new creatioh®

The spirit can reattach work to a calling by at once lifting out and legitighane’s true
talents as well as furnishing the worker with the judgment to find work thaltfinal
cooperates with God’s creative work in the world. Work that is infused with the Holy
Spirit can not only accommodate a fluid labor market in an information/service egonom
(thereby avoiding Ellul’'s resignation), but it can also overcome alienatidmegoh by
lining up the “right” job with one’s God-given talents (thus circumventing Luthera
conservatism).

Both Ellul and Volf show an unwillingness to drag the concept of vocation down
into the morass of the contemporary work world. Whether it be an embellished ideology
of work or a crisis in the work world that forces each of their hands, it is a dgegtres

for the idea of a calling that motivates their respective responses. The upshbt in bot

129\/0lf, 114, 126.
130y/0lf, 116.
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analyses (though in a lesser extent in Volf) for my purposes is a further aggraadt

of God’s power over a calling, as exerted through the general calling, in a refoinde
problem of integrating contemporary work into a genuine calling. This problem is
acknowledged by both with some lamentation and consequently, their efforts to salvage
vocation with the help of a divine life preserver stands as a further statement ofynot onl
the persistence of the idea of a calling (that it deserves to be salvaged) &S

increasing lack of the ability of work to satisfy their demands of the idea.

Prompted by a work world that reveals itself to be unresponsive to real human
needs, Ellul and Volf both turn to a member of the Godhead for help. The turn from
work itself for a clue about what a vocation should be is facilitated in part by the
assumption that a gap exists between activity at work and a true Godly vocation. When
less than meaningful work along with its artificially elevated status“aseaning-giver”
is considered ungodly or sinful, the move to God is understandable. Yet when work is
separated from vocation on these grounds, the cultural environment that molds actual
work and its experience is similarly devalued and often neglected in thediuladt on
vocation.

The reluctance to engage vocation with work leaves the idea of vocation
vulnerable to unintended appropriations that likewise have negligible contact with the
concrete work world. Liability for popular uses of the idea of vocation that Hadditt
do with work today does not solely lie at the feet of theologians who have gradually
prevented work and its cultural adjusters from informing the idea of vocation. Culture
itself is a major culprit as well. | examine a prime example of what happlken culture
and vocation mix imMhe Purpose-Driven Lifan chapter 3. But as the final instance in
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this theological history, it is helpful to observe how a theology of vocation is atedul
in another popular offering.
Keeping the Faith When Losing at Work

It is difficult to tell whether Ana Mollinedo Mims’s booKeeping the Faith
should be in the business motivation or spirituality section of the book store. As
evidenced by the ideas she pushes throughout, the “spirit-led career,” Mintsitde
merge the business world with her own hard-won spiritual insights in order to help
readers on their own journey. This is a self-help book designed to offer guidance to lost
business souls. Personal cautionary tales and success stories come witlavipisiiiog
the former and replicating the latter. She uses the idea of vocation as & at®pt
running through her working career. No matter what happens on the job or how she is
treated, it is the fact that she remains in a calling throughout her trdaitpves her
hope. And while her book is not a theological treatise, a theology of vocation is present
and operative for Mims. Her theological articulation stands as an exampkgighot
of twentieth-century theologies of vocation. When work is removed from consioferati
in the functioning of a vocation, the idea of vocation is susceptible to cultural
appropriation of which Mims’s book serves as a particularly clear example.

She enumerates several distressing trends of the modern business workht const
threats of job loss through downsizing, lack of long-term employment, continuing
disloyalty felt by employers to employees and vice versa. For Mingsaivocation that
acts as a shock absorber. Her (and our) engagement with a stable God acsoanpanie

stable and discernable purpose that God has already laid out. She writes,
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Each of us has a calling, a purpose in life. lehdiscovered that when you reach out to a
God who is there, listen to His call, and embarkagaurney with Him, then a career
path—the one you're meant to be on—opens beforé3jou

The plan is never explicitly laid out for us nor can God’s call be heard in avoliear

most of the time, according to Mims. Yet a faithful mindset and corresponding adtion ac

in concert with God’s plan as doors are opened along the path that is meant to be on. The
meaning of a vocation for Mims is that despite trying working conditions, asrust i

placed in the One who has a plan. When one cultivates this trusting relationship through
prayer, moral commitment and a faith that the right result will surface,| acic@ess will

follow. Trying to outpace God’s plan with one’s own plan is not the way to find a

calling. But when a vocation is found the right way, it guarantees success.

| learned that God'’s timing is not always our tigiin. . | learned that when you follow a
calling, you won't fail even when you fail. Allitngs will work for your good and
growth ultimately**

Mims does not claim that a calling does all of the work, though, as if one can simply s
back and enjoy the spoils. Talent in conjunction with hard work is necessary for the
fulfillment of God’s plan. Indeed, the coincidence of the right job and the appropriate

talents constitute asnointingin Mims’s words.

When you are anointed to be in a particular jomeof work, you will be ready for it . .

. When you're anointed, you bring with you not jurgelligence or technical expertise or
X years of experience. You also bring a set ofitjes, a unique combination of the
practical and the spiritual that didn’t exist irathiole before you came along. It's a
special alignment of all that's needed to accorhpdigask or a goal, and it's one that may
not occur again. And it comes from being in theteeof God’s will for your life"*®

Anointment, here, means that special privilege is given to the anointed to perfidom a |

uniquely—one’s talents perfectly fit the duties of a job. Or a calling provides t

131 Ana Mollinedo Mims Keeping the Faith: How Applying Spiritual Purposettour Work Can Lead to
Extraordinary Succes®New York: Harper Collins, 2007), xiii.

132 Mims, 45.

13 Mims, 45.
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conditions, if recognized and engaged faithfully, for one’s God-given talentadoage
real success in the business world through a career that is tailor-made.

On the age-old theological negotiation between human and divine ability, Mims
reflects on her own success. “Was it because | brought to the role more innovation of
thought or expertise or because | prayed more through situations? It was probably a
combination of the two™* She is content to mix her own talent with God’s ability to
bring success without resolving the tension fully, but it is clear that sucdbsssigrest
sign that one is anointed to accomplish certain job tasks and more importantly, that a
vocation is being lived out.

Mims recounts a personal story that attests to her conclusions. Workingge a lar
organization, she discovered that she was in the middle of a power struggle. For a year
superiors used passive aggression and unnerving silence to deliver the messagesthat M
and her talents were not wanted. Reasons that she gives herself for trensneati

believable enough:

Maybe what you were hired to do is no longer a camyppriority. Maybe a new
management team wants to bring in its own peoptem the standpoint of the
organization, it's easier and, of course cheaptireifout-of-favor employee just leaves
quietly. Maybe you are not out of favor but pehiapmeone wants to put another
person in your role and management is not a patteoihole thing*®

What is the relationship between corporate decisions and one’s own talent? How is this

discrepancy rationalized?

Regardless, in environments like any of theseratileg the injustice of it all and the
scheming that goes on is exhausting. You have dotieng wrong. Negative forces are
at play that have no connection to your skills taldnts or the efficiency with which
you're doing your jod3®

134 Mims, 46.
135 Mims, 142.
136 Mims, 142.
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Instead of fighting the injustice head on at work or even questioning whether her gende
had anything to do with the treatment, Mims visualized the real battle takiregiplaer
mind. Contempt for the cowardly behavior of her superiors along with the desire to up

and quit clashed with her stubborn idea of vocation.

Why didn’t | just quit? | thought about that matitpmes over those months. But when |
first accepted the job, it was clear to me that thas the door God had opened.
Whatever was going to happen, He would allow—natessarily cause, but allow, and
there was a purpose to that somehow. When Goéglauu in a position, when He
opens the door and say#is is it—walk throughonly He can tell you it's time to walk
out again. Certainly | could have left at any paiaring that miserable year. As much
as | wanted to, something inside was stopping ®ed hadn'’t yet told me it was time to
go. | can't walk out of a door that he’s openedlite saysNow we're moving®’

What finally closed the door was a combination of her internal voice and external
circumstance:

Finally, He closed that door. The pieces camettmge | saw in my mind’s eye, more
and more clearly, that | was coming to the end loatt needed to accomplish in that
place. The company itself was changing. And leehdp resigning. It was a total
miracle from where | stood. | actually felt likdvad been promote'd®

Through her reflection on this experience, Mims’s notion of a calling beconasrcle
God alone opens doors thaitowing one to flourish in the calling given. But once in the
door, the role of external circumstances mysteriously works in conjunction witls God’
plan and both are adjudicated in the mind’s eye. Mims can rest assured that she never
closed doors herself, she never acted immorally when she was being a goodaedldier
through this, she received confirmation that a miracle, her own sanity and sueddss c
be achieved in one fell swoop. Her vocation bundles these beliefs together.

Several things can be inferred from Mims’s book. First, though she pays homage
to a God who is in control of her life, Mims uses this God instrumentally. Her susces

attributed to a seamless intertwining of her own talent and God’s power. Consequently, i

137 Mims, 143-44.
138 Mims, 144.
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is difficult to determine where her own skills end and God’s plan begins. For the most
part, this theological predicament is resolved by primarily crediting hertalent for her
success and thguost factaoringing God in to legitimate her accomplishments.

This kind of relationship between God and her success cuts both ways: if she is
having success, God did it; if not, it is not her talents or personality that aaelebsbut
God has not opened a door yet. God is brought in post facto, but more correctly Mims
commits thgyost hoc, ergo propter hdellacy here. After moments of career success,
God is the cause; after moments of struggle, God is again the cause. In additior, becaus
Mims’s comfort in a vocation seems largely driven byresdfor success in the
business world—God is smuggled in to legitimize this need. Why did she refuse to
confront directly her superiors if an “injustice” was occurring? If Gadroonicates
details of an exhaustive life plan to Mims, God must have also informed her of the
injustice at work. One conclusion to be drawn is that the fear of possible damage to her
career for speaking out against work place injustice drowned out God’s voicevietre
when her situation was resolved through corporate restructuring, it was ed@aiae
miracle.

The confusion arising from the relationship between God’s plan and her own
initiative can be cleared up somewhat when we locate Mims’s idea in our tlwablogi
history. With an easy fusion of God’s fixed plan and her own talents, Mims can more
clearly separate the general call from the special. With God mositatom behind the
scenes but at times performing miracles that merge with Mims’s owreslesid
expectations, she is free to define aspects of her special call in wagsitteer.

Because success in the corporate world can lead to pride, Mims turns inward (and
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upward) for confirmation that she is doing it the right way. Her refusal ttenga an
unfair status quo necessarily prevents her from turning to the workplace foricgsolut
Her special calling, that which authorizes her belief that her own God-gieeitstavill
overcome unpleasant working environments, becomes a kind of therapeutic device; a
coping mechanism of sorts. She can endure intra-office pettiness that fafatellown
job insecurity because comfort is given in the general call that evegytttah happens is
in accordance with God’s will. The interpretation of the details of her spatiialg
communicate that her talents have nothing to do with her discomfort. Or her united idea
of a vocation vouchsafes her belief that success in the businesssigdd’s plan by
lending comfort amidst an uncomfortable working situation.

Additionally the gradual diminishment of work itself from the theologicstidny
of the idea of vocation is on display in Mims’s book. Throughout the recounting of her
working career, she never mentions the kind of work that she is doing. Actual day-to-
activities or the material end to which a certain job is directed areveyatinimportant
when compared to the attainment of the “end” of generalized success. Hence, the
fulfillment of her vocation as coterminous with success in the business world is
ultimately unable to help her distinguish between fitting jobs nor apparently able to
prompt a challenge to specific business practices. When actual work is no henavanc
even informative to the means of abiding in a calling, a calling can be mdse easi
adapted to self-serving ideologies with minimal cognitive dissonance.

In fairness, Mims’s work should not be subjected to the kind of scrutiny reserved
for academic theologians. Her audience and purpose differ radically tha that
academic theology. Hers is included, though, as a final installment in our ligstory
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expose not only an upshot of the idea of vocation but also to invite an inquiry into
cultural conditions that make such an idea of vocation resonant today.
Conclusion

In this chapter, | have traced a selective theological history of the fRardtes
calling with attention to the role of work within a vocation. Through the gradual
amplification of the power of God’s general call over the special call, we g@svang
inability of the actual work that one does to inform the idea of vocation. Since the
original bifurcation of the calling at the Reformation, the tight connectiondaetw
general and special calling (bound by a God controlling both) began to loosen during the
Puritan era. An emphasis on individual talents and “choosing a calling” that Sniayit
into Puritan discourse involving vocation undermines the idea that divine muscle alone
can restrain the human desire to align a calling with the marks of “worldlgéssc

The Industrial Revolution, with its deleterious impact on the expression of
individual talent as well as on the freedom to choose a calling of one’s likinggdforc
theologians to question the suitability of Luther’s instantiation. The predonrestton
was a retrieval of a “proper” calling in which the authority of individual work ctvient
credence to a special calling, was said to have been exaggerated. Exbegiogal
Gospel response, Barth established the need for God through a general calssothedre
abuses allowed by misapplied individual freedom within the special calling. e&ling
treatments of vocation are variations on this Barthian theme.

The final example of Mims’s book at once reveals a recent meaning of aowocati
when the work that one does is inconsequential to the discourse of vocation. What, then,
animates Mims’s spirited language? Clearly a notion of God underwrites muah of he
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program, but her god differs considerably from that of everyone from Luther to Volf.
Hers more resembles that of the Gilded Age success writers: God’spragaace
serves to stabilize the individual's experience of a volatile work environment. God
somehow steers Mims’s boat through the choppy waters on an unstable career @ath. Th
reasons for the choppy sea are neither stated gratefully nor criticinedhhanalysis by
her; they just are.

It is the cultural climate of the contemporary work world left unquestioned by
Mims and condemned or dismissed by her “fellow theologians” that demands our
attention. The idea of vocation minus work, whether it is forcibly removed on orders
taken from a certain theological framework or blithely glossed over in the na
success, is an empty concept. The idea of vocation that is culturally embedded, on the
other hand, can simultaneously retain much of its religious cosmekiittingly
participate in the material reality of work. Arriving at such an idea sadésincludes
an honest reckoning with the culture that likewise embeds the idea of work.

Since calling language persists to this day in American cultural vernacula
work still operates off a powerful ideology, a calling must be able to relaterk. If
theologians detach work from a calling in favor of emphasizing the power of Godéo iss
vocations, what colors Mims’s as well as Warren’s unique articulations of thefide
vocation? The next chapter will not so much highlight the role of God in current
expressions of vocation as it will examine the cultural forces that help expain t
expressions. Divine weight still burdens a calling (over Weberian protestatatns)

God’s action or the belief thereof within the selection and execution of a vocation provide
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only a part of the complex makeup that comprises the contemporary calling thes t

additional cultural component of calling that we now turn.
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CHAPTER 2—WORK AND A VOCATION IN A CONSUMER CULTURE

The absence of a sense of calling means an abseaceense of moral meaning. When
they do not find it in their work, people like Briand Margaret seek for such meaning,
as we might expect, in some form of expressiveviddalism, to be pursued with the
like-minded and loved ones. But the ties one foimthe search for meaning through
expressive individualism are not those of the mooshmunity of the calling. They are
rather the ties of what we might call the lifestgleclave.

Bellah et al. Habits of the Heart

The use of the idea of vocation by authors of more recent popular motivational
literature, both Christian and non-Christian alike, points our study down a diffextént p
Academic theological forays into the subject have either redeemed vacasjute of
work (God is bigger than any human activity) or have redeentet#@use ofvork
(changes in the material conditions of work will align work with vocation once more).
Yet in self-help books and business motivational literature, we find an avoidance
altogether of the quandaries that plague theological renderings tradegh complex
use of theological concepts. For instance, Steven R. Covey, author of the bestselling
business motivational bookhe Seven Habits of Highly Effective Peppkks readers to
use the power of the idea of a vocation for improving their potential in the corporate

world in his follow-up bookThe &' Habit: From Effectiveness to Greatnedse quips:

Perhaps the most important vision of all is to deye sense of self, a sense of your own
destiny, a sense of your unique mission and roléeipas a sense of purpose and

139 Examples include Parker J. Palmiast Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of atmm (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000); Herbert Alphonseil&Rabricant Linn, Matthew Linn and Dennis Linn,
Discovering Your Personal Vocation: The SearchMeaning Through the Spiritual Exercis@datwabh,
NJ: Paulist Press, 2001); Noel TYlpcations: The New Midheaven Extension Pro¢@ssodbury, MN:
Llewellyn Press, 2006); Gregg Michael Lev@allings: Finding and Following an Authentic Lifdlew
York: Three Rivers Press, 1997).
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meaning. When testing your own personal visiost fask yourself: Does the vision tap
into my voice, my energy, my unique talent? Doagve me a sense of ‘calling,” a cause
worthy of my commitment? Acquiring such meaninguiees profound personal

reflection, asking deep questions and envisioﬂif'r?g.

Covey’s notion of a calling is devoid of the kind of content that would reflect a
theological reckoning with the God/human/work relationship. Not that we should expect
this kind of depth—his intended audience needs not a treatise on the etymology of the
word “calling.” Nonetheless Covey needs the religiguas/itasthat accompanies the
idea of vocation to underwrite what amounts to the long and trying road to material
success. Even though climbing the corporate ladder requires a “sense efpgpalféntly
it also requires something beyond the push towards material success to motivate the
climb.

The reason for using calling language in projects such as Covey’s igctaah:
the endowment of an otherwise mundane and purely secular job with other-worldly
meaning is an appealing addition. He is, however, parasitic on the original force of
Luther’s idea as Covey'’s calling is only as deep as one’s own “persormal. Vighespite
Covey’s interpretation, his move leaves a crucial question unanswered; navhgly,
beyond mere motivation of lost souls, is calling language effective at all imuootary
society?” Bookstore shelves are lined with enough self-motivation books that draw on
less explicitly religious techniques for finding meaning such as “correttitigf’ and the
tapping of personal energies. Indeed, with such techniques for infusing life with
meaning, it would seem that the need to cloak a concept with a kind of divine aura in a

self-help book is a relatively superfluous one.

140 stephen R. Coveifhe &' Habit: From Effectiveness to Greatnédew York: Free Press, 2004), 72.
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For an explanation of calling language and its meaning in self-help books, an
investigation is required into the kind of culture in which it gains purchase and,
moreover, to whom it is being tailored. The predominant la@xplicit theological
reckoning with the cultural impact on the meaning of vocation, as seen in the previous
chapter, leaves the idea of vocation to fend for itself in culture. Covey’s artoula
stands as one particular instance of this phenomenon.

More pointedly, Covey’s calling language is an indicator of what happens when
the idea of vocation is abstracted from its material context and permitted tedoasus
motivational tool in the service of material success. | argue that Cavegge and
others’ like it are facilitated and even molded by the effect®on$umer culturen
Western life. Consumer culture shapes not only the meaning of one’s work but also the
meaning of the very word “vocation.” Material forces, such as technology and
globalization, exert tremendous influence on the nature of much work today. However
the shift from a society that was organized primarily arquneductionto one organized
aroundconsumptiorserves as the primary means for understanding popular expressions
of vocation.

From the eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, the idea of vocation
relied on ehomo fabemanthropology. This way of conceiving human nature relied on the
idea that worker identity is forged by what one produces and how one relates to the
materials of production through social relationships. In this chapter | laanout
alternative to this dated anthropology arguing that consumption rather than production

guides cultural expressions of vocation as well as other concepts now. In consequence,
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the meaning and application of calling, while once dependant on a culture of production,
is now constructed according to themo consumens

To support this claim, | draw on the work of historians and sociologists who are
attuned to the cultural implications of the shift from producer to consumer soCirte
the ascendancy of consumer culture is established, | look at several eaptaohthe
shift. The “why” of consumer culture will prove to be informative for further
illuminating life in a consumer culture as well as instructive as to seitasponses to it.
| then apply the working of consumer culture to a discourse that directly intpacts
meaning of vocation: that involving modern work. While a shift in culture has occurred,
productive relationdetween employers and employees are still responsible for
structuring most working environments despite the cultural ascendancy of the consumer
| explore how consumer culture acts to enlarge the role of choice when it tiomek,
yet, through the analysis offered by Richard Sennett, also suggest tleaidinged role
may not equate to an enlarged amount of power within a company for the enquloyee
consumer. This suggestion is more fully taken up in chapter 4 as it relatesise thie
religious ideas as consumer items to maintain hierarchical productitienslaetween
employers and employees.

Mike Featherstone identifies three main ways to view consumer cultureirsthe f
is the economic perspective, or more generally, the material perspecéxe. cBhsumer
culture is taken as the result of the expansion of capitalist commodity production.
Cheaper goods combined with effective mass advertising collude to make consumpti
easy and empowering to the consumer. Second is the sociological view that sees
consumer culture as the primary crucible in which social bonds are forgedy broke
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conceived and lived through. Not only are personal relationships, both real and
imaginary, an indicator of the function of consumer culture, but also institutians tha
purportedly help fasten social bonds. Third is the psychological perspective thasfocuse
on cognitive explanations for individual desires and decision-making that aeae tyv
consumer culturé*

| focus on the second option, the sociological view, because it provides the most
appropriate means to connect vocation with consumer cuffufehe strength of a
vocation, as we have seen, is linked to the strength of the bonds that hold an individual to
his or her job, to fellow employees, to the boss and to the kind of work one does.
Scholars who are attuned to the means by which consumer culture transforms these
relationships add valuable contributions to the study of vocation. This contribution is felt
in two ways. One, the shift from a society organized around production to that of
consumption mirrors the shift in the meaning of vocation over this same time frame.
Two, as we will see, the explanation of consumer culture in social termdgésdhe
explanation of how the idea of vocation itself can become an object of consumption.
Hence the selection of the socio-cultural perspective on consumer cslitateto
dismiss politics, the economy, technology or even psychology as relactmtst all of

these have been important in the development of a consumer culture. Yet my goal of

141 Mike FeatherstoneSonsumer Culture and Postmoderni@mndon: Sage, 1991), 13.

12 The sociological view also alleviates the neediéov contemporary consumers as either “dupes” or
“heroes.” Don Slater remarks that consumers wighoonsumer culture have typically been seen as
unwitting slaves of advertising who bend to theimg shallow desires or as supreme human agents who,
over and against the consumer in an earlier sthgepitalism, are finally asserting their powerctmose
goods in a rational manner. Slater argues fohaeibased largely on the Foucauldian proble madiz atf
the dichotomy between self-identity and freedormtisg that the “dupes” vs. “heroes” argument corsta
false dilemma. He, however, relies primarily onegonomic model of consumption (whether consumers
are acting rationally or not) which, while importadoes not elucidate the effects of consumer caiibm
social bonds. See Don Slat€gnsumer Culture and Moderni(Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1997), 33-
34.
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elucidating the current appropriation of vocation requires an analytraéfvork that is
most closely tied to the form and function of the idea.

Because the idea of the Protestant calling necessarily, albetiargly at times,
engages the culture that shapes the meaning of daily activity, analysspsétiominant
cultural authority, that of our activity as consumers, is warranted. This clsaptes to
give voice to the general cultural conditions that modify the appropriation oimocat
where theology has been silent.

The Emergence oHomo Consumens

Cultural historian T. J. Jackson Lears uses a hyperbolic comment byi&irgin
Woolf in 1910 in which she claimed that, “human character changed,” to signal the
emergence of consumer culture as we now know it. According to Lears, sheétbense
beginnings of a breakdown of more stable cultural institutions that werd\alezaling

to a fragmented cultural reality. Lears explains the reasons for Woedtction:

In the United States as elsewhere, the bourgeis d¢tad enjoined perpetual work,
compulsive saving, civic responsibility, and adignorality of self-denial. By the early
twentieth century that outlook had begun to give teea new set of values sanctioning
periodic leisure, compulsive spending, apoliticasgivity, and apparently permissive
(but subtly coercive) morality of individual fulihent. The older culture was suited to a
production-oriented society of small entreprenetirs;newer culture epitomized a
consumption-oriented society dominated by bureaisctarporations:?

How the production-oriented society gave way to a consumption-oriented sooci¢ty ca
seen in the changing relationship between production and consumption. Lears’s quote
highlights the activities and overall attitudes that stem from consumetysdmiethe
guestion of exactly how this shift occurred needs to be answered before describing the

results of the shift.

143) ears, "From Salvation to Self-Realization,” 3.
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Typically, production and consumption have been understood as two sides of the
same coin. Working in symbiosis, production feeds consumption; consumption dictates
what is produced and how much. Neoclassical economic thought is largely responsible
for emphasizing the role of the consumer in the relationship with the producer as opposed
to focusing on the producer alone, as its predecessor, classical economics, tended to
favor. According to neoclassical theory, prices, incomes, and personal tastesecto
steer the consumer towards a rational choice. The theory of marginal utiisyup the
neoclassical breakdown of consumption: the consumer seeks to maximize her
satisfactions through consumption by weighing costs and benefits of consundngtpr
X. And as product X is consumed repeatedly, its consumption begins to yield
diminishing utility to the consumer who is now near the margins of consumptive benefits
That which is chosen and consumed should provide more benefit than cost, despite the
subjective quality of this calculation. In turn, production of consumer items or
commodities is rationally undertaken to meet and at times, drive, consumermesere

Before neoclassical economic theory emerged roughly in the lateanttete
century, Karl Marx had already begun to formulate a less straightforelattbnship
between production and consumptiéh.Instead of consumption being the result of
rational calculation which then influences production, Marx problematizes such a
relationship through an analysis of the entity that binds both activities: theambtym
The commodity, among other qualities, appears to us as something other than what it
really is. The way a commodity primarily expresses itself and hence tmeaning in

the capitalistic market is in the relationship to the prices of other comnsoditiarx

144 This can be seen early on@mundrisse the work that sketches out a foundation forGegpital. On the
relationship between production and consumptioa\arx,Grundrisse(London: Penguin, 1973), 90-4.
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claims that the commodity is fetishized in this wayappearsas mere exchange value,

yet its true value, as given by the labor that went into the production of the comn®dity
concealed®® Of course Marx goes on to critique capitalist production after his gambit,
yet on a more limited level, his analysis of the commodity establishes eoleefor
consumption in the cultural landscape. With his unmasking of the fetish-quality of
commodities, Marx opens up lines of thought that begin to move objects of consumption
into the realm of culture, not just as an object of the satisfaction of needs bakedrsole
the rational calculation of the consuni&.The consumption of commodities, for Marx,

is not essentially an individual act—it carries social freight.

Thorstein Veblen expands on the implications of Marx’s analysis to argue for the
role of consumption in the construction of social class. Writing just before the turn of the
twentieth century, Veblen claims that “conspicuous consumption” is not simply
motivated by the use of a commodity’s intrinsic value but consumption for the purpose of
ostentation of wealth which in turn could result in a higher social status. The “pgcunia
strength,” as he calls it, of the consumer is the level of wealth attaireegbeessed by
the kind and amount of consumer goods purchased. The leisure class represents the peak
of pecuniary strength as well as the envied class that many strival@tethrough

consumptiort*” In other words, keeping up with the Joneses through conspicuous

145 Marx, Capital, vol. 1, trans. Ben Fowkes (New York: Vintage Boak877), 163-167.

148 There is, of course, much more to Marx’s analgsisie uses the commodity as the starting poirttifor
entire argument iapital. | use his “fetishism of the commaodity” only as early and profound example
of an idea of a consumer product that is ableanstrend its status as simply an object of consoempti
Marx does not develop a theory of consumer culigrbe did not live in one. But his analysis of the
commodity in a capitalistic economy sets the sfageonsumption to take on a greater role in caltur
development.

147 Thorstein VeblenThe Theory of the Leisure Cla@¢ew York: B. W. Huebsch, 1912), 149.
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consumption occurs apart from any intrinsic use value of the consumer good; the value of
consumer goods is symbolic for Veblen.

The satisfaction gained from the consumption of certain, luxury consumer goods
adds another variable into the cost/benefit analysis of neoclassical ecanblovesver,
the measurability of such a benefit is made more complex because Veblen'sdibesn
have now explicitly entered the cultural realm. When satisfaction isesgisn
symbolic instead of physical terms, where are the margins of utility?c@spicuous
consumption ever meet its expected ends when the line demarcating the leisuge clas
constantly expanding and shrinking?

Veblen’s argument further expands the scope of consumption in important ways.
He signals the beginning of a real consumer culture. Veblen’s consumerogmiaas
sheer material utility—they have the power of socialization. His expaisdithe
potential of commodities to mediate social relations opens the possibility effarer
reaching social effects of consumption over production. Yet the line drawn from
conspicuous consumption to the current role of consumption in our consumer culture is
not necessarily a continuous one.

Hedonism and Consumer Inexhaustibility

In his study of the origins of contemporary consumer culture, sociologist Colin
Campbell cites the contributions of Veblen's work as a needed corrective tdithaaut
explanation of consumer behavidf. Yet Campbell notes that the placement of
conspicuous consumption as the stage following “consumption as satisfaction of basic

needs” leaves out some necessary intermediate stages. The sudden appé&tranc

148 Colin Campbell;The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consisnme(London: Basil Blackwell,
1987), 49-57.
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desire to “one-up” one’s neighbor through consumption needs more sources and time to
develop than Veblen allows. In addition, it is unclear to Campbell whether the figsi
elevated social status is connected to consumption at all, for Veblen himself does not
connect the two satisfactori§?

Campbell’s problem is based on the vast distance between conspicuous
consumption and consumption today. According to Campbell’s reading of Veblen,
consumer desire is reduced to emulation of others. This may explain some consumer
motivations today, but it cannot fully account for either how many of todastsdia
trends often originate from lower rather than higher social strata, fanoet® Neither
do the needs satisfied by conspicuous consumption match up with those of our current
consumer culturé&!

Campbell alternatively defines the character of contemporary consuhaesidre

as,

an activity which involves an apparently endlessspitl of wants; the most characteristic
feature of modern consumption being this insatighil. . which arises out of a basic
inexhaustibility of wants themselves, which foreaese, phoenix-like, from the ashes of
their predecessors. Hence no sooner is one sdtifan another is waiting in line
clamoring to be satisfied; when this one is atteinde a third appears, then subsequently
a fourth, and so on, apparently without end. Tiwegss is ceaseless and unbroken;
rarely can an inhabitant of modern society, no endtow privileged or wealthy, declare
that there is nothing that they wanf.

His idea of the insatiability of the consumer strays from classical egonbeories of

consumption that needs are limited, and hence that there must be corresponding “ends” to

149 _ears also refutes Veblen’s description of conspirs consumption, though more on historical grounds
than explanatory ones. Veblen’s association ofpmuous consumption with an upper crust leisuas<cl

is problematized by Lears as he cites that the &frmbnsumption ascribed to the leisure class veasgh
practiced widely by those in the middle class tbears,No Place of Grace37.

150 An example is the popularity of hip-hop clothirtgles worn by middle and upper class youth.

151 Campbell, 56-57.

152 Campbell, 37.
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consumption. Campbell also extends consumer insatiability far beyond thésegpr-r

need to be conspicuously wealthy in society. Veblen’s conception of conspicuous
consumption does move consumer goods into the symbolic realm, but it still
circumscribes the meaning of consumer goods as supplied by social norms—s&s Jone
stand as an unmovable embodiment of the final satisfaction of needs, even if those needs
can never be met. And in turn, the embodiment constitutes the “home” in which needs
ultimately remain needs—that is, desires that wewssibleto satisfy. For Campbell, the
circuit of need and satisfaction of need assumed by Veblen remains one thatyinisheor
closed thus conflicting with open-ended consumer insatiability.

In addition, Veblen’s conception of needs that are met through conspicuous
consumption have a singular mediator of the meaning of consumption—the leisure class.
By contrast, the insatiability of needs that Campbell describes is pelamtesustained
by an incalculable number of mediators of consumptive meaning. The need forenultipl
mediators of consumer culture is fed by the shift freadseing the source of
consumption talesire The multiplicity of mediators (advertisers and marketers
primarily) meets the human imagination that is fueled by an unending desnesate
new desires continually. Through this alliance, modern consumer culture is slistaine
Jean Baudrillard, in an early essay on consumption, states the limits of rethociag

consumption to the satisfaction of needs succinctly. If consumption,

was a function of the order of needs, we shouldezehsatisfaction. But we know that
this is not the case: we want to consume moravarg. This compulsion to consume is
not the consequence of some psychological deteniat., nor is it simply the power
of emulation. If consumption appears to be irrgpitde, this is precisely because it is a
total idealist practice which has no longer anyghim do (beyond a certain point) with
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the satisfaction of needs, nor with the realitypiple; it becomes energized in the
project that is always dissatisfied and implicitlie object>®

What, then, is the remedy to the shortcomings of Veblen’s theory that, when
spelled out, explain modern consumer culture? It is understandable to look for the source
of consumer culture in either the expanded technology that began to produce affordable
goods for the masses or to the proliferation of advertising that cloaked simople ig a
seductive aura. Campbell argues that while both have contributed to the emengence a
sustenance of consumer culture, neither is able to explicate consumer ilityatitibée
“technological argument” relies on an “instinctivist” model that assuniesi@gical
basis for certain human needs. While it is difficult to deny the universaliigs¢
human needs, instinctivism asserts that the sudden abundance of goods merely unleashes
latent needs. The argument that blames or credits advertising for ceeatngumer
culture is based on what Campbell calls, “manipulationism” whereby needst daiten
but created by advertisers. Again, not that advertiser manipulation of the consamer is
negligible factor in the manufacture of consumer culture. The problem with both
approaches is their explanatory power regarding consumer insatiability.

With instinctivism,

the presentation of individual consumer wants asthanation of pre-formed, inherited
inclinations makes it extremely difficult to undinsd either the variation or
changeability which characterize human desiredf, in addition, a latent want only
becomes manifested once the appropriate prodpcegented to the consumer, how is it
that consumption of the product often appears tmguish the want altogetheér?

Or instinctivism relies on a theory of pre-existent needs that are gléappged by the

presentation of consumer goods. This theory would imply that, like other instincts, these

153 Baudrillard, “The System of Objects,” d®ean Baudrillard: Selected Writingsd. Mark Poster
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1988)524
154 Campbell, 45.
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needs are limited in number and are geared towards a certain task or object of
satisfaction. Though if the insatiability of needs is predicated on the muytabitieeds
(quick extinguishing of needs followed by new ones) how can a theory of limited and
relatively fixed needs hold true?

With manipulationism, Campbell argues that the reduction of the consumer
mindset to exploitation begs the question of, “what exactly is being exjibit€he
answer is typically a utilitarian one—that consumers consume rationallytiathge
encourages irrational consumption. But again what, exactly, are advertisieitireg?
Campbell similarly points out flaws with manipulationism. Manipulationism cannot

explain modern consumer culture because,

it is not the basic motivational structure of indivals which is being ‘manipulated’. On
the contrary, that is precisely what the ‘manipolgitis being accommodated to take into
account. Thus, although one might argue that &sé&rels and dreams of the consumer are
‘exploited’ in this way, one cannot claim that theme simply constructed by the actions
of advertisers . . . what the producers of goodissamvices actually manipulate, through
their agents, are not consumers or their wants buthe symbolic meanings which are
attached to products®

Again like instinctivism, manipulationism can identify what advertisers do, bedves
untouched the actual desires that are the foundation of consumer culture.
Manipulationism is dependent on an anthropology whereby humans are puppets and
advertisers and marketers pull the strings. Yet the real exchangebewesumer

goods and consumer desire is authored by consumer imagination, according to Campbell
It is the symbolic meaning of consumer items that is “manipulated” by thermensn

order that this meaning is tailored to his or her own expectations; not the other way

around. Hence the theories of instinctivism and manipulationism offer explanaitions

155 Campbell, 47.
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the origins of modern consumer culture that are unable to explicate its manefeat
consumer insatiability.

Over and against strict utilitarian explanations, Campbell finds the source of
consumer insatiability, which spread outward from Europe, at the nexus of the hedonistic
spirit that animated the Romantic era and the cold, impersonal reality otinsrial
Age. By hedonism he generally means the seeking of pleasure for its ownrsake. |
contrast to the satisfaction of needs realized by the consumption of matedal g
Campbell asserts that the realization of pleasure can happen without the consumption of

material goods. The concepts of need and satisfaction

relate to a state of being and its disturbancégvi@d by action to restore the original
equilibrium. Hence a state of need is a stateepfigtation, in which one lacks something
necessary to maintain a given condition of existeaad realization of this leads to
exploratcl)srg/ activity in the environment in orderfitad whatever is capable of remedying
this lack:

The satisfaction of needs through consumption has a clear end, that of a state of
equilibrium that has overcome a lack. In contrast to the satisfaction of needs,gplaasur

the experience of a satisfied desire

is not a state of being so much as a quality oéegpce. Not properly in itself a type of
sensation, pleasure is a term used to identifyfaourable reaction to certain patterns of
sensation . . . [The satisfaction of needs is] ¢pgmshed’ from within to act so as to
restore a disturbed equilibrium, whilst [the attagnt of pleasure] implies one of being
‘pulled’ from without in order to experience greastimulation™’

Being “pulled from without” exposes desire to a virtually unlimited amountrefagens
from which to derive pleasure.

Campbell historicizes the cultural ascendancy of pleasure over datisfaic
needs by locating its emergence in the late Victorian era. The preaeRstmantic

spirit that valued the emotional experience drawn from aesthetic sensiliigiethe

156 Campbell, 60.
157 Campbell, 60-1.
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countervailing world of factory work to produce the seeds of modern consumer culture.
Day-dreaming offered the ability to imagine other realities and fantasintal journeys

that was insulated from the drudgery of factory work. Insulation of this kind affdihee
opportunity for self-regulation when the regulation of one’s circumstances was not
possible®® It is, then, the gap between fantasy and reality in which this hedonisiic spi
sits and self-regulation attempts to bridge. External reality obstructs pudntifestation

of desire, but it also provides the materials with which one can write one’s owrnrgulefe

story.

Although employing material from memory, the hedbrian now imaginatively
speculate upon what gratifications and enjoymergsrastore, and thus attach his
favoured day-dream to this real object of deslrethis way, imagined pleasures are
added to those already encountered and greatee desixperienced for the unknown
than the knowr>®

And the ability to experience pleasure without direct need of the world sertres as
primary source of the modern consumer mindset for Campbell.

The upshot of the hedonistic spirit in the Industrial era is that consumption now
relies less and less on material consumer items and more on the experience of
consumption or the anticipation of-f These experiences provide a different kind of
satisfaction. Untethered to material objects or even the external worldygoinen is
now self-regulating as it is beholden primarily to individual desire. Consumarecigt
that which comprises this kind of consumer as well as the producers that respond to the

consumer appropriately. Campbell sums it up:

The inexhaustibility of wants which characterizies behaviour of modern consumers
has to be understood as deriving from their permagdesiring mode, something which,
in turn, stems from the inevitable gap betweerpérdected pleasures of the dream and

158 Campbell, 71.

159 Campbell, 86.

180 Campbell’s assertion has been confirmed most tigcey Martin Lindstrom. See Martin Lindstrom,
Buyology: Truth and Lies About What We Bigw York: Broadway Business, 2008).
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the imperfect joys of reality. No matter what tieure of the dream or, indeed, of
reality, the discrepancy between them gives risedontinuing longing, from which
specific desires repeatedly spritfg.

With this, Campbell provides an explanation for the emergenkeernd consumertbat
helps elucidate the wellsprings of the kind of culture in which the idea of vocation now
swims. In order for consumer culture to sustain consumer insatiability, itr@adtle to
transcend the consumption that has measured ends or the consumption that can satisfy.
Constant, seemingly endless dissatisfaction is a hallmark of the modern cersumer
consumption with an end or a society marked by social institutions that are able to
proscribe insatiability must be made immaterial. Neglected in his,stualygh, are not
only the effects on society of consumer insatiability but also the way thagiciy work
patterns mirrored the slow inheritance of the Romantic hedonistic spirit.
Hannah Arendt and Labor as Consumer Item

Hannah Arendt, writing thirty years before Campbell, arrives at somkasimi
conclusions, though by a different route. Her primary goal in her wokkHuman
Condition is not to provide an explanation for consumer culture. Hers is the more
general goal of articulating the forces that have hindered a modern rtetiofesf the
via activa Using Greek and Enlightenment sources, Arendt argues that the active life is
predicated on the idea thattionis a general term that has been submerged by the
modern subsumption t¢dbor intowork. Hence a way to understand the modern
appearance of thea activais through a study of the changes in the relationship between

labor and work. One emergent manifestation of this relationship is a consumey. societ

161 Campbell, 95.
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Labor, for Arendt, is, “the activity which corresponds to the biological psoakes
the human body, whose spontaneous growth, metabolism, and eventual decay are bound
to the vital necessities produced and fed into the life process by labor.” Work is, “the
activity which corresponds to the unnaturalness of human existence, which is not
imbedded in, and whose mortality is not compensated by, the species’ evengelierri
cycle.”™? Labor is cyclic yet fleeting; work is punctuated yet durable. Labor self-
regulates in as much as one is alive, hence its necessity; work is cneatggotiation
with the world, hence its contingency. The products of labor are consumed or used up in
the service of sustenance whereas the products of work are used (or not uyed at all
suggesting their durability. Both labor and work employ generalized aotioifitl their
tasks and fill out the active life. Yet the balance between the two as ittgipatciuman
condition is beholden to historical and cultural influences.

Here drawing on Marx, though highly critical of his historical determinism
elsewhere, Arendt argues that the Industrial Revolution drasticallgclige relationship
between labor and work. Workmanshiphoimo faberas expressed in pre-industrial
craftsmanship, could enlist action for the purpose of the production of durable products
and consumption based on their use-value. The use of these products naturally fed the
cycle of survival demanded by labor, yet a space was carved out for work tmbae s
legitimacy as well as provide for a family. With industrial jobs and the divisf labor
that obtains in them, using Marx’s notion of alienation and his labor theory of value,
Arendt claims that labor came to replace work. Lab@niial laboranswith its

cyclical “goal” of mere self-sustenance and survival to work anotheiisitng end to

%2 Hannah ArendfThe Human ConditiofChicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 7.
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which factory work is designed. This in turn modifies the appropriation of the products
of what used to be work and is now labor. Or production patterns bear directly on
consumption patterns.

The industrial revolution has replaced all worknfapswith labor, and the result has
been that the things of modern world have becoiverlproducts whose natural fate is to
be consumed, instead of work products which anetteebe usedf?

Alternatively, production by Arendt’s “work” impacts the way in which produats ar

used by workers. Work finds its ends in the production process and hence use of
products has a directed end as well. Production by labor, even though its products may
not be directly consumed by the laborer, has no end; hence its products are consumed

accordingly. She elaborates:

The endlessness of the laboring process is guadbiethe ever-recurrent needs of
consumption; the endlessness of production casfred only if its products lost their
use character and become more and more objectsisficption, or if, to put it in
another way, the rate of use is so tremendouskyleted that the objective difference
between use and consumption, between the relatinabiity of use objects and the swift
coming and going of consumer goods, dwindles tgniicance . . . we must consume,
devour, as it were, our houses and furniture amslasthough they were the “good
things” of nature which spoil uselessly if they a drawn swiftly into the never-ending
cycle of man’s metabolism with natuf®.

Labor communicates urgency to the active life. If products that were thought to be
durable whemvork was the source are now mere means to survival Velben produces
them. Hence, all products not only become instrumental, but they also must be consumed
as if life depended on it.

Arendt acknowledges along with Marx that this transformation has resuked
emancipation of labor from the confinements of indentured work. However, the space
that freer labor has moved into is one that can collect production and consumption into a

systematic whole. Arendt’s conclusions about consumer society mirror Caspbell

163 Arendt, 125.
164 Arendt, 125-6.
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that they both arrive at a consumer society that is self-sustaining basea@peicity to
satisfy endless needs and desires. Her explanation for the rise of consituner c
articulates a way that the hedonistic spirit marries the way laboidoadb find its
home in a consumer society.
T.J. Jackson Lears: “Unreality” and the Consumer Self

One final explanation of the emergence of consumer culture that dovethils wi
Arendt and Campbell is from Lears. He traces the emergence of consutmer lcatk
to the Gilded Age where the idea of the self began to undergo substantial changes. As
was discussed in the previous chapter, the Gilded Age, while marked by a weakening
Calvinist proscriptions on a vocation through a strengthening of human agency, still
operated under the binding ideology of the self-made man. Though weakening, Calvinist
remnants of a moral ethos of self-control and temperance added extraysequattol
the perimeter of the self by maintaining a clear distance between hymadiGod->

Alienation from factory work at the Americdim de siéclén conjunction with a
disenchantment of the world contributed to a breakdown of the autonomous, more unified
self so emblematic of the mythology of the “self-made man.” According tcs e
conditions of work, not only in the factories but also in bureaucracy-driven white collar
jobs, combined with the waning authority of traditional religious institutionsnidere
reality of the “industrial self” discontinuous with past self-experience andeh
“unreal.”®® A revolt against the current cultural milieu or an “antimodernism” set in
with individuals looking in unfamiliar places for direction. Uncomfortable fegliof

“unreality” were mitigated by a burgeoning therapeutic ethos that prorselied

165) ears, "From Salvation to Self-Realization," 10.
166) ears, 6.
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reflection on and treatment of one’s own health, mental state and success, thus bringing
aspects of life more under contf8f. And increased self-control helped to create an
internal reality that could insulate itself from jarring external coonlt—at least
experientially.

In this way, the self becamepeojectto be gauged, judged, and finally improved.
Ironically, increased control that an individual could exert in self-creatiaiedsn a

less rigid core of the self.

As success became more dependent on evanescent$sign management,” selfhood
lost coherence. The older ethic had required aatfoerto an internalized morality of
self-control; repressive as this “inner-directidr@d been, it helped to sustain a solid core
of selfhood. The newer ethic of “other-directiamidermined that solidity by presenting
the self as an empty vessel to be filled and esfihkccording to the expectations of others
and the needs of the moméfit.

Utilizing David Riesman’s archetypes of “inner” and “outer directioreats argues that
the softening of the self’s core left the self with no choice but to look outsidelbfatse
replenishment®® As the “needs of the moment” began to be satisfied through the
purchase of consumer goods, the modern consumer is born.

The new orientation to the self as a project to be fixed met with a deluge of
advertising messages scripted to play on a resident insecurity byngaiare-all
promises. With the increased consumption of everything from advertised mgoeds),

both for utility and luxury, to advice that contributed to overall salubrious health,

%7 This idea has its basis in Philip Rieff's 1966dstof the rise of the therapeutic ethos. In fRieff
presages consumer culture with language thatikéngly similar to contemporary commentators. “Wit
the decline of a civilization of authority, the thpeutic requirement shifted toward an action whictild
take place, first within the circle of personaktans . . . A new kind of community could be cousted,
one that did not generate conscience and inteamata but desire and the safe play of impulsege S
Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeufidew York: Harper Torchbooks, 1966), 52.

188 ears, 8.

189 See David Riesmaithe Lonely Crow@New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001).
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individuals began to look to consumer goods as the building blocks of their identity.

Lears writes,

In the embryonic consumer culture of the late maath century, more and more
Americans were being encouraged to “express theesel . . not through independent
accomplishment but through the ownership of thinigsvas a far different and in many
ways diminished sense of selfhood from that emlbufiehe image of the headstrong
self-made man’®

If “embryonic consumer culture” is marked by the self-identificatioth wivned
consumer goods, the “fully birthed” consumer culture cultivates a selfdhatracts its
identity not so much in the ownership of things, but in the process of consumption itself.
Lears avers that the deterioration of the self’'s core has only continued up to the
present time. Its waning is now met with a waxing number of products andeservic
claiming to compensate for the loss. Yet Lears avoids the pitfalls of Cdimpbel
manipulationism by asserting that the origins of consumer culture are foundseifthe
confronted by a sense of unreality, not from advertisers’ message$othithis
“diminished sense of selfhood” that advertisers exploited, however needs were not
createdby this exchange. Hence the power of advertising is preceded and stiddlicta
by the self attempting to establish its core. Yet the discontinuity betivegmdmise of
a new self and the absence of a pre-existent one creates a gap that cannot be bridged

except experientially through the reigning power of consumer choice.

As self-fulfillment and immediate gratification rmbecome commodities on the mass
market, calls for personal liberation have begurirtg hollow. The quest for alternative
values gradually has become a casual choice anatagrtative lifestyles’

And Lears is unable to steer clear of harsh judgment:

The effort to re-create a coherent sense of selflseems fated to frustration. Every
failure inaugurates a new psychic quest, untilsdseker is embroiled in an interminable
series of self-exploration. This continually fmaged search is the logical outcome of

170) ears,No Place of Grace37.
171 ears, 3086.

114



antimodernism in America: the vision of a seleimdless development is perfectly
attuned to an economy based on pointless growtiteaskless destructioff.

Important is Lears’s emphasis on the endlessness of self-creatioarniawuarer market
that feeds off of the energy of a kind of perpetual motion machine while it simulislyge
feeds it. In the absence of a self that can feed itself, everything becpotesital
object of consumption. Durable selves need durable goods; ephemeral selves need the
kind of ephemeral “goods” that match the self that it nourishes.

Though Lears makes a general assessment of the current culturadrsituat
guestions surrounding the actual effects of consumer culture on societyrsith reHow
does consumer insatiability spin back on work or the self? What are the genetal socia
implications for the results of these analysts’ investigations? And itemgoiihally,
beyond the way in which we consume, what is the nature of consumer

Zygmunt Bauman and Liquid Modernity

The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has crafted a useful metaphor to aid in the
understanding of the shift from the society organized around production to one organized
around consumption. He describes the social bonds that constitute consumer society as
liquid and the bonds that held together the society organized around produsidtid. as
Bauman’s language is particularly useful not only because his metagsoresal
enough to cover everything from consumption practices at the mall to personal
relationships, but like Campbell’s and Arendt’s, it also refuses to take consuinee cul
at face value. Bauman’s schema draws in the preceding cultural cloriateground
contemporary consumer culture—a needed perspective for showing the correspondence

between cultural changes and vocation. He does not attempt to capture all of these

172) ears 306-7.
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relationships since the dawn of civilization, but instead uses this metaphantmdte
two relatively recent phases of Western modernity. Solid modernity, for Bauefars
loosely to what most call “modernity” that begins with the Enlightenment and ends
around the mid-twentieth century. Liquid modernity is a later stage of mider
beginning roughly in the mid-twentieth century up to the preant.

Bauman chooses solidity and liquidity as informative concepts used to describe
the nature of social bonds or the qualities of the relationship that people have with
themselves and their surroundings. The bonds that were solid but have melted or are in

the process of melting are

the bonds which interlock individual choices inleotive projects and actions—the
patterns of communications and co-ordination betwedividually conducted life
policies on the one hand and political actionswhhn collectivities on the oth&t:

Generally speaking, the solid social bonds that have melted are ones that used to tie
individual choices and desires to traditional institutions making both more pernaagent
durable. Alternatively, liquidity suggests malleability, speed and wesggrnkss. Hence,
liquid social bonds are able to adapt to given social environments by “spilling auial s

spaces as well as “flowing around” obstinate relics from solid modéfRity.

3 He uses “modernity” in his term “liquid modernityyhich more closely resembles postmodernity, to
connect two phases of one large historical epddie way to understand what is commonly called
postmodernity is to see the distinctive featuresaditi modernity as melting (or perhaps deconsmgyt
Hence Bauman still considers these times to be &mddhough the melting of its qualities certaislyells
its demise. In addition, Bauman is ambivalent alwhether we are really fully in one epoch or aroth
Solids are still being melted. This use of thedydmodernity” is also used by Slater to descrifie t
stretching of the older concept of modernity thedw's under consumer culture. See Baurhajuid
Modernity (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2000), 10-11; SlaBamsumer Culture and Modernity.

174 Bauman Liquid Modernity 6.

5 Bauman, 1-15.
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Society used to be able to lock individuals into solid, long-term projects and belief
systems through operating ideologtés.Bauman admits that solid modernity could well
be understood as a project that undertook a grand melting of the solids by use of reason
and new notions of freedom that once stood fixed and immovable—for example,
institutional religion, monarchies and dictatorships, remnants of feudalism,aasd cl
structures. It may be forgotten that Marx’s famous line that under capitafd that is
solid melts into air,” was not meant to assign a destiny for capitalisraltbas it to
melt all things for all time. Communism was a replacement solid intended te-be fi
proof. As such Bauman uses the term “solid” to describe this phase of mobeatse
solids under solid modernity were melted only to be replaced with better solidise Or
melting of solids was meant, “to replace the inherited set of deficient arclidefe
‘solids’ with another set of ‘solids,” which was much improved and preferablggierf

and for that reason no longer alteradf€."More specifically,

‘[m]elting the solids’ meant first and foremost ddeng the ‘irrelevant’ obligations
standing in the way of rational calculation of effeas Max Weber put it, liberating
business enterprise from the shackles of the fahtdlysehold duties and from the dense
tissue of ethical obligations . . . leaving sol#dg ‘cash nexus’ of the many bonds
underlying human mutuality and mutual responsibiit’®

So while bothersome solids were melted, solid modern ideologies, such as thestapital
one that rested on rationalization, stepped in to recast and redefine the nature of human

bonds, or as Bauman terms it, “re-embed” them.

Early [solid] modernity ‘disembedded’ in order te-embed’ . . . the individuals of
‘classic’ [pre-solid] modernity, left ‘disembeddeoly the decomposition of the estate-
order, deployed their new empowerment and the maitleaments of autonomous agency
in the frantic search for ‘re-embeddedmént.’

178 Marxism, nationalism, Fordism, phallocentrism,azgélism, or the ideology of the “self-made mang ar
examples of such solid ideologies.

" Bauman, 3.

18 Bauman, 4.

19 Bauman, 32-3.
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The new sense of empowerment emerged with the loosening of the grip held by
traditional institutions, such as the church and family, followed by the dtesmigg of

the grip of capitalism. The new “re-embedded” arrangement that individuals found
themselves in was “more ‘solid’ than the orders it replaced, because—unlike them—i
was immune to the challenge from non-economic acti$hTherefore, the motivations
of the revolutionaries that ushered in solid modernity were not iconoclastic alone, but
constructive as well.

The new constructions were believed to be able to parry the blows of old solids
with new, more reinforced social bonds. The bond between the society and the state that
would supposedly occur when social classes are no more (as promised by comtfunism
or the bond forged between the rational bureaucracy and emgloydsr Fordis*®?
serve to fashion stronger bonds between people, hence institutions are reinforced.

According to Bauman, solid modernity engaged its members primarilyim the
capacity aproducers. Echoing Arendt’s description efork, Bauman explains that

production, the time needed to produce a product and the actual product produced, are

tangible entities which convey a more or less set of parametersfor lif

180 Bauman, 4.

181 Bauman asserts, “in tlassesthe frames which (as uncompromisingly as theaglyadissolved
estatey encapsulated the totality of life conditions difiel prospects and determined the range of realisti
life projects and life strategies. The task confirng free individuals [in solid modernity] was tise their
new freedom to find the appropriate niche and tidesthere through conformity: by faithfully follang

the rules and modes of conduct identified as rgpiat proper for the location.” See Bauman, 5.

182 Bauman writes that, “among the principal iconshatt [solid] modernity were thordist factory

which reduced human activities to simple, routind By and large predesigned moves meant to be
followed obediently and mechanically without engagmental faculties, and holding all spontaneitgt an
individual initiative off limits;bureaucracyakin at least in its innate tendency to Max Webateal
model, in which identities and social bonds wengadited on entry in the cloakroom together wittshat
umbrellas and overcoats, so that solely the commaaddhe statute book could drive, uncontested, the
actions of the insiders as long as they stayedénsi.” See Bauman, 25-26.
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Life organized around the producer’s role tendse¢mormatively regulated. There is a
bottom line to what one needs in order to stayeadind be capable of doing whatever the
producer’s role may require, but also an uppertltmivhat one may dream of, desire and
pursue . . . Whatever rises above that limit isxaity, and desiring luxury is a siff

Notice that the space that the producer moves is delimited normatively by @hat ar
considered “proper” needs. Bodily needs that must be satisfied in order to produce goods
supply the lower limit. To not to satisfy those needs constitutes a violation of one’s
identity as producer—one cannot produce. The upper limit is drawn by the cultural
dictates of producer culture. Production is limited by the concrete means to prdduce
consume beyond what is needed to produce is culturally sinful because luxuries are
unnecessary for production.

In contrast, liquid, consumer society puts desire first, hence the norms that
monitored the upper limits in producer society are ineffective or removed altogethe
Generalized desire, without solid boundaries to keep it in check, flows like liquid into
social space and expects the satisfaction that can come only from consumptiohe And t
liquid society provides few social norms that could restrict the flow of desiensumer
culture, as opposed to the situation in solid modernity. Affirming Campbell’'sisnitiof

Veblen, Bauman writes:

Life organized around consumption . . . must ddwauit norms: it is guided by seduction,
ever rising desires and volatile wishes—no longendrmative regulations. No
particular ‘Joneses’ offer a reference point foe'srown successful life; a society of

consumers is one of universal comparison—and théssthe only limit'®*

Without solid norms, the consumer market meets individual desire to provide a mutually

reinforcing system that encourages the consumption of all of life’s “objdgwishas no

183 Bauman, 76.
184 Bauman, 76.
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end. Bauman points out that the norms that regulate solid modernity must be melted in
order for desire to be able to flow.
While solid replaced solid in societies organized around production, in liquid or

fluid modernity, melted social bonds remain liquid.

The solids whose turn has come to be thrown irgatklting pot and which are in the
process of being melted at the present time, the &f fluid modernity, are the bonds
which interlock individual choices in collectivegjects and action®

In the culture of liquid modernity, the “interlocking” bond between individual choice and
collective projects has been melted leaving individual choice unhinged fromretigdi
authority. The insatiability that drives consumer culture is permitted tadtour this
permissible environment, hence Bauman is able to equate consumer societg with t

liquid modern society.

Liquid life is consuming life. It casts the woidahd all its animate and inanimate
fragments as objects of consumption: That is,aibjthat lose their usefulness (and so
their luster, attraction, seductive power and wpirtithe course of being used. It shapes
the judging and evaluating of all the animate arahimate fragments of the world after
the pattern of objects of consumpti§h.

Bauman does not restrict these fragments of life to inanimate objecssefraption that
relate to the basic needs of producer society. “Animate fragments” iratlueiepeople,
belief systems, and life projects that have become objects of consumption. eBecaus
desire is not restricted to that for material, inanimate objects, nor arésotfjec
consumption similarly restricted. All of these inanimate objects can beroeddike
animate ones: decide on the fitting object, consume, discard waste, and then begin the

search anew. This is possible because the solid bonds that used to prevent such a fleeting

18 Bauman, 6.
18 BaumanLiquid Life (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2005), 9.
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appropriation of these inanimate objects have become liquid ones forged by individual
desire and choice: the hallmarks of consumer culture.

This kind of consumption is directly related to the machinery of life in consumer
culture. When individual choice fueled by desire is the primary source of decision and
action in a society, life projects, worldviews, even personal relationships cannot be
restrictive so as to eliminate the ability to choose a more enticingadltern Liquid life,
as it were, flows around obstacles, settles on appealing situations, consumeaggods,
worldviews only to flow out quickly in search of newer and better versions of wdsat w
just left behind.

Liquid life, though, is not lived without any direction at all. Bauman asserts that
the primary means of control that consumer culture wields over the populace is that of
seduction Consumers of material and immaterial products are seduced at first by the
sheer volume of possible objects of consumption. Enticing advertisements
simultaneously incite and channel desire towards certain products, but for Baifoan a
Campbell, it is a mistake to reduce the seduction of consumer culture to the seductive
advertising of affordable goods. In step with Campbell, Bauman argues thaiseditic
the consumer is instead predicated on the fact that theoeeisd to the satisfaction of

consumer desire.

Consumer choice is now a value in its own righ; dlativity of choosing matters more
than what is being chosen, and the situations raisqal or censured, enjoyed or resented
depending on the range of choices on dispiay.

187 Bauman, 87.
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Bauman cites pleasurability as the fuel for the positive feedback loop thatonswmer
culture. But unlike Campbell, Bauman emphasizes the lack of external regulatms

as the cause instead of internal day-dreaming.

What sets the members of consumer society apanttieir ancestors is the
emancipation of consumption from its past instrutakty that used to draw its limits—
the demise of ‘norms’ and the new plasticity oféde’, setting consumption free from
functional bonds and absolving it from the neefusify itself by reference to anything
but its own pleasurability. In the consumer sggiebnsumption is its own purpose and
so is self-propelling®

In this way, the act of choosing, as opposed to the actual act of consumption, is an end in
itself.

Bauman’s metaphor illuminates the effects of consumer culture on livesdhat a
caught in an endless loop of consumption. But his picture leaves us with some
bothersome questions. If liquid life can pour into any social space and vacate when
consumer desire gives the signal, is perspective possible? If ideas@ptible to
consumption, from where can a critique of consumer culture stand if anywhere?

Bauman, throughout his numerous books on the social implications of consumer
culture, rarely offers value judgments; consumer culture just is, as producee cult

was &

If we are all now mere interpreters of culture instead of law makersateur f
seems sealed. The integration of Bauman’s general contention here anddssass of

liquid consumer culture gives the appearance of a total foreclosure of thalppssi

18 Bauman, “Consuming Life Journal of Consumer Culturk (2001): 12-3.

189 His predilection for a kind of conservative resitjon can be traced back to a work that precedes hi
current preoccupations with consumer culture. nressay entitled, “Legislators and InterpreterglBan
consigns current intellectuals to the status arjmteters when legislation occupied their timealids
modernity. Along the general lines of his soligillid schema, Bauman argues that the making of bgws
intellectuals was possible when solid social bastouraged and protected such offerings. Nowgindi
society, the only recourse to intellectuals isrptetation of existing phenomena. This is so bsedhe
diversity of cultural authorities in a liquid sotyigorevents overarching universal judgments. Whhese
judgments are not permitted and interpretatiohésanly avenue, critique must be measured and
contingent, if any is offered at all. Bauméamtjmations of PostmodernifNew York: Routledge, 1992), 1-
25.
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cultural transcendence. Yet in several of his works on consumer culture, Bauman expands
his matter-of-fact description of consumer culture into a discussion of thé efecss of

such a culture. Here, Bauman contends that the benefits of consumer culture, that of
actually being able to indulge in fleeting, yet insatiable desire, does teotleo all

equally. A precondition of full participation in consumer culture is the minimal

requirement that one’s desire actually is met withpibesibilityof satisfaction under the

terms given by consumer culture. For the poorest classes in the West, thisassilole.

They are “flawed consumers,” not as much because of financial inability to certsim

because the poor are unable to choose freely amongst consumeéritems.

To meet the social norm, to be a fully-fledged memtif society, one needs to respond
promptly and efficiently to the temptations of #t@nsumer market; one needs to
contribute to the ‘supply-clearing demand’ and &se of economic trouble be part of the
‘consumer-led recovery'. All this the poor, lackidgcent income, credit cards and the
prospect of a better time, are not fit to do. Adtogly, the norm which is broken by the
poor of today, the norm of the breaking of whichkemthem ‘abnormal,’ is the norm of
consumer competence or aptitude, not that of empdoy. First and foremost, the poor
of today are ‘non-consumers’, not ‘unemployed’ytlaee defined in the first place
through being flawed consumers, since the mosialratthe social duties which they do
not fullfsiallis that of being active and effectiveymurs of the goods and services the market
offers:

Unable to participate as functioning consumers, the poor are true outcasts. In a producer
society, employment was the ticket for entrance into the game played hgmumgt

members of society. In a consumer society, it is the ability to consume th&esdall
participants. Again, because the object of consumption is subordinated to the ability to
choose itself, it is the fact that the poorest in a liquid society are barredHicysing

freely that draws the real dividing line between classes.

19 Fred Hirsch makes the same point, but on econgroiends. See Fred Hirschhe Social Limits to
Growth (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977), 71-96.

191 BaumanWork, Consumerism and the New P@erkshire, GB: McGraw-Hill Education, 2004), 112-
113.
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While both refusing to view the distribution of class status through an ethical lens
and avoiding policy suggestions for a remedy, Bauman does conclude that until the
market is dislodged as the predominant cultural framework, nothing will changes His i
not a suggestion delivered from an Archimedean point. Nor is it very developed. It is
more provocative than substantial. However the problem of the poor in a consumer
culture is real and nothing short of a complete cultural overhaul is warrant@duforan.

His conclusion speaks to the comprehensive nature of consumer culture andyttoabilit
do the work of socialization.

Not all are beneficiaries of the radical freedom or the “emancipati@of”
afforded by consumer culture. Bauman'’s idea of “good” and “bad” consumerstsugges
that living in a consumer culture is neither a zero-sum game nor one in which the
inexhaustibility of consumer desire necessarily translates into instibie political
power for the ordinary consumer. However, Bauman'’s reluctance to gdicspethe
causes of the class division between good and bad consumers can be partlyceplaine
his commitment to the idea that the shift from solid, producer culture to liquid, consumer
culture iscomplete Of course production of goods and services still continues at a clip
consistent with that of fifty years agtf. Conspicuously absent in Bauman’s account is
the admission a@nyrole that social relations of production still exert on society. Class
divisions may express themselves in the kind of consumption that is performed, but how
are they sustained? Can the difference between good and bad consumers fully explain

the widening wealth gap in American society?

192 Despite a common belief that Americans work marerk now than they did fifty years ago, a Gallup
Poll recently found that time spent at work hasal@nged significantly over the last half centuAtex

M. Gallup and Frank Newporthe Gallup Poll: Public Opinion 2008.anham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield, 2006), 339.
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Consuming the All-Consuming Job?

As we have seen in the theological renderings of the historical developntieat of
Protestant calling, work has gradually been displaced from its place asaaypsource
of meaning on which a vocation can draw. The shift from producer to consumer society
discloses not only some of the reasons for the theological response but also the kind of
work that a current idea of vocation must incorporate and the kind of working
environment that it must engage, if this is still possible.

Again for Bauman, work in producer society served to hold, “together individual
motivation, social integration and systemic management, and as the majotiomstit
responsible for their mutual congruence and coordinatitnThe replacement of
producer culture, consumer culture, pushes out production as the primary cultuityl acti
and the meaning of vocation is altered with a matching intefi§itBauman

characteristically frames the nature of the shift:

It is from this central place that work is being@dwally dislodged, as capitalism moves
into the consumer phase of its history. Into theated room, individual freedom (in its
consumer form) has moved. First, perhaps, asatequ But more and more as the
legitimate resident . . . work has been progressidecentered’ on the individual plane;
it has become relatively less important compareattier spheres of life, and confined to
a relatively minor position in individual biography certainly cannot compete with
personal autonomy, self-esteem, family felicitysiee, the joys of consumption and
material possessions as conditions of individufeection and happiness. Work has
been, however, ‘decentered’ also on the socialsgatémic planes. On every level,
consumer freedom moves into its plate.

With work “de-centered,” it, like all other “spheres of life,” is now vulnerable to the

machinery of consumer culture.

193 Bauman Freedom(Milton Keynes, UK: Open University Press, 1988), 7

194«Replacement” here refers to function, not substanin fact, substantially, it could be argued tha
consumer culture did not replace producer cultomé emerged in direct reaction to it. Lears writest the
“bureaucratic world of work” of late nineteenthrlgawentieth century America abstracted work frim
“hard, substantial reality of things” causing arsbdor self-identity to move from work to consumer
goods. See LearBlo Place of Grace60.

1% BaumanFreedom 74.
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One way to see the relationship between contemporary work and consumer
culture is through the changes in the meaning of the work ethic. With the onset of liquid
modernity, the norms that contained and animated a work ethic in America hawé melte
allowing consumer culture, and hence individual choice, to guide the meaning offvork.

Bauman, again, asserts that,

[iIf, in a life normatively motivated by the worktéc, material gains were deemed
secondary and instrumental in relation to worklfit&beir importance consisting
primarily in confirming the adequacy of the worlaf), it is the other way round in a
life guided by the ‘consumer ethic.” Here, work(@s best) instrumental; it is in material
emoluments that one seeks, and finds, fulfillmaatpnomy and freedom’

Of course a work ethic is necessarily present in those who sustain a taxingy rmim
working hours—despite the level of satisfaction on the job and despite its instrumental
nature.

One consequence for the alteration of the work ethic is the reciprocagleciman
the way authority in general, and specifically in the workplace, is appropridtedrk
is now a means to satisfy consumer demand, as Bauman claims, authoritariarestruct
must respond accordingly (or perhaps its alteration is a causal fadteremergence of

consumer society)Bauman again:

Light, consumer-friendly capitalism did not abolifle law-giving proffering authorities,
nor did it make them redundant. It has merely ghtinto being and allowed to coexist
with authorities too numerous for any one of therstay in authority for long, let alone
to carry the ‘exclusive’ label . . . When the autties are many, they tend to cancel each
other out, and the sole effective authority infie&d is one who must choose between
them. Itis by courtesy of the chooser that a weaé authority becomes an authority.
Authorities no longer command; they ingratiate teelwes with the chooser; they tempt
and seducé®

1%t is important to note that this cultural shiftthe meaning of work is still occurring, and tements
of consumer culture (even the kind we find todagidted side by side with the “producer culture™frohe
eighteenth century on that Weber describes.

"Bauman, 75.

198 BaumanLiquid Modernity,63-4.
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Sociologist Richard Sennett largely agrees with Bauman’s assessrséifting
authority structures in the workplace. Yet unlike Bauman, Sennett is reluctant t
proclaim total victory for consumer culture as it regards work. Sennettasasncer
culture as a means to talk about new cultural appropriations of work and itsgwactic
Though underneath these cultural directives still lie the agents of soatadmelof
production that have merely found new ways to sustain similar power dynamics at work
found in societies organized around productitins theflexibility with which businesses
must currently run and the reciprocal flexibility that employees mubdynthat ties the
workplace to consumer cultut® Flexibility describes necessary tactics of any business
hoping to survive—not the willingness of employers to relinquish any modicum of power
to employees.

Sennett refers to the “Weberian triangle” to describe the early twenatury
form of authority that dispenses commands from a distance through bureaucratic
channels but whose message is clear as relayed through a chain of command. The
triangle expanded outward from the boss, who sits at one of the points, as productivity
increased. In order for the boss to be able to control the production process while labor
was increasingly being divided, individual jobs were relatively unchangifige ¢hain
of command within this triangle operated on the principle that each niche had a

distinctive function; efficiency dictated that there be as little duptinaas possible?®

199 Sennett draws on David Harvey's early use of ‘fidity” to describe postmodern culture in general
and applies it to the political economy. See Davédtvey,The Condition of Postmodernifizondon:
Blackwell, 1991), 121-199.

20 gennett, “Capitalism and the City,” 118.
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As such, individual work ethic matched the satisfaction of “doing one’s job the best as
one can” even when working conditions were less than feal.
Twenty-five years ago, businesses began to shed the Weberian triangle mode

They

sought to destroy the practice of fixed-functionrkysubstituting instead teams which
work short-term on specific tasks—teams which ardfled when the organization
embarks on new projects . . . instead of each patemg his or her own particular bit in
a defined chain of command, you have duplicatiofun€tion, many different teams
compete to do the same task fastest, $&st.

“Flexible” best sums up not only the way businesses must be in order to respond quickly
to a rapidly changing market, but also the quality that employees must pbdisegare
to keep a job. Instead of a triangle, a circle with a dot in the center morelepitts the

power structure of many modern businesses. Sennett writes,

At the center, a small number of managers rulegemdecisions, sets tasks, judges
results; the information revolution has given itrm@nstantaneous control over the
corporation’s workings than in the old system, veherders often modulated and evolved
as they passed down the chain of command. Thesteamking on the periphery of the
circle are left free to respond to output targetshy the center, free to devise means of
exez%gting tasks in competition with one anothet,rmi free to decide what those tasks
are:

How and why does the “dotted circle” model work? Sennett describes threedbaay
business attempting to employ such a model and flexibility is the thread ruhroaogh
each part: “discontinuous reinvention of institutions” (companies routinely
deconstructing ways of doing business and constructing anew), “flexibialggagion”
(companies producing widely varying products or providing highly differesatiat

services to cover more and more of the market), and “concentration without

21 sennett, 119.
202 5ennett, 118.
203 Sennett, 119.
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centralization” (small units of work groups are networked together and run Husedif
authority instead of an authority that is delivered down in pyramid/triangtédn)?%*

All three, when executed faithfully, help a company to adjust promptly to market
volatility but often at a cost to mid- to lower-level employees, or those atite of the
circle. Workers in a flexible company must forego the security of densiand durable
tasks on the job; they must be ever-ready for change. More drasticallye dsammean
everything from an unexpected lay-off, to a transfer, to a radical alte@tihe job
itself. Sennett explains that, “[c]areer . . . applied to labor meant a lifeloannel for
one’s economic pursuits. Flexible capitalism has blocked the straight roaticager,
diverting employees suddenly from one kind of work into anotfférlh fact, non-
flexibility or stubborn loyalty to a company can actually act as ardeir to one’s
career. Barry Schwartz notes that, “job-switching has become so nhairaldividuals
who have worked for the same employer for five years are regarded witbignslo
longer are they seen as loyal; instead, their desirability or amlstalled in to question

) .,,206

Echoing Bauman, Sennett writes that the work ethic has undergone drastic
changes to compensate. “The work ethic, as we commonly understand it, aserts se
disciplined use of one’s time and the value of delayed gratification . . . Such a work ethic
depends in part on institutions stable enough for a person to practice delay. Delayed

gratification loses its value, though, in a regime whose institutions changey rapidf’

24 Richard Sennetfhe Corrosion of Character: The Personal Conseqasrud Work in the New
Capitalism(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1998), 47-57.

2% gennett, 9.

208 Barry SchwartzThe Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Lésiew York: Ecco, 2004), 35.

27 Sennett, 99.

129



The work ethic that Weber relied on for his argument took its directive fronaiaatiain

of command, whether it be bureaucratic, theological or both, in form. As Weber points
out, delayed gratification is possible only when the benefits of a resolute tharlaee
underwritten by an unambiguous authoffty.Lacking a trust in the authority to
guarantee a delayed payback, the incentive to apply a resilient work ethic waldg qui
lose its justification.

Replacing this old work ethic is a new ethic that can no longer rely on consistent
institutional support for its energy and direction. And absent the kind of stability mhere
in jobs of producer culture, today’s work ethic must apply itself to tasks thatgue va
and protean. When frequently-changing job tasks are coupled with general job
insecurity, the lack of a central, binding authority at work can explain it. Atidanack
of such an authority, a softer way of maintaining productivity and efficienegeded.
Instead of a dictatorial, top-down management mediated through a thick bureaucracy, the
work of channeling employees towards maximum productivity and efficiency is
increasingly being exerted through responsibility to one’s team. Individsdmsibility
that corresponded with individual work ethic in more of a one-to-one relationship is
replaced with social responsibility to the success of teams; hence thetiorkaes
undergone corresponding alterations. Sennett describes what is necessary to be

successful in such a work situation as well as a sad consequence:

The modern work ethic focuses on teamwork. Itlneles sensitivity to others; it
requires such “soft skills” as being a good listesngd being cooperative; most of all,
teamwork emphasizes team adaptability to circunest®n. . Teamwork is the group
practice of demeaning superficialfty’.

208\\/eber,The Protestant Ethjc170-2.
209 Sennett, 99.
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As the primary unit of work becomes increasingly “team-based,” the natpmvefr and
authority in the work place also shifts. Power still exists within the so@ahinery of
the corporation. However, rather than emanating unilaterally from the ategwass,
power is now far less centralized as it is dispensed multilaterallyngenaents of
power, in other words, are delivered more in “shotgun style” than singlehrifteand

deployment of power is more hegemonic than dictatorial. Sennett explains,

People still play games of power in teams, butetihasis on soft skills of
communication, facilitation, and mediation changedically one aspect of power:
authority disappears, authority of the sort whielf sonfidently proclaims, “This is the
right way!” or “Obey me, because | know what I'ntkiag about!” The person with
power does not justify command; the powerful orficilitate,” enable others. Such
power without authority disorients employees; thagy still feel driven to justify
themselves, but now there is no one higher up whpands. Calvin’s God has fl&§.

The reduction of job success to mere social dexterity in the face of a ldckaifon

from above serves to minimize the role of actual work as a barometer for suctssucce
When tasks within a job vary from day to day coupled with the elevated part thalgener
social skills play in the rise or fall in the modern corporation, work and its iadater
context are relatively unimportant.

One could argue that the shift from individuals being at the mercy of a large
bureaucracy to that of working within a team in competition with other teams is a
desirable one. In terms of social capital, it seems as though ther@gghstrenumbers
and lacking unionization within corporations, team-based work can provide the
opportunity for workers to gain social capital (if their team wins). Howesemnnett
contends that social inequality between those at the top and everyone else can and does
grow in flexible companies as it did in the Industrial societies. He stetesitrent

situation forcefully:

219 Sennett, 109.
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Inequality has become the Achilles’ heel of the srodeconomy. It appears in many
forms: massive compensation to executives, a Widegap between wages at the top
and the bottom of corporations, the stagnatiomefrhiddle layers of income relative to
those of the elité™

Instead of the removal of bureaucracy as articulated in the Weberian tirafegler of
team-based authority of the dotted circle ushering in a more equal sbittegfinancial
pie, social inequality between executives and all others still existsnsTeampeting
with each other for the prize, at first glance, appear to be a desiredtaleetodhe
individual striving against an intractable bureaucracy. However, not only véduadiity
minimized in team efforts, the “winner-take-all” scenario enablesutixes to promote

or reward only the winning team.

In the Weberian triangle of bureaucracy, rewarasecéor doing one’s job as best one
can; in the dotted circle, they come to teams wigraver other teams—uwhich the
economist Robert Frank calls winner-take-all orgation; sheer effort no longer
produces reward. This bureaucratic reformulatisank argues, contributes to the great
inequalities of pay and perks in flexible organiaas, a material reality of inequality
entirely at odds with work-place democr&cy.

Effort is certainly exerted in team projects; however team successmay be equated
to individual effort within a team. Likewise, actual work done by an individual is not a
guaranteed factor in the success or failure of a team; more importantliditiecaget
along with team members. In addition, structuring worker success in termérofex-
take-all reward system allows executives to rely on an all-or-nothipgrdal of perks
and pay to only one team. Not only does the disparity grow between the small number of
winners and the large number of losers, but the executives are also insulated from
criticism based on the perceived fairness of the game.

Another means of widening the social capital gap that simultaneously protects

executives from accountability is the use of consulting. Sennett provides antivestruc

21 gennett, 54.
%2 gennett, “Capitalism and the City,” 119.
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example. Inthe 1990s, the BBC hired the consulting firm of McKinsey to restubgir
way the BBC was run. They basically redesigned, “who reported to whom, what they
reported, what they had to repoft® Hired on a contract basis, yet given a massive
responsibility to the future of the company, McKinsey acted as another telaim tive

BBC that was assigned a specific task. But because McKinsey's ulaftegmnce was

to McKinsey and not the BBC, problems resulted from implementation of their ‘fvgnni

strategy.”

The McKinsey consultants took too little resporitijai however, for implementing these
changes, nor did they deal with the human consemsesf change; among these
consequences were large numbers of people shifieddreas in which they had
developed expertise to areas in which they wergrdyiblind . . . The consultants were
paid, then departed, leaving the organization imail, increasing social distances within
the BBC. These human disconnections in the midshange in turn dramatically
increased employees’ feelings of anxigty.

The social distance here is the one between the executives who hired McKindsy and t
employees who had to abide by the new rules laid down. If employees fédtrgrea
anxiety over the changes or worse, the changes did not work, the executives’ bands ar

clean.

By hiring consultants, executives . . . can skaffponsibility for painful decisions away
from themselves. The central unit commands buidsvaccountability™

Under the Weberian triangle, at least there was a known place where griekances
could be levied whether they were taken seriously or not: one’s superior. When
consultants step in between executives and employees, exercise the poigethe al
working environment drastically, and then vacate the premises, whereexanggs

filed?

23 SennettThe Culture of the New Capitalisis6.
24 sennett, 56-7.
25 Sennett, 57.
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In creating social distances which divorce confirmin accountability, consulting reveals
a fundamental shifting of bureaucratic ground,farmatting of inequality, increasing
social distance. Power can become concentratii &bp, but authority does not thereby
increase’®

In an odd twist, power is temporarily ceded to an outside contract group and when power
returns to the executives, it has actually grown like the successful kanghselling of
stock. The result, according to Sennett, is an increase in the social inefuléy
workplace with those at the top shielded from direct criticism and freed freat dir
responsibility for the welfare of the employees.

One effect of team-based business that Sennett highlights is revealed aythe w
potential employees search for a job and employers search for employees.sft
skills needed for ensuring a winning team are emphasized, the ability to do thgoactua
is secondary. In fact, potential ability is the item sold by the prospecligeasd what

is soughby the buyer.

The search for talent, in particular, focuses engeople with a talent for problem
solving no matter the context, a talent which skirtcoming too ingrown. Potential
ability emphasizes the prospect of doing thingslmeyet to do; achievement and
mastery are self-consuming, the contexts and ctstdrknowledge used up in being
used. Consumption of goods plays a key role ingtementing and legitimating these
experience$!’

Because both the actual job that many apply to will morph and that success ys largel
determined by team success, the qualifications needed to get a job in a Bagihkess
need not be primarily connected to the actual work that one would do. Hence
consumption, rather than production, is the activity that complements and legitingates

experience of searching for a job and for employees.

218 sennett, 58.
27 SennettThe Culture of the New Capitalisth41-2.
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It is here that Sennett’s use of consumer culture diverges from Bauman'’s.
Sennett seems to agree with the idea of consumer inexhaustibility in prificiple he is
more inclined to emphasize the end game of the consumption of individual items instead
of the desire that fuels continual consumption. Or the “self-consuming” passion, while
being stoked by unlimited desire and imagination, is one that that, through perpetual
dissatisfaction, can tird? Consumer inexhaustibility is never fully extinguished as
desire is always active, as Sennett concurs. Yet he implies that consuineegaes
through ebbs and flows as opposed to Bauman’s “always-flowing” liquid consumer
culture.

Sennett’s more measured assessment of the punctuated power of consumer culture
is reflected in his interpretation of the relationship between consumption and the
workplace. Consumption “complements and legitimates” the experiences of wiorking
flexible capitalistic economy and the tactics employed when looking fdy anjd
searching for job talent, according to Sennett. Yet if consumer cultures serve
complement and possibly legitimize workplace experiences, this means cogsitore
merelyworkswith pre-existing structures of the workplace as opposed to pre-figuring
them. In other words, the demand for unlimited choices may animate the approach to
work and certain experiences of it, but as Sennett demonstrates, consumersculture i
unable to empower the employgea job consumer in terms of social capital. Or
consumption acts as a cultural mediator that aids in authorizing not only the elevation of

team-based skills but also the way in which jobs are approached. Yet the power of the

218 gennett, 150.
219 Sennett, 137-42.
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consumer to choose to erase the divide between employers and employeebaddtsly
limits.

Bauman would probably agree with Sennett’s assessment. However in his
description of the shift from societies organized around production to that of
consumption, Bauman leaves little room for social relations of production to remaan. It i
as if liquid society has been successful in melting all solids permaneinie force
Sennett into using Bauman’s metaphor, liquid is certainly flowing and melting some
solids. But despite the appearance of a liquid society, other solids are unable to be
melted. The liquid informs the way that we appropriate work in the way that the lack of
choice will frustrate; the expansion of choice (or at least the appearatckesfis us
going. Despite our approach to work via consumption, the power relations forged under
solid modernity have remained solid.

Working to Work on Oneself

If consumer culture has its limits, what is its role in perpetuating classalions
in the workplace at it relates to self-help literature? Or how does a bodkkke
Purpose-Driven Lifeutilize the tactics of consumer culture while contributing to social
inequality at work? A return to Micki McGee’s work on the “belabored self” arid sel
help literature is needed. Recall her argument that the motivation to have consumer
culture legitimate working experiences is backed up and infused by thdipgegHort
to “work on oneself.” She contends that self-help literature has risen up to meet the
challenge posed by feelings of insecurity in the consumer self by rengdhe

consumer mindset.

The appeal of this literature is understandabihe: ttemendous growth in self-help
publishing parallels an overall trend of stagnaates and destabilized employment
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opportunities for American workers . . . To man#gs anxiety, individuals have been
advised not only to work longer and harder but &dsmvest in themselves, manage
themselves, and continuously improve themsefffes.

Hence work on the job and work on the self act in symbiosis with each other. Rdcall tha
self-help literature targets the themes of the, “self as a project to bedwmrKeor as she
calls it, the “belabored self,” as that which in actuality can never fulfixbd, but
nevertheless must demand our full attention and éftbrt.

The belabored self functions off of a bifurcation of the self into an ideal or
authentic self that puts the inauthentic or tainted self into féfieThe project of the
belabored self, with its momentum guaranteed by a protracted battle between the
authentic and inauthentic self, can even insulate itself from social exigeswibsas
those that stem from work. McGee writes that, “[T]he imperative of inverimgéif
that is found in the literatures of self-improvement is often cast in the formcoiveisng
or uncovering an authentic, unique and stable self that might function—even thrive—
unaffected by the vagaries of the labor market.In fact, the vagaries of the labor
market can fuel the drive to work on oneself in that a constantly changing jomsituat
provides new opportunities to re-make oneself through work. If the tasks within a job
changes or a job is lost altogether, while frustrating on one level, when emlighed i
service of the belabored self, these situations are fodder for consumption in divegbuil
of an identity.

The belabored self that engages self-help literature, then, approacliesitsel

project in which consumption of tmeeando better itself is akin to the consumer

20 McGee, 12.

21 McGee, 15-17.

222 For Deepak Chopra, attention to nature allowdrie self to emerge; for Eckhart Tolle, it is the
overcoming of our “delusion of time” that returrsto the authentic self of the “now.”

2 McGee, 16.
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approach to work. Consequently, both one’s job and one’s identity are subject to
consumer choice when once both were subject to certain societal norms that furnished
rules and boundaries for the socially legitimate expression of each. Absent such norms
the meaning of work and the self are open not only to interpretation but also to creation
by the consumer.

Additionally, the job itself must be able to replicate the experience of
consumption that is felt in the process of working on oneself in spite of changing labor
conditions. A job, if it is to participate in consumer culture successfully, must be able to

reproduce consumer satisfaction. Bauman clarifies:

Like everything else which may reasonably hopeettomne the target of desire and an
object of free consumer choice, jobs must be ‘@gtng'—varied, exciting, allowing for
adventure, containing certain (thought not exceggiveasures of risk, and giving
occasion to ever-new sensations. Jobs that aretomous, repetitive, routine,
unadventurous, allowing no initiative and promisimgchallenge to wits nor a chance for
self-testing and self-ascertaining ‘boring.” Nolfilkdged consumer would conceivably
agree to undertake théth

When a job is treated as a commaodity in a consumer culture, the usefulness of what is
produced or the good that a service can render is in the serviceeaptréencenf
production. The measure of the quality of a job has less to do with concrete work activity
and more to do with the kind of stimulation that work spawns. Again, material work is
made immaterial, in both senses of the word, when a job is approached as a consumer
item.

With this and the context of flexible capitalism, consumer culture infects much of
working life. The work to improve oneself, which runs on an endless loop of consuming
new and better self-images, uses a job instrumentally to provide satisfaatmmsumer

desire which simultaneously insulates oneself from the disquieting elegesf work in

224 BaumanWork, Consumerism, and the New Pdx.
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a flexible capitalistic economy. When actual work is rendered immatetia® push to
consume life, working on oneself, pursuing jobs that entertain, and complacenambwith |
flexibility and insecurity can be tolerated so long as the ability to cheosever
immobilized.
Conclusion

The engagement of work with consumer culture yields several key insiginty for
project. The cultural ascendancy of consumption over production has had wide-ranging
effects on societyThe decreasing emphasis on production to act as the basis of one’s
identity as a worker parallels the evaporation of norms that used to guarantstenowgsi
on the job as well as continuance in a job or trade. The work ethic that internally
sustained the society organized around production morphed into one that falls in line with
the dictates of consumer culture. Predicated on the unmooring of work from itemate
context, variable tasks on the job and variable jobs within a long career reinforce the
expanding role of consumption at work. They do so by placing the authority to choose a
job and the way to experience it squarely with the individual. Jobs and the work that
follows become objects of consumption and are accordingly expected to satisfy
individual desire.

Yet as Sennett demonstrates, consumer culture primarily serves the role of
mediating the experience of working in businesses participating in flecabléalism
while the power dynamic between employers and employees stays irhéts not to
diminish the influence of consumer culture. As cultural mediator, its authorityb@aus

granted and dealt with if any redressing of social inequality at wookasadur.
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What is the fate of a vocation when it interacts with work thus construed?
Bauman states the problem succinctly:

What possible purpose could the strategy of pilggtgie ‘progress’ serve in this world

of ours? In this world, not only have jobs-foreliflisappeared, but trades and professions
which have acquired the confusing habit of appegiriom nowhere and vanishing

without notice can hardly be lived as Weberian attins’—and to rub salt into the
wound, the demand for the skills needed to practicd professions seldom lasts as long
as the time needed to acquire thém.

Generally speaking, Sennett’s terms such as “linear narrative” argitdom goals”
characterized the calling that Weber uses for his argument. The work ethiceimow
informed by the consumer mindsetit large on the job, can only but spin back on the
current meaning of vocation.

Two primary consequences emerge. One, with institutions no longer able to
communicate authority with a unified voice, vocation loses its ability to fix lidgepts
in terms of God'’s call as well as fuel a work ethic. Gone is the binding authoritg of t
Lutheran estate as well as the power of overarching ideologies such ahledtself-
made man,” that guided vocation. When the meaning of a calling is not restrained and
hence defined by solid social norms, it, like a job, cannot escape the clutches of consumer
culture.

A vocation is also relatively free to be appropriated as the individual sees fit.
Self-legitimating acts of consumption that animate identity formatiavasrker spill
over into the meaning-making ability of a vocation converting it into a constenein
the process. With the solid social environment, which worked in conjunction with
institutions to connect long-term plans with God’s plan, out of the way, consumer culture

is able to easily unhinge the idea of vocation from its past and its materiattcofihen

225 Bauman, “From Pilgrim to Tourist—Or a Short Histaf Identity,” in Questions of Cultural Identity
ed. Stuart Hall and Paul du Gay (London: Sage, 119956
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the idea of vocation can be offered as an abstract concept to be “purchased” a&ad appli
according to individual desire, as Covey’s usage indicates.

Two, with actual work displaced by variable tasks and interpersonal skills, the
means by which work can fulfill the duties of a calling are now unclear. In
contradistinction to Ellul’s call for the removal of work from a vocation based on its
meaninglessness, work is now a means to satisfy consumer desire whetheeimtstiym
or substantively. Dissatisfaction with a job is a sign that one has chosen badlyeor mo
importantly, been a bad consumer. Hence the odd juxtaposition of the cultural
significance of work is contraposed with the insignificance of what one acticab at
work.

If a vocation is still able to address social inequality at vemtkbundle these two
aspects of modern work coherently, perhaps the idea of vocation is being stretched too
thin. Or perhaps the problem rests in the hurried expectation that a oalisig
participate in consumer culture in order to remain relevant. This chapter tlasetis
the difficulties that a calling must endure if it insists on galvanizing nmogerk. The
task of the final chapter is to question the wisdom of this insistence.

It should be clear that the analysis of consumer culture that foregroundsats soci
consequences against the backdrop of its predecessor, producer culture, sheds light on the
current meaning and appropriation of the idea of vocation in ways that strict ibablog
renderings cannot. Yet these cultural effects on vocation, similarly, cannetsethe
sole authority guiding the meaning of calling today; the religious content diiaoca
necessarily plays a role. Hence, consumer culture may not have thayioal the
meaning of vocation today.
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As stated in the introductory chapter, religious concepts have an unusually
stubborn relationship with “secular” culture unlike non-religious concepts subb as t
“self” and “work.” Hence the religious import of vocatioan operate dialectically with
consumer culture to produce a fuller and in my case, a political idea of vocéhien.
Purpose-Driven Lifes a version of a synthesis of this dialectic. Though Rick Warren
would be loath to admit the effects that consumer culture has had on his message in the
book, consumer culture, as expected, has left its mark. Warren’s purpose is pugported t
be given by an omnipotent God that stands above culture—as is our own life purpose. If
liquid consumer culture melts everything in its path, what is status of religiogsuts
such as Warren’s version of vocation? How does his version of the idea of vocation bear
the burden of functioning dutifully in our consumer culture when not only a job has
become a consumer item but also the very idea of vocation itself? In myemn¢atnthe
relationship between religion and consumer culture generallyla@dPurpose-Driven

Life specifically in the next chapter, | attempt an answer to these questions.
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CHAPTER 3—THE “PURCHASE-DRIVEN" LIFE

It's not about you.
Rick Warren;The Purpose-Driven Life

Rick Warren wrotél'he Purpose-Driven Lifen 2002 as a follow-up to his book,
The Purpose-Driven Churdi® The Purpose-Driven Churchias written specifically for
pastors as a guide to recovering and maintaining the health of their ekistihgions as
well as building new ones. The theme of guidance runs thiboglPurpose-Driven Life
too, but Warren expands his audience to include all people who are seeking to find a
sense of meaning and purpose. To date, more than thirty million copies have been sold
making it the best selling non-fiction hardback in U.S. histdhyMy interest in this
particular book is understandably piqued by the sheer number of people who have read it
and have potentially used it. Yet my primary task in this chapter is not to andlyze
The Purpose-Driven Lifeas generated so much interest, nor is it to digwhimRick
Warren is for insights. The goal, rather, is to evaluatedhéntsof The Purpose-
Driven Lifeas it stands at the crossroads of a theology of vocation and consumer culture.
Hence this analysis is not grinding a theological or even a personal axenpiyt si

throwing a different light on the book.

226 Rick WarrenThe Purpose-Driven Church: Growth Without ComprangjsYour Message and Mission
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1995).

227 http:/lwww.christianpost.com/article/20070704/282@hristian_Books_Still_Dominate_All-
Time_Best-Sellers_Lists.htm.
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| contend in this chapter that Warren’s purpose is the functional equivalent of
vocation in a commodified form. And when utilized in its commodified form, the idea of
vocation lacks the capacity to engage the political environment of the workplace, thus
leaving social inequality intact—an environment that a vocation must be able t@engag
| support the claim of purpose being a commodified vocation by exploring several ways
to scrutinize the relationship between religious concepts and consumer cliliare.
Purpose-Driven Lifes carried by the river of consumer culture that is fed by three
streams: self-help literature, seeker- sensitive religion and a dextiadization of the
notion of purpose that is necessary for its commodification. Both Christian gelf-hel
literature and seeker-sensitive religion accommodate in their own sepayat¢o
consumer culture. Religious accommodation to the techniques of consumer culture,
while deemed necessary to communicate self-help techniques or adopted ash survi
strategy for dying churches, comes at a high price according toits.ci@ome consider
the cost is incurred at the expense of a biblical theology that should never bend to culture
no matter the payoff. Others view the price paid in terms of the societal deesatjmg
from the loss of the ability for religion to confront the culture with which itdiked
itself.

After laying out the structure dte Purpose-Driven Lifand situating it in the
context of self-help literature and the seeker-sensitive movements resiyettanalyze
the merits of the arguments of those worried about Warren’s cultural acmtation. |
contend that interlocutors who attack it on the grounds that accommodation conthicts w
biblical principles actually argue themselves into a cul-de-sac drbgteonsumer
culture itself. Instead, a more accurate portrayal of the relationskvpdieihe
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Purpose-Driven Lifeand consumer culture relies on an analysis of the commodification
of theideascontained in the book and not the container that may or may not divulge
accommodation to consumer culture.

More in line with the logic of consumer culture, Vincent Miller argues that in
order for religious products to become consumer items in the West, the packaping a
distribution of such products must encounter little resistance. The muddied and jagged
history of long-standing religious ideas and practices is such an obstaalsd#mmakes
complex the act of religious consumption. Simplicity equals palatability wivemies
to consumption in a consumer culture. The commaodification of religious ideas, then, is a
process that necessarily includes the injury that consumer culture musboimftedigious
ideas and their history in order to make them palatable to consumers. Largehgdvaw
Miller’s claims, | problematize certain criticisms Dihe Purpose-Driven Lite-
specifically those that are based on suspicions of Warren'’s ability to ftandnue
Gospel” when in fact it is the commodification of the idea of purpose that precadies s
usage.

Over and against these critiques, | assert that it is neither “a Gospeliinteeth”
that Warren supposedly peddles nor the marketing strategy that Warren andibisepubl
employ that connect the idea of purpose to consumer culture. It is, instead, the
expression of Warren’s notion of purpose that discloses its disembeddedness from the
material and social context of the workplace that betrays its identtgassumer item.
As we will see, Warren’s purpose possesses a kind of slipperiness that invokestthe spi
of a Lutheran vocation, yet at the same time is detached enough from thelmateria
conditions of work, both past and present, that have provided and continue to provide the
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context in which vocations must engage. As Miller points out, shorn of its context,
consumer-friendly religious concepts and practices lack the ability to infermaterial
culture in which they function. As such, Miller additionally provides ways todram
Warren’s notion of purpose that aid my overall project because of the political
implications of his analysis.
It's Not About You and About You

The popular success ©he Purpose-Driven Lifmay tempt the casual observer to
attribute its popularity to its self-help quality. Indeed, the typical iretaself-help
books—namely, that pre-existent forces, abilities or entities (both internakeandad),
can be tapped to give meaning and direction in life—is presditariPurpose-Driven
Life. Yet interestingly, the self-help qualities of the book are veiled by an utirgmit
worldview whose players are an omnipotent, omniscient God and powerless, confused
human beings. Such a worldview atypically frames traditional self-help 68oKsGod
is a part of a self-help book, personal meaning is typically found through a kind of
God/self cooperation in which God is more of a warm-hearted friend than austere

parent?® When an omnipotent God is the main player in a Christian self-help book or

228 yet some do exist. For examples, see Charlesd®WjiBimple Faith(Nashville: Thomas Nelson,
2003); Charles Stanleiandmines in the Path of the Believer: Avoidingtiéden DangergNashville:
Thomas Nelson, 2007); James C. Dobsave Must Be Tough: New Hope for Marriages in Gr{§larol
Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishing, 2007); Gang@nanHope For the Separated: Wounded
Marriages Can Be HealeChicago: Moody Publishing, 2005).

22 Classic examples include Norman Vincent Pedle’'s Power of Positive Thinkingnd M. Scott Peck’s
The Road Less Traveledn incredibly popular current book that exemglifithis angle of Christian self-
help is Joel Osteenour Best Life NowFor a more explicit Christian example, see Jageén,Your
Best Life NowNew York: Warner Books, 2004). For one that kearore towards general New Age
spirituality, see Neale Donald Wals&@pnversations with God: An Uncommon DialodNew York:
Putnam, 1996).
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devotional designed for laypeople, any meaning to be had for one’s life is gained
primarily through revelation, not self-reflectioif.
Is The Purpose-Driven Lifen fact a self-help book? Malcolm Gladwell states in

aNew Yorkempiece that it does not appear so:

It is tempting to interpret the book’s message kind of New Age self-help theology.
Warren's God is not awesome or angry and doestantisn judgment of human sin.
He’s genial and mellow . . . The self-help genmyéver, is fundamentally inward-
focused . . . Warren’s first sentence, by conttiasif’s not about you,” which puts it in
the spirit of traditional Christian devotional liggure, which focuses the reader outward,
toward God’**

Indeed, Warren himself confirms Gladwell's observations when he declares,

This is not a self-help book. It is not about firgithe right career, achieving your
dreams, or planning your life. It is not about himacram more activities into an
overloaded schedule. Actually, it will teach yawhto dolessin life—by focusing on
what matters most. It is about becoming wBatl created you to b&?

In fact, Warren goes on to classify all attempts to discover purpose on one’s pwe as
speculation. Self-exploration for the truth is speculative in nature for Warrensedte
true source of purpose and meaning in life is not the self. Accordingly, hes ispfet

help books,

because they approach the subject from a selfiazhtéewpoint. Self-help books, even
Christian ones, usually offer the same predictat#gs to finding your life’s purpose:
Consider your dreams, Clarify your values, Set sgoads, Figure out what you are good
at, Aim high! . . . these recommendations oftexdl® great success. You can usually
succeed in reaching a goal if you put your mind.tdBut being successful and fulfilling
your life’s purpose are not at all the same isStie!

Hence any hunt for purpose that remains within the borders of the self, naturasr othe
advice is literally an exercise in futility. Life’s purpose is given dnyGod’s

revelation, not self-revelation.

230 Examples include any of the works of Billy Grahand the classidyly Utmost for His Highesby
Oswald Chambers. See Oswald ChambdysUtmost for His HighegtUhrichsville, OH: Barbour
Publishing, 2008).

%1 Malcolm Gladwell, “The Cellular Church: How Rickasten Built His Ministry,”The New Yorker
September 9, 2005.

Z32\Warren,The Purpose-Driven Lifel9.

Z3\Warren, 18-19.
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Fortunately, there is an alternative to speculatioout the meaning and purpose of life.
It's revelation. We can turn to what God has réega@bout life in his Word. The easiest
way to discover the purpose of an invention isso the creator of it. The same is true
for discovering your life’s purpose: Ask G6Y.

The individual’s task, then, is first to cease looking in the wrong place for purpaéfee in |
and second, to turn one’s full attention to the revealed Word of God for the answers to
life’s questions. Warren’s circular logic is the basis for the rest didbk: we find our
purpose in God’s revelation because God created and designed us; God created us for
purpose. Self-help books misdirect readers inwards where the Creator dosgdeot re
hence they break this circle.

There is nothing in Warren’s theology that is particularly novel or even earth-
shattering. Mistrust of the “world” that nudges Christians towards othedhyadnlith
has been rehearsed since St. Paul. By drawing on this common exhortation,-aelpself
quality of The Purpose-Driven Lifes not explicitly admitted by Warren nor recognized
by Gladwell. Accordingly, the desire to fashion a life based on consureés aed
market supply that propels self-help literature is most certainly at odd&Waitren’s
own words. Individual desire for “worldly” success stands in stark opposition to the
divinely mandated imperative for humans to live out the purpose that God, alone, has laid
out for each individual.

| contend, however, thdthe Purpose-Driven Lifdivulges certain hidden self-
help qualities. It does so by putting forward an ambiguous anthropology that in turn
permits more of a role for human agency than Warren would admit. Warren'’s all-
powerful, all-knowing God follows both the “God-as-friend” and the “God-as-distant

legislator” models. Warren alternates between the two Gods with seaadiisg dnd

Z4\Warren, 20.
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thus leaves room for the self to choose either as the manager of life’s purpates. W
God-as-distant-legislator, we are first and foremost powerless to findvoupurpose

through our own efforts—this is God’s task alone.

God was thinking of you long before you ever thdugffout him. His purpose for your
life predates your conception. He planned it befgyu existedwithout your input! You
may choose your career, your spouse, your hobdangsmany other parts of your life, but
you don't get to choose your purpdseg.

Yet despite his stated hard distinction between what can and cannot be chosam, Warre
effectively blurs this separating line throughout his book. Our life journey pregrdas

to our participation in a cooperative effort with a God that desires our friendship,
happiness and finally success (in whatever way we define it). Consequently, our own

happiness is a sure sign that God’s purpose is being lived out.

How do you know when you are serving God from yioeart? The first telltale sign is
enthusiasm When you are doing what yéaveto do, no one has to motivate you or
challenge you or check up on you. You do it far sheer enjoymeRt®

Even though feelings, such as happiness, are dismissed by Warren as hunmad-aente
one point®” he simultaneously honors feelings as a means of communicating with
GodZ*®

Human volition is similarly cast. Our life purpose is written by God without our
input, yet somehow the ability of God to ensure that a purpose is lived out is entirely
dependent on our own choice to let God into a relationship with purpose. Warren claims,
“The truth is—you are as close to Gaslyou choose to bdntimate friendship with God
is a choice, not an accident. You must intentionally seéR’itBy contrasting human

choice with mere accidents, Warren elevates our choices in matters of porgoes&ind

Z5Warren, 21.
Z8Warren, 238-9.
ZT\Warren, 109.
Z8\Warren, 110.
Z9\Warren, 98.
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of status given to God’s non-accidental dictates. The “God-as-friend” rdisd&ses
Warren’s desire to leave some of the biggest decisions to us; what kind of friend would
coerce friendship?

Though God is a unique friend—one who, once friendship is freely engaged,
commands compliance. Summed in his phrase, “I| must choose to obey God in faith,”
Warren posits a God who demands our obedience to God’s will yet again places the onus
on the individual to choose to do ¥8. In this way, the authority of the self to make
major life decisions based on the choice to be happy is honored and additionally
legitimated by a God that wants just that.

The anthropological ambiguity (humans as free agamdslependent beings) that
results from Warren’s theology provides space for the self-creation anchpedivement
that is promoted in self-help books. If Warren unwittingly allows the choicesedrsa
and spouses to legitimate themselves outside of God’s determined world, thtestcs li
stop the activity of choosing all the components of a purpose-driven life. Then, God’s
overarching purposes can step in to underwrite those choices, as long asdédyy abi
general framework. Choice and obedience flow on an alternating currentdnoine
the lack of control that God exerts over the details of life choices that permit g% to pi
and choose such details. Or, obedience to God accomplished through the adherence to
general principles such as, “be like Christ,” “serve God,” and “make God haBpy.”

Such admonitions are broad enough to incorporate a wide variety of ways to satisfy
God’s commands, including those which originate in individual desire. Hence, the self

that is authorized to make the choices that constitute one’s own version of purpose on

240\warren, 95.
2\Warren, 171, 227, 63.
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earth faces few obstacles in the manufacturing of oneself. The faGdtdtas already
sanctioned the choices that align themselves with God’s general principleeomdg to
empower such choices.

This approach appeals to those intrigued by the promise of self-help books that
meaning and direction are within graampd those who are utterly skeptical of the self's
capacity for such grasping. Self-invention that is subtly promoted by Waegs qiff of
the needs of McGee’s belabored self. Recall that “working on oneself” presupposes a
bifurcated self in which the aspects of an inauthentic self are constantipiged and
ideally sloughed off to reveal the authentic self below. For Warren, authergitound
in the part of the self that is created by God; the inauthentic self is thdt ndsdaken
cultural, “worldly” cues for the contents of its identity. Yet instead oftlogahese two
selves on opposite sides of an unbreachable wall, as Calvin does, Warren'’s theology and
attendant anthropology leads to a semi-permeable partition between themxedthe fi
status of each human being in Calvin’s thought is traded for the purpose-driven self that,
while instructed to reject self-exploration, is simultaneously told to endragksearch
for purpose. Even though the final destination of the search is that which God intends the
self to be, the difference between timvof working on oneself found in more clear
examples of self-help literature and means to find purposkarPurpose-Driven Lifes
minimal.

That the stated goal of the purpose-driven life is one that stands transcendent over
the self while the means of achieving this goal does not restrict humanvieitiat
pluck explainsThe Purpose-Driven Life status as a particularly successful seller. The
potential for the pursuit of excavating an authentic self to end in a solipsisticaiey is
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averted by Warren. Yet by concomitantly allowing the activity of workingne’s self

to proceed in reality, Warren is still able to satisfy the needs of the belaletireHasnce

in the end, the purpose-driven person is authorized to continually remake herself through
the consumption of self-images as long as the effort is conceived of as havingats s

in God, not the self.

Yet the questions that involve the religious cultural context in which motivations
to write such a book are still unanswered. How does the social confiext &furpose-
Driven Lifeilluminate Warren’s words in ways that a textual interpretation thals| e
book as an example of self-help literature cannot? The push to attract seekeinsitch
or to Christianity in general has correlates to the incentive to attract cerssimthe
market. Establishing this correlation is an effort to posifiba Purpose-Driven Lifen a
cultural context that informs the language of the book in ways that textuekonitalone
does not.

Navigating the God-Steered Boat to the Seeker’s Shore

Forty years ago, Peter Berger tied secularization to the increasexf toé
capitalist market in framing religious decisions. He remarked that con$tgedom to
choose suitable commodities in conjunction with a religious marketplace includes
religious choices as well. Consumer culture shapes everything from theosebéet
denomination, to whether to attend church at all, to the formation of a religious
worldview, according to Berger. Yet there is an obstinacy to religious protiatts t

resists complete manipulation by consumer desire. Berger writes that,
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the dynamics of consumer preference does notéif iidetermine the
substantive content—it simply posits that, in piphe, they are susceptible to
change, without determining the direction of chaffge

Yet as Berger remarks, the stability of religious ideas, when thrown intditfieus
marketplace, has little slowing-down effect on the expectation that thevidleasove in
a direction that conforms to the desire of consumers.
The terms, “seeker-sensitive” or “seeker-friendly” currently des¢hbenethods
used by religious organizations that move religious ideas in the directidBetigr
initially described. Seeker-sensitive churches and pastors often amigniduttagy,
building structure, and even theology to appeal to needs of religious seekers and the
unchurched*® Hence, the connection between the seeker-sensitive approach and
consumer culture is forged by the methods employed by such churches to gaingnember
To woo consumers and hence seekers, seeker-sensitive churches often choose to
mimic the tactics used by companies to attract consumers. This often uliaasg a
between the tactics of the business world and those of the church, given their presumably
different goals, is allowed if the religious institution is not confined to ticawl

directives. Richard Cimino and Don Lattin write that

the underlying concept of “seeker” congregationti@& churches should meet the wider
consumer culture on its own ground. Ideas andtispes—however strongly they may be
tied to one’s denominational tradition—may be alwarad if they stand in the way of
drawing new memberé?

Again, consumer culture is able to overcome traditional boundaries within which many

churches used to reside. With the ties between traditional authority and théyathor

242 peter BergefThe Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological ThebReligion(New York: Anchor
Books, 1967), 146.

243 Kimon Howland Sargean§eeker Churches: Promoting Traditional ReligioriNon-Traditional Way
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 20@0)

44 Richard Cimino and Don Lattitshopping for Faith: American Religion in the Newll&finium(San
Francisco.: Jossey-Bass, 1998), 68.
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pastors to grow their churches severed, pastors are free to moldeédainmand at times
their message to the needs of the consumer in order to best attract newsweithioeit
institutional interference. The seeker model, like consumer culturdyecaeen as
mutually beneficial to seekers and pastors alike. Seekers are freed$tdational
restrictions to search for a church until a comfort level is reached; pastdreed up
from institutional restrictions to employ wide variety of techniques toagiess in the
door. The onus is on the church to provide satisfaction, but if it fails, when stacked up
against the seeker’s expectations, loyalty to a denomination, community or etexf a s
theological precepts can be breached quickly in order to start a new search.

The seeker-sensitive model has theological consequences as welliaalpract

ones. Robert Wuthnow states that

[a] spirituality of dwelling emphasizdsbitation God occupies a definite place in the
universe and creates a sacred space in which huoaean dwell; to inhabit sacred
space is to know its territory and to feel secukespirituality of seeking emphasizes
negotiation individuals search for sacred moments that reagaheir conviction that the
divine exists, but these moments are fleeting;eratian knowing the territory, people
explore new spiritual vistas, and they may hawedgotiate among complex and
confusing meanings of spiritualif§’

Habitation within a spirituality oflwelling evokes the idea that God lives with humanity
in a home with boundaries. The home connotes not only limits that circumscribe the
relationship between God and the inhabitants but also the security and relihility
comes with such limits. A spirituality gkekings animated with similar longings for
security in the quest for “sacred moments.” Yet these moments exqestiby the

seeker are not lodged in a fixed metaphysical home and hence are givways

negotiation, are potentially fleeting, and are subject to abandonment. Astatihesul

24*Robert WuthnowAfter Heaven: Spirituality in America Since the @9Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1998), 3-4.
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commitment to a fixed, unchanging theology is less likely for the se@ker serial
renter of homes is, in a way, homeless and consequently uncomfortable with the kind of
commitment that is bolstered by the kind of belief that forecloses other aogpeliefs.

Wade Clark Roof similarly notes in his study of Baby Boomers and religain t

[a] surprising number of people we interviewed, apivof one half, move easily from a
discourse of seeking to one of believing, or vieesa, from believing to seeking. This
would appear to be an important characterizatiath®fpresent religious scene, and
clearly strong evidence of how permeable the bouesldetween believing and seeking
have becomé’®

In other words, permeable boundaries surround not only decisions involving which
religion or church to choose, but matters of faith itself. Heseekinghas a strong
family resemblance tohoosingin consumer culture.

In such a context, many religious institutions must follow the direction given by
potential members (for attraction purposes) and actual members (fororefauntposes)
of a congregation to survive. With control over the direction of religious comedied
by consumers wrested out of the grasp of traditional religious authoritiestaride
market, themethodchosen to sell the religiomsessagdecomes paramount. The effort
to attract seekers, though, is typically considered independent from the traé goal
seeker-sensitive ministries. The presentation of a core message, sucBa@spiklan
Christian churches, is perhaps the only non-negotiable activity in the cultural
accommodation process.

The Customer IsAlmost Always Right
In fact, the maintenance of a core message amidst the quickly shifting consume

preference can become an asset rather than a liability. In an ironic twishatability

248 \Wade Clark RoofSpiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the RenmkihAmerican Religion
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999]).
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of certain religious ideas to convey unchangeability that makes them appealing
religious consumerd.’ Warren has adopted such an approach in the structuring of his
Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, California and his ministry. He echoes the need to
adapt the medium to the needs of the congregation and his readers as long asatiee mess
remains untouched. In an answer to the question, “Do you advocate watering down the
Gospel to cater to seekers?,” Warren says in an interview, “Absolutely not! ... The
message must never change, but the methods must ch&hgde subtitle tarhe
Purpose-Driven ChurcifGrowing Without Compromising Your Message and Mission,”
underscores this dynamic. Warren’s own church is uniquely equipped to house the
methods needed to connect the Gospel message to the shifting needs of the congregation.
In an oft repeated story, Warren tells how he began Saddleback. Instead of the
“pbuild it and they will come” tactic, Warren began building his church in 1980 on the
basis of the needs of the “unchurched” in the area. When he went door-to-door in the
surrounding neighborhoods to announce the young church’s presence, Warren asked
people what they wanted in a church as opposed to telling them what Saddleback would
be. Richard Abanes writes that Warren specifically went after the “urteduirand

asked them four questions: “Why do you think most people don’t attend church?,” “If

247 This argument is made tangentially by Rodney Saawk William Bainbridge. They argue that the
success of Christianity is largely based on présgrtppealing concepts, or “compensators,” thatyman
other competing religions do not. These compemsasoch as the idea of communion with God after
death, provide reassurance amidst a world thatmoagompensate good behavior at times. See Rodney
Stark and William Sims Bainbridg&he Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival &ult Formation
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986 addition, some recent writings on the relatiopsh
between consumer culture and religaadit the rise of consumer culture with the persistesfaeligion.
For an example, see the collection of essays in Bibhael Gigge and Diane H. Winston, eéajth in the
Market: Religion and the Rise of Urban Commercialt@re (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 2002).

248 Richard AbanesRick Warren and the Purpose That Drives HBugene, Ore.: Harvest House,
2005), 29.
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you were looking for a church, what things would you look for?,” “What advice would
you give to me as the pastor of a new church that really wants to be of berefit to t
community?,” and “How could I, as a pastor, help yétP?”

All of these questions bestow authority on the persons being questioned thus
legitimating their answers. Whether Warren took their responses to heaitis the
point; it is the “customer-is-always-right” attitude that helped dravihurah members.

But Warren is careful to not reduce his early ministry down to marketing techniques.

Even though | know what these peomally needed most was a relationship to Christ, |
wanted to listen first to whaheythought their most pressing needs were. That's no
marketing; it's just being polite . . . Intelligemaring conversation opens the door for
evangelism with nonbelievers faster than anythieg Bve used. It is:iotthe church’s
task to give people whatever they want or even n&ad the fastest way to build a
bridge to the unchurched is to express interefitém and show that you understand the
problems they are facirfg’

In other words, Saddleback was constructed around an Evangelical message. Yetin
order to grow the church with the unchurched, a kind of bait and switch was employed
where the Gospel needed to be initially hidden. The pressing needs of the unchurched
had to be met first (or at least the impression had to be given that the Gospel was not
going to be shoved down their throat) for growth to occur.

Saddleback is now a testament to Warren’s original impulse to cater to tilse nee
of the unchurched as long as the Gospel message stays intact. To countentheffeeli
being lost in a 20,000 member church, Warren draws on the cellular church model that
encourages small groups to form and perform many of the duties ascribed to the whole
church. In addition, the Saddleback campus has five separate houses of worship, each

with their own custom-fitted worship setting. For the edgy, energetic memhbeavy

249 Abanes, 47.
#0wWarren,The Purpose-Driven Churgi89-40.
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metal service is offered. For a laid back atmosphere, a service in an on-caffgris c
shop covers you. For the member put off by the massive television screens and
contemporary music, a traditional service gets back to basics. With thismiwidabor,
Saddleback is an anticipator and deliverer of almost whatever needs exstfeelise
membership.

The Purpose-Driven Lifekewise follows this overall strategy. Employing non-
threatening methods of Gospel transmission, Warren uses colloquial languags,suc
“God wants to be your best friené’* and even user-friendly Biblical translations, such
as Eugene PetersoTsie MessageSuch wording is justified by Warren as simply an
attractive, accessible husk that entices people to find the kernel inside. Marshall
McLuhan not withstanding, Warren’s separation of the medium and message is needed t
expose unlikely seekers to the Gospel, while leaving the Gospel intact.

Purpose itself can be considered a concept that is friendly to the religses.se
The concept is general enough to resonate with people of all faiths as well as non-
believers. The idea of purpose can also generally be applied to all ofdgkswithout
recourse to religion. Purpose and the weight it carries on its own regidterstwi
religious coercion. Like the non-menacing entrance to Saddleback, tiheehglabn-
threatening idea of purpose can get seekers in the door. Despite Warregrsicorthat
difficult demands of the Gospel are the cor@loé Purpose-Driven Lifehis does not
take away from the fact that purpose, like all other aspects of his overall message

“housed” in a welcoming package for the seeker.

#lwarren,The Purpose-Driven Life35.
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Warren has been successful in retaining members of his church with seeker-
sensitive methods. Yet holding readers to the commitment that they are asked to
maintain at the start dthe Purpose-Driven Lifes more difficult than keeping
congregants in the pews. The sales of the book prove that Warren has largely ducceede
in attracting seekers of all kinds. And the context of the seeker-sensitivenerave
sheds light on the initial impact of the idea of purpose on a general population of
seekers/religious consumers. Yet Warren intends that purpose be more than consumer
bait. Left unexplained is the actual mechanism that allows purpose to remain a
commodity long after the initial purchase. Or needed is an explication of howiausgli
idea is able to engage the religious consumer beyond acting merely as advillboar

The Commodification of Religion

Vincent Miller, in his bookConsuming Religigireckons with the way consumer
culture actually reaches down into tiebitsanddispositionsof consumers to shape the
very substance and function of religious practice and belief. His primany isléihat
consumer culture reframes the modern consumer’s orientation to religion byimgpdif
not only the meaning of many religious cultural products, but also the unddrbfitg
and dispositions that fuel and maintain consumer activitylhese habits and
dispositions are the product of the socializing forces of consumer culture and are
characterized by an engagement with cultural products, religious and isthehat are
disengaged from the material context that have historically contributed to their
production and use. Because consumer culture promotes such engagement, the

consumption of the mere symbolic content of religious items, be they ideas or even belie

%2Vincent J. Miller,Consuming Religio@New York: Continuum, 2004), 32, 73.
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systems, cheats the consumer out of a fuller religious experience by pmgHttogt
possibility that the “consumed” ideas can actually inform and alter mateaiziqas.

For Miller, it is this latter effect that establishes the basis of hligwe of consumer
culture. Moreover, his approach distances his description of the relationship between
religion and consumer culture from other critiques that cast the debatengnaea

culture war with the right to claim proprietorship of orthodox religious meanirgeas t
spoils.

Miller's gambit is intended to counter other religiously framed criticisins
consumer culture that justifiably express dismay at the shallow engagenmth religion
that consumer culture fosters. One problem, Miller asserts, is that thesecounter
the thin meanings that consumers take from religious traditions and practiceleeper,
more theologically or Biblically grounded meanings of religious prodiittéccording
to Miller, fighting fire with a bigger fire, while honorable in spirit, opesat@der the
assumption that it is possible to draw clear battle lines between those erntbagagred
as consumers and those who engage it “prop&tfy.”

Miller invokes Foucault along with Talal Asad’s critique of Clifford Geé¢otz

challenge the usefulness of such critiques. Because power, mediated ttmactghes!

233 Miller, 15.

4 Miller focuses primarily on scholars in the radioethodoxy tradition, such as Graham Ward and D.
Stephen Long, who may not rely solely on a cetéatical interpretation for their analysis, yetlstio not
touch the real problem. Both Ward and Long tréeedevelopment of modern consumer desire to the
seeds planted by liberal economics of the eighteand nineteenth centuries. The assumptions s$ickal
economics that place the individual at the centeoasumption choices perpetually connect desith ai
lack that consumption cannot satiate. Miller cadtethat while the radical orthodox critique moves
beyond mere biblical hermeneutics, it leans orctassical economic description of consumer behasor
rational in order to describe current consumer tieha Theirs is not a useful critique becauses mnable
to square with the irrationality of consumer chdicat is the result of the marketing and advengsin
apparatus that mediate consumption. The reatitMiller, is that any straightforward historicaté
drawn from a set of events in the past to todagade crooked by power that asserts itself intoadoci
discourse concerning the meaning of consumer eultGee Miller, 111-14.
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institutions, is always caught up in any discourse, the intended meaning ad@sksc
often deviates from the actual effects of the discotirs€onsequently, the practices that
inform and result from discourse are rarely consonant with the meaning of teesoirf
discourse or what the stated intention of a discourse is. Hence Geertz’s “thick
descriptions” that rely only on the meaning of religion may not actually tehythiag
about how this meaning came to be, according to A¥al.is, of coursepowerthat
issues from what Foucault calls discursive regimes (primarilyutistits) that act behind
the scenes to generate different effects than what the intended meamidigagurse
claims to have produced. Hence a hermeneutic that takes little account ¢dtibagieip
between power and meaning is severely limited in its interpretation abredig
phenomena.

Foucault’'s power/meaning/knowledge dynamic serves two primary purposes for
Miller as he attempts to understand the relationship between religion and consumer
culture. One, because meaning and practice are often at odds with each other, he
guestions the ability of some consumer culture critics to arrive at a clearmnygeof
consumer culture (it is shallow, it fosters greedy materialism, it is omaiexg “true”
religion, etc.) strictly by observing consumer practices and behaviorter,Nolr
instance, remarks that consumer culture has engendered practices that do aoy lodve
the above-mentioned pejorative qualitiés.Miller is not declaring that the disconnect
between meaning and practice obscures our view of consumer culture readgring

statement about it meaningless. He certainly has some substantialiaabommhments

2% gee Michel FoucaulBiscipline and Punish: The Birth of the Pris¢iew York: Vintage, 1979) and
The History of SexualitfNew York: Vintage, 1980).

25 Miller, 20-1.

7 Miller, 18.
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about the effects of consumer cultété.Miller simply posits that the discrepancy
between meaning and practice disallowsna@rpretationof consumer culture to act as a
comprehensive, final say on the matter.

This discrepancy guides Miller into an exploration of how power is wielded in the
construction of consumers and the culture that they inhabit. With consumer culture and
religion, Miller considers the relationship between power and consumer ttekagdhe
primary locus for socialization of the modern consumer. The power supply for running
consumer culture comes from both the institutions, such as corporations and their
marketing apparatus, and the ideology that promotes unfettered consumer freedom whi
stimulates desire and empowers human ageéviiler argues that the twin strategies of
seduction and misdirection stoke consumer desire and direct it away from consumer
items themselves and towards the act of consufifng.

Consumers are seduced, not necessarily by the product itself, but by images tha
may have nothing to do with the product, yet play on desire nonetheless. Because the
desire evoked by seduction is one that cannot be satisfied by the simple consofrgtion
material product (i.e. drinking Budweiser will not make you the life of the/pahte
marketing of many products misdirects #pecificneed to buy a product into a vague
desire to consume meneral Miller argues that desire, when manipulated in this way,
loads the act of consumption with so many unrealistic consumer expectatiohg thett t

can never deliver on what is promised. Hence the act of consumption is “overdedermine

28 Miller, 179-228.
29 Miller, 109-10; 116-21.
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and undecidable” to the point that “the inevitable failure of the commodity’s promised
synthesis drives us back into the marketplace for endless, futile repetffibns.”

Echoing Bauman, Miller concludes that it is simply the act of consuming for
consuming’s sake that constitutes gingnary practiceof consumers in a consumer
culture. For neither seduction nor misdirection, “has much to do with the vulgar
attachment to material things; in fact, both militate against such aattm .

Individuals become increasingly indifferent to particular wants and objects of
consumption,” as they focus their attention on the act of consuming’fséfiller,
however, extends Bauman'’s analysis by includeaigious commodification. The
consumption of religious products for consumption’s sake follows the overall trgjector
of liquid modernity, yet the means by which religious products become commaodified
differ from their secular counterparts.

Miller arrives at the means of religious commaodification by way of the aisaty
insufficient scholarly approaches to the relationship between religion and camsum
culture. He contends that the source of the mistake that many Christiesalfriti
consumer culture make is the reduction of religiobdliefsalone. When this happens,
“correct” belief systems become the primary weapon against the “ngeanaiking
machine” that is consumer culture. Such attacks are based on the misunderdtanding t
one, consumer culture has a moral axe to grind against Christian orthodox beliefs, and
two, that beliefcomposeeligion. In fact, consumer culture can easily assimilate
abstractions, from religious to anti-consumerist ones, then package tirgngasg,

salable consumer items. “Jeremiads against the excesses ofsramtlliquite well as

20 Miller, 121.
%1 Miller, 121.
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consumer goods,” Miller writes, “as do evocative accounts of more properly orthodox
ontologies or anthropologie$® Hence when religion is reduced to beliefs, it meets the
problem of consumer culture on consumer culture’s own turf.

The inability of this line of criticism to do real damage to consumer cuéacs
Miller to discuss the real culprit: the thin substance of religious comnmodgi¢hey
circulate through a consumer culture. Because consumer culture brokerdbolis
exchange that is geared to meet individual desire, the mediators of consumer culture
(buyers, sellers and promoters) are able to lift out the marketable etenoenthe
traditional context of any religion and “sell” them to religious consumersurh,
consumers are suited to complete this circuit of exchange because thégbiave
educated in the ways of choosing and consuming the symbolic content of a consumer

good for its beneficial properties. As a result,

consumer culture encourages a shallow engagem#nthei elements of religious
traditions because we are trained to engage bedigfisbols, and practices as abstract
commodities that are readily separable from thamlitional contexts . . . They [elements
of religion] are reduced to shallow bricolage, hetause such popular cultural
production is necessarily shallow, but because neesntif consumer cultures encounter
cultural objects shorn of their connection to ttiadis and communities and are trained
by their consumption of commaodified culture to tréem in a shallow mannét’

“Deeper” religious beliefs, for Miller, ar@lwaysintertwined with the social contexts

from which they emerge. And material practices that are informed bysbatid inform

the beliefs themselves make up an essential component of the social context.
Consequently, the relationship between consumer culture and religion can be@en as
where consumer culture damages religion by cleaving belief and praeticdis-

embedding certain elements from religion. Detached, abstracted componelgsoof re

22 \iller, 18.
283 Miller, 30.
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can then move freely into the consumer market and land into a host of social contexts
with little or no resistance and with little or no teeth.

Miller argues that when religious ideas and practices are completebouan
from their traditional contexts, they are more susceptible to commodificatioa. T
contexts from which some of these religious ideas and practices areezkiratiide the
material and social realities that generate such ideas and practice® “etarsuming”
the religious symbol is made easy when it is disembedded from its thorny and complex
social context. The historical social context includes not only the ethical andaboliti
conflicts that inhere in the formation of a religion but also the effects of sutiafions.
“[T]raditions are pillaged for their symbolic content, which is then repackaged
recontextualized in a way that jettisons their communal, ethical, and golitica
consequences™ Hence the lack of ethicgtavitasin commodified religious products
that can only be forged in a material negotiation is accompanied by a lack ¢ mousc
inform and challenge existing social norms.

In a classic “chicken or egg” dynamic, it is difficult to say if cultymeducers
are responding to the consumer mindset or if they are creating it, accardiliitet.?
Whether the consumer is the “dupe” or “hero” and whether the producers of consumer
items are malicious or simply market-savvy is largely irrelevaMitler because of the
impossibility of settling the matter. As a result, despite his remarkdmstumer culture
encourages a “shallow engagement” with cultural products, Miller is quick to point out

that consumers themselves are not necessarily shallow, nor is culturaltioroiself2°°

264 Miller, 84.
25 Miller, 29-30.
26 Miller, 18.
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Focus, instead, should be on the ability of consumer culture (as it includes both consumer
and producer of commaodities) to socialize its participants through the cultivation of
certain habits and dispositions that then facilitates the commodificationgdusli
products.

For an example, Miller calls our attention to the “Joseph Campbell phenomenon.”
Here not only Campbell himself, but also the book publishers and the producers of the
PBS special that popularized him in a series of interviews with Bill Mayergibute to
the commodification of Campbell’s ideas. Campbell’'s ambitious study of tbe her
archetype that he finds in history and literaitself represents an abstraction of séffs.
In The Hero with a Thousand Fa¢&sampbell culls the internal character qualities of a
variety of figures that fit a hero typology at the expense of ignoring theibator
context?®®® Thus Campbell is guilty of his own de-contextualization that greases the
wheels for a full commodification of his idea of the hefdie Power of Mytls the
culmination of Campbell’s initial effort. This glossy, illustrated publicatomprises
Campbell’s reflection on the hero archetype and its association to Jungian psy@solog
expressed in his interviews with Moyers. A combination of hagiography and
motivational speechhe Power of Mytlfully domesticates Campbell’s ideas and makes
them ready for market. And in conjunction with the fertile ground of a hungry and
prepared consumer populace, Campbell’s ideas of the hero were readily coASumed.

As with other examples of a religious commodity, the hero motif has only a

superficial connection to any one religious/historical tradition. Hencieléaeof the hero

%7 5ee Joseph Campbélhe Hero with a Thousand Fac@inceton: Princeton University Press, 1968).
%8 See Walter B. Gulick, "The Thousand and First FaoePaths to the Power of Myth: Joseph Campbell
and the Study of Religiped. Daniel Noel (New York: Crossword, 1990),428-

%9 Miller, 83-4.
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can be recontexualized in the life of the consumer who wishes to find the hero within.
Miller states, “Campbell’s debts to Jungian psychology anghilesphia perennis

incline him to reduce all traditions to manifestations of fundamental arastsfb
religious figures to another instance of the “hero with a thousand fdCemthis way,

the meaning of Campbell’s hero is not tethered to any one religious context and hence
“floats free” leaving it able to be appropriated to individual desires while conyay
universality. Religious ideas and figures lifted from millennia of historyseamlessly
intertwined with pithy admonitions to better one’s life. For instance, Nativeridame
beliefs, Christ on the cross, the Buddha'’s teachings and the chivalry of the Gighh K
are all enlisted to send the message to all people to “follow your bitsghe

differences between these figures, both in historical and geograuatbh, are
minimized which enables Campbell to crystallize and dispense a partiqu&aging
message to the masses.

Miller briefly enumerates several other relevant examples:

Buddhist meditation serves as a stress manageownhta capitalist business world
devoted to endless acquisition; Yoga is reducedphbysical fithess regimen; the crucifix
becomes a brand symbol for the niche marketingath@lic educatioR’?

These as well as the “Joseph Campbell phenomenon” suggest that while consumers may
be therapeutically helped by such appropriation, a certain kind of violence is dbae to t
ideas themselves. Miller reasons that the sheer symbolic content of religassut

loose from its social context, will, in turn, be unable to inform the practices ofeha li

20 Miller, 84.

21 The leading quote in the chapter entitled, “Sa@iind Bliss” reads, “If you follow your bliss, ygut
yourself on a kind of track that has been ther¢hallwhile, waiting for you, and the life that yought to
be living is the one you are living. Wherever yoe—if you are following your bliss, you are enjoyi
that refreshment, that life within you, all the &rh Joseph Campbellhe Power of MytliNew York:
Anchor, 1991), 113.

22 Miller, 84.
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the consumer of such content. Religious products are then used instrumentally while
consumer ways of life proceed unobstructed. “As a result, they [religioutsizeik
practices] are in danger of being reduced to abstracted, virtual sentthariterction
solely to give flavor to the already-established forms of everyday lii@ provide
compensations for its shortcoming$® Ways of life not only continue unmolested but
are also energized through the consumption of commodified religious products.
Christian self-help books meet the activity of consumption for consumption’s
sake through a presentation of a self that improves itself through endless comsumpti
even when a divine plan is set. Seeker-friendly religion similarly promotearoens
activity through the encasing of an unchanging message in an ever-charuiagepa
geared to satisfy consumer demand. Miller, though, scratches beneath thec$urface
these two phenomena to get at the mechanism used to offer the religious products that
can be used to fill self-help books and motivate the effort to attract religgelsrs.
Before applying Miller’s core ideas ithe Purpose-Driven Lifet is necessary to
critically analyze some of the commentary on the book that does not operateneff of t
kind of nuanced description of consumer culture that Miller provides. These
commentators share Miller's general concern about religious accomamottat
consumer culture, yet they argue from a very different set of premises.r Siogmy
into the predominant, yet deficient, literature that talkes Purpose-Driven Lifeead on
will serve to reveal the usefulness of Miller’s approach over theirs.

Love the Purpose-Driven Person, Hat&he Purpose-Driven Life

23 Miller, 105-6.
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Popularity, particularly that gained by a pastor, often begets criticisspitBehe
millions who have bought his book and the thousands who attend his church each
Sunday, Rick Warren has received his share of disapproval as well. Everythingsrom hi
ambitious program to build churches to his invitation of pro-choice then-Senator Barack
Obama to his church’s AIDS conference has been recent fodder for cribigisrany in
the conservative Evangelical cafip.Along the same lines of these criticisms, critics of
The Purpose-Driven Lifelaim that Warren sells out the Gospel in order to make it
palatable to the largest number of potential follovi&tsSome of these critiques are
strictly theological—Warren’s God is an adulterated God. Some go furthertaatd la
Warren’s theology as a New Age spirituality in Evangelical clothing. atterlclaim is
really a single circular argument that is connected to their problemdisitheology—
Warren’s theology, as built on an unsound Biblical hermeneutic, is supported by his New
Age leanings; his New Age worldview is grounded on his inadequate theology.

A part of the strong reaction to Rick Warren can be attributed to the perception
that Warren’s seeker-sensitive tactics dangerously mix the thinge divine,
permanent world with the things of the impermanent, protean world of consumey.socie
A revisit of David Wells’s general criticism of seeker-friendlgrStianity helps frame
the overall argument that most criticsTdfe Purpose-Driven Lifatilize. Recall that

Wells warns that if seeker-sensitive Evangelical pastors and authordlaslefitios of

27 |n addition to Evangelicals, Warren has garneréitism from a wide-ranging group. For a Catholic
response, see Joseph M. Cham@itGatholic Perspective on The Purpose-Driven [ffetowa, NJ:
Catholic Book Publishing Company, 2006). For aemsecular response, see Alan Wolfe, “The Limits of
the Purpose-Driven Life: Can Twenty Million ReadBes Wrong?,In Character,Winter 2005.

27> James Davison Hunter captures both the criticth@dritiqued in the Evangelical community with his
claim that. “contemporary Evangelicalism containthbsectarian and accommodationist tendencies.”
James Davison Huntdgyvangelicalism: The Coming Generatif@hicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1987), 196.
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consumer culture willingly, their God becomes “weightless;” able to &i&ygacked-up,

shaped and molded at the caprice of consumer cd@ffu@iven that consumer choice

must be as unencumbered as possible, the weightless God, after the shaping and molding,
is left without the ability to constrain the expansion of human demand for any need to be

met. Wells laments this development:

What has been lost in all of this, of course, iglS@ngularity, the sharper edges that
truth so often has and that he has preeminentlig. olur fallenness fleshed out in our
modernity that makes God smooth, that imaginesil@@commodate our instinct,
shabby and self-centered as they so often areubede is lové’’

This is the god of New Age religion, and as Wells boldly suspects, for a growrmgen

of evangelicals as well.

New Agers are very eclectic in gathering bits aiet@s of worldviews according to
personal preference, and so too are many of the th@emers fished into evangelical
churches by marketing techniques . . . New Agerd te gloss over the realities of
sorrow, pain, aging, disease, and death out ohatitotional idealism that disparages the
importance of the material wofid

Here and elsewhere, Wells makes explicit the connection between-featdy tactics
employed by Evangelical churches and tactics of New Age reli§idriBhe New Age

God that is the handmaiden of self-actualization made manifest through tfecsatis

of desires is the weightless God, according to Wells. And to the extent that Esasgeli
have adopted the god of New Age spirituality, Wells foresees the end of Evdisyelica

as we know it. It is precisely the association between New Age/sé&lfigeeligion and

the group of Evangelicals who bend to consumer culture that Wells uses as way to judge

pastors like Rick Warren. While Wells does not discuss Warren specifically, hi

218 \Wells,God in the Wasteland.01.
21M\wells, 114.
28 \Wells, 222.
219 5ee Wells, 27, 55-6, 188-9, 212.
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suspicions about the New Age trajectory in Evangelicals like Warren aegidhar
several critics who focus drhe Purpose-Driven Life

For example, Warren Smith takes great pains to expose Rick Warren a a clos
New Ager who thinly veils his true identity with Evangelical buzzwords. Lessal
and more rhetorical than Wells, Smith cites evidence that relies on tenuous icorsnect
between Warren and New Age Thought. The pafthaf Purpose-Driven Lifthat Smith
uses as his chief piece of evidence to implicate Warren is his usageNeiwh@entury
Versiontranslation of Ephesians 4:6: “He rules everything and is everywhere and is |
everything.?®® Smith charges Warren with promoting a pantheistic worldview with this
softer translation as opposed to the more exclusive bent of the King James$idransla
which reads, “One God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you
all.” The “you,” in the latter translation, according to Smith, refers only tie\wssis to
whom Paul was addressing. Warren expands God’s involvement to all of creation, which
Smith claims borders on the kind of pantheism commonly espoused by much New Age

literature®®® Other indictments include the mere mention of the word “force” by

Warren®®? the similarities between Warren’s languag@fire Purpose-Driven Lifand
that of selected texts froRossibility Thinkingoy pastor Robert Schulléf® and quotes

from Aldous Huxley or New Age writer, Bernie Siegel used in the 58bk.

280\\arren, 88.

#Blywarren SmithDeceived on Purpose: The New Age Implications@fthrpose-Driven Church

(Magalia, Cal.: Mountain Stream Press, 2005), 81-5.

#2uForce,” according to Smith, is used by many proenit New Age thinkers such as Neale Donald
Walsch and Marianne Williamson to describe a umiaklife energy that all living things possess &l as
God. This force is divine, and hence permits améqgn between humans and God as expressed in some
New Age literature. See Smith, 65, 77-78.

283 Smith, 103-113.

284 Smith, 47.
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More generally, Warren’s use of more colloquial biblical translationscesdlye
The Messagby Eugene Patterson, suggests a watering down of the Gospel to Smith.
Predictably, Smith jumps on this translation and accuses Warren of slyly encoding olde
translations into language that is understandable to New Agers. And while Smith may
seem hyper-sensitive and reactionary to Warren'’s language, heusairet no element

of New Age spirituality can infiltrate the Gospel, lest it be completehtaminated.

A ‘little” arsenic can kill any of the possible gbohat might come from drinking that
water. And a “little” leaven can kill any of th@gsible good that can come frarhe
Purpose-Driven Life And what | discovered is that there is more thdittle leaven in
what Rick Warren is teachirf§’

It is this kind of totalizing metaphor that leaves no room for degrees of difkere
between interpretations of the Gospel to be present. If Rick Warren fditsuthe
Gospel” test on one count, this peccadillo cannot be forgiven and his entire ministry is
justifiably labeled “New Age” by Smith. Smith’s intention is not to explarren’s
popularity and hence he does not explicitly charge Warren with using the purponted Ne
Age content to attract religious seekers and/or consumers. Yet importaitstith’s
relentless, albeit thin, attack dime Purpose-Driven Lifes based on the belief that
Warren'’s expresses New Age tendencies through a purported straying frimal kribth.
Nathan Busenitz takes a more measured, less ham-fisted stance Oheards
Purpose-Driven Lifeghan Smith, yet manages to link concerns over Warren to the seeker-
sensitive, consumer-friendly movement more directly. Busenitz is caftd label
Warren’s book as heretical, noting tAdte Purpose-Driven Lifputs forward an overall

message that corresponds with biblical teacfiigret Warren makes mistakes by

*% Smith, 173.
286 Nathan Busenitz, "A Sense of Purpose: Evaluatiegdlaims of The Purpose-Driven Life,"fool's
Gold, ed. John MacArthur (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 20@48, 60.
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omission that results in a pliable theology meant to adapt to seeker meathktythan

to the God of the Bible. Busenitz echoes Smith by chiding Warren for using “soft”
biblical translations as well as for applying them too cas@&ilBusenitz’s concerns are
more of the theological sort than Smith’s.

Warren, Busenitz concedes, does mention themes that could offend seekers such
as hell and sin. But unfortunately, Warren’s use of harsher themes is nominal as he
quickly turns his focus exclusively to God’s loving, merciful qualities aft@ngilip-
service to God’s judgmental qualities. For instance, when grace or salvdiroached
in The Purpose-Driven Lifehe benefits of each are underscored with conditions, such as
our sinful nature, that make these benefits more the subject of human need and not as
gifts from God. Then our sin, as opposed to having ontological weight, is used as a mere
instrument to get what we want.

Warren’s God is “unbalanced” as a result. A God who relates to humanity by
only attracting people instead of balancing the good with the bad is off-balamdea S
God fills out a theology that Warren can deliver to those who may want a sense of divine
purpose but also want to feel good about themselves. It is here that Busenitzsconnec
Warren’s theology to his ability to attract seekers and religious consuhers.

concludes,

Seeker-sensitive churches tend to minimize theegjospssage in order to soften topics
such as sin, repentance, divine wrath, and etpurdshment. The goal is to make
unbelievers feel comfortable until they are reamgdcept Jesus . . . By embracirite
Purpose-Driven Lifesome readers and churches may become unwitmgngled in
the seeker-sensitive movement—a philosophical sy#at is inherently unbiblic&f®

27 Busenitz, 49.
28 Bysenitz, 59.
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Again, the tight association between Warren’s God, who does not interrupt the comfort of
believers, is, like Wells’s weightless God, one that also will not interrupixttteiage

between seekers and that which is sought. Hence, like Smith, the source of Busenitz’
problem withThe Purpose-Driven Lifes its divergence from a more literal interpretation

of the Bible. Busenitz, though, refrains from accusing Warren of smuggling in ldew A
spirituality through his theology. Warren'’s theology is problematic enotuttiowt

going this far. Warren’s unbalanced God results from an interpretive pibsteseeker-
sensitive language serves an explanatory role as to why he steps iretttierdir

Finally, Marshall Davis’s bookylore Than a Purpose: An Evangelical Response
to Rick Warren and the Megachurch Movempndyides the fullest treatment ©he
Purpose-Driven Lifand its place in a consumer culture. Like Smith and Busenitz, Davis
mines the book for deviations from orthodox Evangelical theology and correct biblical
usage. Yet Davis makes more explicit the association of these deviations with the
authority of consumer culture than the other two critics.

He begins with a blunt assault on the first word$toé Purpose-Driven Life
Warren’s line, “It's not about you,” is countered by Davis with the claim that i@espi
Warren'’s intention to turn our attention away from ourselves and ontoT&ed?urpose-
Driven Lifenever accomplishes this task. Instead of de-centering the self and genterin
God, Davis asserts that Warren places human beings on relatively equal fotting wi

God.

Warren’s world is a man-centered universe. AltHoGgpd plays an important supporting
role, man is the center—or at least one of theersnt. . Whereas he repeatedly declares
that God is the only true focus, it seems likeRlgpose-Driveruniverse revolves
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around us . . . In spite of statements to the eoptThe Purpose-Driven Lifes about
you. ltis all about your life and how you can raakbetter:®®

Davis provides several pieces of evidence for his claim. First, linEsariPurpose-
Driven Lifelike, “God waits for us to act first,” or “[S]piritual growth is a collaborati
effort between you and the Holy Spirit” are semi-Pelagian accordingvis & They
speak of a God/human cooperation in the effort for salvation.

Secondly, in similar fashion to Smith, Davis ties Warren to New Age spitytual
through the supposed family ties between Norman Vincent Peale, Robert Schuller and
Warren. Peale’s “positive thinking” is a known influence on Schuller’s “pogyibili
thinking,” and Warren has written of Schuller’s early influence on¥iniChe influence
is expressed through Warren’s way of defining such activities as repentanee®edor
That repentance is achieved by the overcoming of thinking that is selfidgfeatich
by necessity is God’s way of thinking, is enough of an indication that Warren hasddopt
Peale’s and Schuller's model. Davis writes, “Repentance is no longer tloalbibdia of
turning away from sin; it is simple a change of mind. Warren says that w repe
whenever we modify our way of thinking to conform to God’s way of thinkfrig.”

Consequently, if this kind of mind-meld is possible, Davis concludes that thererexists

289 Marshall DavisMore Than a Purpose: An Evangelical Response th Riarren and the Megachurch
Movemen{Enumclaw, WA: WinePress Publishing, 2006), 18.

290 pavis, 70.

21 Warren participated in one of Schuller's seminars984 and several others in the early 1990s when
Warren’s Saddleback Church was growing. Warrershabsin the past that Schuller’s style of ministry
had an impact on his own ministry and thought alsbutch building. Though since the publicatiorirag
Purpose-Driven Churcin 1995, Warren has consistently denied any snbataonnection to Schuller as
he began to suspect Schuller's connection to New ggirituality. Schuller’s invitations to the Moom
motivational author, Stephen Covey, disturbed Waared implied to him that Schuller was stretchimg t
boundaries of Christianity to include those whodistant from Evangelical principles. Schuller was
disturbed by this rejection and in a series o€lsttasked Warren to speak at Schuller’s churcbategly
in the late 1990s, the Crystal Cathedral. Waresrigjected all of these offers. From Abanes, ®®-1

22 Davis, 25.
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real difference between God and humanity. And this lack of difference can onhjifocc
there is a, “downplaying of biblical theology in favor of self-help technigtiés.”

The downplaying is revisited by Davis in a chapter called, “Doctrine for
Dummies,” in which he more explicitly attributes Warren’s elevation os#iieover God
to a, “carelessness in doctrinal mattéré."Warren leaves out repentance altogether,
according to Dauvis, in his laying out of the path to salvation. This runs counter to biblical
admonitions to repent before baptism as articulated in Matthew 3*°7More
significantly, Davis charges Warren with advocating a spirit/body duabseviaced by
excerpts fromThe Purpose-Driven Lifsuch as, “You are a spirit who resides in a body,”
and, “Like God, we are spiritual beings—our spirits are immortal and will owtlast
earthly bodies®® This constitutes a kind of Gnosticism to Davis. The Chalcedonian
formulation of Christ being fully human and divine, and by implication, that all
Christians will be bodily resurrected is effectively rendered moot.

Warren’s doctrinal adulteration enables the advancement of the “the lowest
common denominator theology” which minimizes theological differences that people
(and denominations) may have. Warren'’s intent, however, is not to arrive at a sounder
theology, but to attract the largest number of readers by not scaring themwvidf, Da
concludes. Again, Warren marries his ministry to a seeker-sensitive modektsat
cues from human wants and needs in his theological formulations over divine dictate.

It is both the psychologizing of the Gospel and the avoidance of doctrine that

leads Davis to linkhe Purpose-Driven Lifeiith consumer culture. In his chapter, “The

23 pDavis, 25-6.
294 Davis, 51.
2% Davis, 65-6.
2% Davis, 68-9.
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Market-Driven Life,” Davis locates two primary forces that work in tandetvuild up

and maintain consumer culture: the authority of personal choice and the institutiona
willingness to satisfy customers. Davis rehearses these common thfeimeseeker-
sensitive movement before applying thenT ke Purpose-Driven Lifelnterestingly,

Davis traces Warren’s tie to consumer culture through his seekeragetaityuage back

to an adherence to pragmatism. Pragmatism, to Davis, subjects all religtbagd a

test; if they work, they are true. Hence absolute truths, which may regsté@parent
beneficial consequences, are subordinated to pragmatic ones that dah&eufrpose-
Driven Lifesells well, makes people happy and brings people to Warren’s version of the

Gospel, the content of the book is pragmatically true.

The Purpose-Driven Lifdoes not use the Bible as an authority. It quibtas a
supporting witness when it is useful to do so. Wit Bible is used in this manner, its
authority is undermined just as certainly as it#sdinal truths were blatantly
contradicted””’

Hence honoring pragmatic success overrides the possibility that infretbrresides in
properly interpreted Biblical concepts despite the consequences of the idea. More
importantly, Davis contends that applying pragmatic principles to the truthtpermi
Warren to define for himself what consequences are favorable and which azdaledet
Warren has clearly demonstrated to Davis that the satisfaction of relggistmsners is
the desired goal of his ministry. Hence pragmatism in the service of segisitive
methods wins out over absolutism.

The coupling ofThe Purpose-Driven Lifand consumer culture by Davis, then, is
forged solely by theneandy which Warren reinforces the underpinnings of consumer

culture. Though Davis mentions that the clever marketirihefPurpose-Driven Life

2T pavis, 106.
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plays a role in yoking Warren to the desires of consumers, he, like Smith amdtBuse
look to Warren's distancing from the true Gospel as the tie that binds.

What is at stake for all three of these critic3bé& Purpose-Driven Lifes the
Gospel itself. It is one thing if a New Age author twists God’s Word inappropriate
when a powerful Evangelical such as Warren commits similar errors, tlegdasn
potentially far worse. Important for my study is not whether these cartestanding on
solid theological and biblical footing when they launch their critiques, but what their
grievances abouthe Purpose-Driven Lifeay about their understanding of consumer
culture. In all three, the substance of the criticisms centers on clain§dh@n has
traded biblical truth for a message that appeals to seekers. This is adesedplighe
subtle empowering of the self by means of enlisting God in the self’'s projsttad of
the other way around. Consumer culture then becomes a catch-all term used to draw the
battle lines between the things of God and all else. Because consumer suhaeyed
with the transgression of encouraging individuals to authorize their own search for
meaning, God is obviated. Hence despite Warren’s pleadings to the contramymeopns
culture provides the cultural environment Tdre Purpose-Driven Lifto flourish in the
minds of these critics. It is the inflation of the powers of the self in conjuncttartive
enlisting of God’s powers in the self's tasks that tips Smith, Busenitz and Datostloéf
alliance between Rick Warren and consumer culture.

While there is a valid connection between the expansive self and consumer
culture, the problem is that this connection is made based on the premise thatafdrre
presumably the seekers who adopt a purpose-driven life operate with a flawedytheolog
Miller argues that the problem with critiques such as these is that the rezhsumer
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culture to that which offers a competing set of beliefs that then drives the-seakdive
movement. Then, only a better belief system built on what they perceive is the true
Gospel can legitimately confront books likee Purpose-Driven LifeThis approach to
the relationship between religion and consumer culture is a problem for fdilidne
simple reason that beliefs do not drive our behaVfbr.

Recall that Miller stresses that there are plenty of devout people who aliow the
beliefs to inform an anti-consumerism stance, yet still act and think pigraari
consumers. Simple realignment of beliefs may have little effect aacti@sof
consumers in a consumer culture. The problem here, apart from the theoretmatydiffi
of dividing belief systems up into “Gospel-loyal” and “Gospel-disloyalthat this
binary forces the hitching of consumer culture to more clear value-lagelogies, the
primary one being materialisfi> When consumer culture is reduced to the selfish drive
to organize one’s life around the acquisition of material goods, it becomes a stnaw m
as Miller shows. Consumer culture, as more of a value-neutral cultural teetlee
interaction between individual desire and marketing, can actually take up-an ant
materialism stance, which is in part the result of a desire, and strip inodigd weight
thus making it a choice amongst oth&fs.

This insight is lost on these critics e Purpose-Driven Lifelnstead of

grounding their criticisms on a consumer culture that works at its baséielbsdkering

2% Miller, 15.

29 \Wuthnow, "A Good Life and a Good Society: The Dteb@ver Materialism," ifRethinking

Materialism: Perspectives on the Spiritual Dimemsied. Robert Wuthnow (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 1995), 1-21.

3%\wade Clark Roof notes that, while an “anti-matésia” stance, may not solely guide the worldvievfs o
most seekers, materialism certainly is not wholerteelly embraced either. Despite the fierce stg\or
material comfort or perhaps luxury, “there is arp@ag for something that transcends a consumptibic e
and material definitions of success.” Rd®firitual Marketplace128.
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in abstracted religions ideas and practices, Smith, Busenitz and Davis quiicKiié
Purpose-Driven Liféo consumer culture by virtue of the book’s perceived deviance from
orthodox doctrine. Their neglect of this facet of consumer culture generatesitvary
problems for the arguments contained in this line of criticism. One, the undatestim
of the power and scope of consumer culture to absorb even the shop-worn stance that
they take up—that of the anti-secular, anti-consumerist position—can render thei
critiques impotent. Consumer culture has no moral compass as it only seeks to respond
to individual desires. Anger towards Christians who sell out to the New Age od®war
those who use seeker-sensitive methods can be packaged to compete against other
commodified ideas. Or the position of transcendence that these criticsalagm t
arguing from can be converted to another immanent position quite easily, thudyadical
altering the nature of the battle.

Two, when a critique of he Purpose-Driven Lifstays at the level of belief or
theological doctrine, the primary way that the book’s message merge$evittay in
which consumers actually live as consumers is missed. As Millergssmrsumer life
is driven by the ability of consumer culture to abstract and commodifyrceelaious
ideas and practices—not establish its own competing idedldgyence when consumer
culture is criticized on theological grounds alone, it can be linked to New Ageialityi
more easily, and the real mechanism of consumer culture in its relationghi@hgion
is bypassed. Their style of attack stays on the surface of the discoursenmveligion
and consumer culture and never reckons with the ways in which consumer culture works

belowone’s beliefs about it. As a result, these criticismBhaf Purpose-Driven Life

0% Miller, 18.
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while consistent with a general Evangelical suspicion of the authority oflthe se
consumer culture, nonetheless attempt to treat the symptom while the cdiese of t
problem is left untreated.

An understanding of the relationship betwddé® Purpose-Driven Lifand
consumer culture must, as Miller puts it, “attend to the nonintentional aspects bf socia
and economic systems, how they frequently work without any supporting ideology or
implicit ontology.”*? The implication that Warren is simply taking cues from marketing
strategies to “sell” his message to the widest audience does not further ostamdieg
of the dynamics of consumer culture. Nor can it magnify the meaning of gptdikee
purpose to the point that it can be contrasted with a concept like vocation.

The Purpose-Driven Lifparticipates in the dynamics of consumer culture on a
fundamental level; that it has seeker-sensitive qualities is predicated aratlability of
ready-made, commodified religious products, not the other way around. Millepsrdee
investigation moves us beyond a kind of “culture war” between those guardians of the
“true Gospel” and the apologists for seeker religion—a helpful step towangarer
understanding of purpose, and hence towards the kind of vocation that can possibly move
beyond its commodified form.

Purpose and Vocation

Warren’s purpose is a contemporary rendering of the Reformation idea of

vocation. Without expressing this equation outright, Warren’s phrasing and intention of

his idea of purpose mimic those found in the original idea of the Protestant vocation.

302 \iller, 18.
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Warren echoes Luther’s expansion of vocations to include all jobs so long as love for

one’s neighbor is the fruit of labor.

You are called to serve God. Growing up, you mayehthought that being “called” by
God was something only missionaries, pastors, ramtpther “full-time” church
workers experiences, but the Bible says every Ganiss called to service. Your call to
salvation included your call to service. Thesetheesame. Regardless of your job or
career, you are called foll-time Christian servicé®?

Despite his evocation of Luther’s terms of a calling, simply assumin§\taeen

inherits a pristine Reformed notion of a calling ignores historical asatiat the idea of
vocation has undergone. Warren, in many ways, remains loyal to the tenets of
Reformation theology. He does not, however, have easy access to its concepts. Any
claim to the contrary ignores the fact that the meaning of vocation has dleeys

forged in negotiation with the meaning of work. And as go the changes in the work
world fashioned by its cultural and economic environment, so go corresponding, often
reactionary, articulations of a vocation. Absent an understanding that the content and
meaning of the idea of vocation have fluctuated and that these changes begratirectl
the ideas that Warren utilizes, and “purpose” will be misunderstood.

Like a calling, purpose serves as a mediator between God and humanity that
translates God’s will into proper human activity. Instead of elaboratingyalar call,
through which God summons all of humanity to participate in the divine Piemn,
Purpose-Driven Lifeepicts God’s will according to five broad purposes. These
purposes make up the foundation off of which human purposes are granted their own
legitimacy. The purposes are as follows: one, that humans bring enjoyment to God, and
two, that humans participate in God’s family, three, that humans become like @hirist, f

that humans serve God, and five, that humans fulfill our mission in the world. All five

303\Warren, 229.
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aregeneralin that they apply equally to all and speak to the baseline activities that alig
individual purposes with God’s will. For instance, the second purpose states that the
tripartite Godhead reveals that God “treasures relationship,” and hence oo ©f G
general purposes is to have all of creation included in the divine fathily.

With a proper response to God'’s purposes, our own individual purposes in life are
made manifest. Just as an individual’s calling gains its direction and fuelifeom t
original call from God, so too purpose is found and lived out based solely on God’s
purposes. For instance, Warren asserts that God’s purpose in sending Jesus is so that
humans emulate Hifff> Likewise, he claims that the purpose behind God's insistence
that the Gospel be spread is so that humans find their purpose in missiofiwark.
purpose, like a calling, conjoins God'’s will to proper human activity so that God’s
demands are satisfied through responsive human activity.

Purpose also disciplines the human tendency to wander off the righteous path.
Recall Calvin’s description of a calling that includes its function as a gowef the

fickle mind. Warren, too, ascribes this function to purpose.

Knowing your purpose simplifies your life. It deéis what you do and what you don’t
do. Your purpose becomes the standard you useatoae which activities are essential
and which aren't . . . Without a clear purpose fiaue no foundation on which you base
decisions, allocate your time, and use your ressurd’ou will tend to make choices
based on circumstances, pressures, and your mabatahoment. People who don’t
know their purpose try to do too much—ahdt causes stress, fatigue, and confliét.

It is God’s plan, in both purpose and Calvin’s calling, that quells the worried mind. And

by binding followers to a direction in life that reliably accords with God’s divelan,

304 warren, 117.
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Warren likewise leaves little room either to ignore the charge put before titexkar to
expropriate freely how God'’s purposes are to be fulfilled.

Yet Calvin'sinstitutesare a far cry fronThe Purpose-Driven LifeWhile The
Purpose-Driven Lifagrees in principle with Calvin’s assertions of the total depravity of
humanity and the absolute sovereignty of God, the sharp edges of Calvin’s expaessi
smoothed out considerably by Warren. Much of Warren’s modification of more
unforgiving theological ideas can be attributed to his desire to attraetrsdadhe
Gospel—not repel them. And when these theological ideas are enlisted in the gkrvic
aiding the reader’s search for purpose in life, instead of explicitly argoirigdir truth,
Warren also enlists the help of consumer culture.

Purpose as Commodified Vocation

Purpose, as an ersatz vocation, is found and lived out in a purpose-driven life at
arm’s length from the activities of daily work and the social context thatsaes them.

In general, Warren minimizes talk of how one’s purpose in life negotiates with the
socioeconomic reality. When Warren does address more tangible lifeosig, e

abstracts from these situations reducing them to emotional or psychologfieal st

Warren continually asserts the additive therapeutic function of purpose, as opposed to a
more subtractive role of fighting off bad circumstances. For instance, pufgos&es

meaning to your life,” “simplifies your life,” “focuses your lifeghd “motivates your

life.”*%® Here, purpose marshals a collection of tactics for navigating the minégields t

the world without demanding that the world inform the navigation process. Left behind

is the admission that the successful search for purpose/meaning involves mdrne than t
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surmounting of insidious thoughts and emotions. Purpose enables the avoidance of the
fact that troubling emotional states are always tied to the matenditons from which
they arise. Not that we should expect a Rauchenbuschian wrestling with salitgl r
from Warren. However, if the purpose-driven life was informed in part by itsriala
context, itshouldbe able to account for the ability of some to find their purpose more
easily or more frustratingly within the socioeconomic context in which titeghit. Yet
for Warren, finding and living the purpose-driven life can be fulfilled in spite skthe
realities.

More specifically, when Warren does confront aspects of the world’s materia
context, he does so superficially. The role of money in our lives is dealt with lrgiwa
as that which competes for God’s demands for allegiance. Money can stand iy the wa
of surrendering fully to God or sacrificing one’s own purposes to those of God. He
focuses on the damaging waysooknting oneselfowards the issue of money instead of
the ways that money and its flow in a capitalistic economy alters the sooorec
context in which purposes are realistic for readers. The extent of hisaréathmoney
is:

The most difficult area to surrender for many pedpltheir money. Many have thought,
“I want to live for God but | also want to earn egh money to live comfortably and
retire someday.” Retirement is not the goal ofimendered life, because it competes
with God for the primary attention of our livesesiis said,You cannoserveboth God
and money’and“Wherever your treasure is, your heart will be @fs*

Then,

[m]oney has the greatest potential to replace @aaur life . . . When Jesus is your
Master, money serves you, but money is your magterpecome its slave. Wealth is
certainly not a sin, but failing to use it for Gedjlory is . . . The Bible is very clear:
God uses money to test your faithfulness as a servighat is why Jesus talked more

309\warren, 81.

185



about money than he did about either heaven or. hellHow you manage your money
affects how much God can bless your fif2.

Fair enough, yet in Warren’s version of the God/Mammon problem, he reduces the
complicated issue of money down to a question on a test that must be answerdg.correc
Money thus becomes a symbol whereby readefhiefPurpose-Driven Lifeerely have
to tamp down itsignificancein their lives. In order for Warren to present money in this
way, actual money and its ability to convey class differences, for irstancst be
condensed to its symbolic function as it fights other symbols in a kind of spiritual
warfare. The person attempting to live a purpose-driven life must only put morey in it
rightful place within the divine economy and in one’s mind while the ways that money
actually operates in the world go on without interference.

On the issue of materialism—terrain that could permit Warren to state how one’s
purpose can plot a course between the real need for material things andytjeraed
significance placed on accumulation—Warren again pits the issue againghittat

stands outside “real” purpose.

Many people are driven by materialism. Their d=tiracquire becomes the whole goal
of their lives. This drives to always want morda&sed on the misconceptions that
having more will make me more happy, more importand more secure, but all three
ideas are untrue. Possessions only prodeoraryhappiness . . . Your value is not
determined by your valuables, and God says the wabgablethingsin life are not

things®**

Materialism is positioned as a separate drive that stands in stark oppositiodrivehe
guided by God’s purposes. This positioning allows Warren to capture the act of
acquiring material things with non-controversial descriptions and plausitiésms.

Categorized thusly, materialism is easily discredited by the drivéstilgected with

3\Warren, 267.
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purpose from God. Materialism, once overcome by a purpose-driven person, is rendered
symbolically powerless. Yet left unanswered is an explanation for thefrise
materialism.

How has materialism come to vie for our attention over God? An honest answer
to that question could force Warren into a more nuanced discussion of the difference
between the legitimate need for things and ideology of materialism, whiath iogpect
how a purpose is lived out in the material world. Such a discussion could then lead to
guestions about what forces have worked to distance materialism from matedial ne
Yet when materialism as an ideology is solely in competition with God’s wisl tite
proper orientation to material things that figures into the living out of one’s purpose,;
material things are idolatrous symbols or utterly irrelevant. When put thisheay
purpose-driven life that has “put materialism in its proper place” is ill-peaipo
challenge capitalistic institutions that benefit greatly by our nadin. If it is merely
theattitudetowards materialism that needs adjustment, purpose can play no role in the
adjusting of the material context of the purpose-driven life.

With other drives that compete for God’s attention, Warren moves from actual
material obstacles, such as money and material things, to psychologiemhational
obstacles to the purpose-driven life. Guilt, anger, fear and the anxious need deabppr

constitute Warren'’s problem emotions. On fear, he states:

Many people are driven by fear. Their fears mag bbesult of a traumatic experience,
unrealistic expectations, growing up in a high-cohome, or even genetic
predisposition. Regardless of the cause, feaedrpeople often miss great opportunities
because they're afraid to venture out . . . Feardslf-imposed prison that will keep you
from becoming what God intends for you to be. Yimwstmove against it with the
weapons of faith and lové?

312\yarren, 28-9.
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It is not that fear is unnatural; of course every human experiences it often. This point
that Warren contrasts the life driven by purpose with the life driven by emotithaitv
accounting for the social context in which they arise in twentieth-ceAmerica. And
therefore, his notion of purpose hovers above the social fray, here too. Fear, here, is
unhinged from its possible causes as it is set up as a kind of amorphous enemly of “fait
and love.” Then Warren can deploy purpose as that which drives readers through and
around crippling emotional states. When purpose is situated as such, it never has to
overcome concrete aspects of a social context such as a, “traumatiercgieor a
“high-control home”—only the emotions that result from them. Again, purpose poses no
challenge to the causes of overblown emotional states. In fact, those living a purpose-
driven life can conceivably consider issues that generate emotional troukteisssto

be offered as to why a purpose is not being lived out.

Several more brief examples are equally suggestive. When addressing
globalization and the connection that American consumers have with people all over the
world, Warren writes, “Probably most of the clothes you are wearing and mudtaof
you ate today were produced in another country. We are more connected than we realiz
These are exciting days to be aliv&®” Or on the subject of multinational corporations,
he states, “The largest media and business conglomerates are alltonlingur lives
are increasingly intertwined with those in other nations as we share fashions,
entertainment, music, sports, and even fast f66dWhen reaching out to a suffering

global community is called for, prayer is sufficient. Yet the prayer (and guése
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mission work for some) is geared strictly to effecting the salvation of thlogsdave not

heard the Gospel:

The first way to start thinking globally is to bagiraying for specific countries. World-
class Christians pray for the world. Get a globenap and pray for nations by name . . .
People may refuse our love or reject our messageahby are defenseless against our
prayers. Like an intercontinental missile, you eam a prayer at a person’s heart
whether you are ten feet or 10,000 miles aw&y.

Again, we should not expect a leftist rant from Warren that tackles unjust business
practices and exploitation of cheap foreign IabBrNor should we expect Warren to
downplay evangelism as a way to relate to those not saved. But left out of his equation
are the working conditions of many producers of our imports as well as the Issues t
stem from the coalescence of power within the multinationals.

Lastly, and most important for this project, Warren makes clear that a purpose-
driven life can be lived fully despite the nature and conditions of one’s job or career. In
lock-step with later articulations of vocation, the actual activities of wockthe material
conditions that shape them fade into the background when prioritizing that which
contributes to living with real purpose. As with material things, preoccupatibrom’s
work is judged to be another orientation towards the world that is not only excessive, but
also that which unjustifiably competes with the drive to align with God’s purposes.
Again, it is comportment towards or approach to one’s work that Warren disparages—not

the actual work that one performs in a job or career.

35Warren, 300-1.

%1% Since the writing ofhe Purpose-Driven LifaNVarren and his wife Kay started their P.E.A.Gban to
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by AIDS. Admittedly, three of these (extreme pdyegpandemic diseases and rampant illiteracy) ssre
a stark departure from the emotional hindrancemitpose-driven living. Yet the P.E.A.C.E. planizaall
purpose is to provide more emotional peace thaitigadlpeace. Selettp://www.thepeaceplan.com/
(Accessed January 27, 2008).
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We become preoccupied with making a living, doing work, paying bills, and
accomplishing goals as if these tasks are the pbiife. They are not. The point of life
is learning to love—God and people. Life minusd@quals zerd'’

Warren’s point is well taken—workaholism is not a healthy way to approach wass. It
however, the contrast between work and the real “point of life” that enable such an
approach. Minus a fleshing out of how one’s purpose interacts with a dissatistying |
the status of work on that job is denigrated.

Further on in the book, he lumps the exaggerated orientation towards one’s career
in with more obviously trivial pursuits that more clearly do not (or should not) stack up
against purpose. Warren writes, “You are going to give your life for somethihgt W
will it be—a career, a sport, a hobby, fame, wealth? None of these will haxg last
significance.?'® By grouping a career in with these more inconsequential activities such
as a hobby or superficial goals such as fame, by extension, Warren suatasdiffes
work as another activity that will fade away with time. Of course it is truenthpb
lasts forever, but significant is that the finiteness of a career is enowglbdate it to
insignificance when compared to an ever-lasting purpose.

With purpose thus situated, the work that fills out a job or career has little to do
with the fulfillment of one’s purpose. If it is the symbolic significance of ®areer (or
a hobby) that matters, purpose is freed up to realize itself apart from theaidttails
of one’s career. As such, increased job volatility wrought by flexibleatespn is one
such detail that cannot derail the purpose-driven life. Or that a growing number of
employees are disengaged from partaking in meaningful decision-makiuagkatould

be similarly ignored. If one consistently feels anxious and powerless on the job, the
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purpose-driven attitude towards a career may seem out of touch at best, disingenuous at
worst. These workplace realities would certainly affect the reimlizaf a life’s purpose
when construed more broadly than Warren’s articulation.

It is the freeing up of purpose from the messiness of the concrete work world that
contributes most heavily to its appropriation by readers as a consumer itehe As't
functional equivalent of vocation, a purpose cannot be found and lived out in the absence
of meaningful work without manipulating its meaning. To get around the realitththat
material conditions of many jobs militate against the experience of ngdaimess on the
job, Warren offers the promise of a purpose-driven life that does not worry itself with
such concerns. Along the lines of Miller's argument, purgpsevocation is salable as
a commodity precisely because of its detachment from any materiakiconte

True, Warren uses the format of a self-help book and the methods of the seeker-
sensitive movement to deliver the idea of purpose. The publishers of Campbell’s
Power of Mythperform a similar maneuver by ensconcing the archetype of the hero in an
easy-to-read book that additionally compels the search for the “hero ithinvever
the delivery of both the concept of purpose and Campbell’s hero is necessarily preceded
by the production of that which is being delivered. Like purpose, the idea of the hero is
disciplined for the market through its abstraction that, in the end, can be used as
inspiration to “follow your bliss.” Similarly, the idea of purpose functions as a
commodified version of vocation through its ability to guide readers to emotional
stability that is possible only if the idea has been sufficiently cut loose froatexial

context. And because it is purpose that is delivered to and finally consumed by readers,
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the process of its commodification stands as a clearer indicator of the taterikamer
culture plays in the interpretation ®he Purpose-Driven Lifthan the delivery apparatus.
Conclusion

Like Joseph Campbell’s hero archetype, purpoddaPurpose-Driven Lifean
be consumed by anyone and be applied to almost any life project. The absence of any
wrestling with how purpose must engage the context of work in order to be realized
suggests that purpose is able to flow in a consumer culture. It is the particutaiodbil
consumer culture to commaodify everything from actual physical objectigmus
beliefs that encourages the connection between purpose and consumer culture.

And yet the predominant articulation of the connection betWwéerPurpose-
Driven Lifeand consumer culture has been that of Warren’s complicity in the seeker-
sensitive movement. The shortcomings of such critiques are made evident mgutiliz
Miller’s alternative way to grasp the connection betwé&ke Purpose-Driven Lifand
consumer culture. Yet Miller's project is not merely descriptive; piggsans geared
towards redressing the social injustice that issues from the relapdretiareen religion
and consumer culture follow his description.

The consequences of the success of a booR hkePurpose-Driven Lifare
related to the effective silencing of responses to the social and matedaiccnof
work in a capitalistic consumer culture. If we take Miller and Baumanustyio
consumer culture operates ideologically to achieve its cultural hegemonyeotaen c
aspects of religious life. And if we take Sennett seriously, consumer cpdissesses
the capacity to act as insulation that relieves those at the head of a corpooation fr
responsibility for the welfare of their employees. The idea of vocationaldarrenian
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permutations carry theotentialto act as points of resistance in the current cultural sea,

but only if they can engage their adherents in a non-commodified form.
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CHAPTER 4—TOWARDS A POLITICAL VOCATION

.. . the idea of duty in one’s calling prowls abwuour lives like the ghost of dead
religious beliefs. Where the fulfillment of thelloag cannot directly be related to the
highest spiritual and cultural values, or whenttmother hand, it need not be felt simply
as economic compulsion, the individual generallgratons the attempt to justify it at all.

Max Weber

Our aim is to recognize what Lincoln pointed outeTfact that there are some respects in
which men are obviously not equal; but also tosh#iat there should be an equality of
self-respect and of mutual respect, an equalityghits before the layand at least an
approximate equality in the conditions under wteéelch man obtains the chance to show
the stuff that is in him when compared to his feto

Theodore Roosevelt

Weber's final salvo imThe Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalisomtains
much that can be salvaged—even one hundred years after he fired it. He correctly
postulated that a calling would linger on in our lives despite the disenchantmieat of t
world and our flagging attempts to justify its burden. Yet today, instead of “prqgWiting
moves in broad daylight. And instead of settling in like a “ghost of dead religious
beliefs,” if the success of théhe Purpose-Driven Lifess any indication, vocation
language is animated with serious God-talk and spoken loudly in the mainstream.
Whether a calling is connected to our highest spiritual values or not in rdaipypaars
as if the connection has not been fully severed.

Exactly what is the problem with vocatigna purpose? Does not Warren’s
packaging of the idea of vocation enafbenebenefits to his readers despite their

individual work conditions? Is not equanimity with purpose more helpful than the
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allowance of an unsatisfying work experience to preasagparticipation in a calling as
Ellul would have it? Is a de-contextualized calling better than no calling?at all

While answering “yes” to the latter two questions is justifiable, it is neteth a
conservative answer. This is not to say that Warren’s book and ministry have not helped
millions of people tap deeper meaning in their lives. Purpose could be strictlyetedrp
as a life-strategy that acts as a steady moving ship plowing through the evettpps of
ephemeral life projects and general meaninglessness. Warren himskelflikely be
satisfied with this interpretation as no doubt countless read@&tsedPurpose-Driven Life
have used the book in this wayet such an interpretation foregrounds the meaning of
purpose not against the context of one’s working environment, but against a therapeutic
one. Satisfaction with or even resignation to Warren’s purpose begtibat a vocation
can now aspire to puts stock in a kind of individuated and therapeutic confirmation that
one is in line with God’s plan. The concrete details of work do not participate in God’s
plan thus construed. Hence the attenuated version of a calling offered in Warren’s
writing makes negligible demands on the social context of work.

In this chapter, | argue the idea of vocation contains latent political conggnt t
when evoked, can inform and challenge certain norms that operate in the socialaontex
the modern workplace. After presenting opportunities for a vocation to engage the
political dynamics operating in many working situations, | draw on aspé&alvin and
Rauschenbusch’s articulation of a calling. Their articulations uniquely lgpedogical
permission for a vocation to function politically. Finally, utilizing Casanova’'s adea
public religion, | delineate the kinds of norms that the concept of vocation can bring into
the workplace. An idea of vocation emerges that at once is true to its status as a
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culturally embedded theological product, yet is able to contest certain nabhiix t
workplace hierarchies by deploying the commodified idea of vocation.

Weber’s primary support for his claims about a calling in a capitalist economy
was the practice of delayed gratification acting as a holdover from the psyiciabl
impact of Calvin’s doctrine of predestination. The delay enabled, amongst other ¢hing
long-term adherence to a job, whether religious belief played a role or not;ae “ir
cage” of bureaucracy ensured compliance. In this social environment, individual
identities were more or less stabilized around prescribed social roles.

Yet defying Weber’'s assessment that capitalism and a religiously-imbue
vocation cannot coexist, consumer culture has deftly tapped the religious imaort of
calling and merged it with capitalist ideology. One way this has been agsbetpis by
a breakdown of stable individual identities that now float in Bauman’s liquid modernity
Fragmented identities compiled in piecemeal fashion through consumption present the
idea of a stable and durable vocation with a difficult task. This is especiallgsasiee
the idea of vocation has become either the concept that can purportedly hold the
fragments together or worse, merely one of the fragments added to onety idets
commodified form.

The Current Situation

Coupled with the trend towards neglecting the concrete realities of a jakeimt re
theological treatments of vocation, current popular appropriations of vocation lack the
ability and will to enter the political environment of the contemporary work world. So
what, then, is the problem with the work world that demands addressing? Generally,
muscle is needed to confront and redress an uneven power dynamic in the workplace
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between the sellers (employers) and consumers (employees) of vétafidramas

Geoghegan summarizes the current situation for workers in the United States:

The Economic Policy Institute reports that, sin®&2, the median hourly wage for men
has remained basically flat, and has actually dedlifor the bottom fifth of workers.
(Women saw more of an improvement, but that's dslgause women were grossly
underpaid in 1972.) What is more astonishing & i this very same period, when
workers were losing financial ground, their proditt—their output per hour—nearly
doubled They were doing twice as much work for the savage or les3d®

When increased productivity does not translate into increased wages, how are we to
explain it? Certainly economic ups and downs contribute to the inability a tome
companies to compensate effort fairly. However since 1972, the overall GDP in the
United States has risen higher than adjusted increases in overall hourly wages. The
money is going somewhere, but not into the checking accounts of workers. 1t is the ever
growing wealth gap between the very richest in the United States aydmyeise that

reveals where the money is going. Robert Reich cites that,

[s]ince the 1970s, the nation’s richest 1 percergmyarising roughly one and half
million families in 2004—have more than doubleditishare of total national wealth. In
1976, they owned about 20 percent of America. 8981 the latest date available, they
had accumulated over a third of the nation’s weatthore than the entire bottom 90
percent put togethéf!

Unevenness between the players in any work environment is inevitable—theyprimar
goal of any business is to generate profit and leadership is usually requiredrtgpksh

this task. However, the fact of radical disparity between the haves and havdiaots w

319 Though the widening gap between those at therdgtee bottom in the workplace is an exhibit in the
case for democratizing the economic realm, it rbestoted that the workplace is not the only lodus o
activity. Gary Dorrien writes that, “the commorojact for America’s various progressive social
movements is to expand the modern democratic régalby democratizing social and economic power.
In a postmodern social context, however, it iseraiugh for this project to focus on either workplac
electoral issues.” Gary J. Dorrie®oul in Society: The Making and Renewal of SodmisBanity
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 293-4.
%2 Thomas Geoghegan, “Infinite Debt: How Unlimitedeirest Rates Destroyed the Econontydrper’s
Magazine April 2009, 33-34.
321 Reich,Supercapitalism113-14.
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worker productivity has increased may be able to square with market prinbiutéfs

continued, begins to impinge on the political and even the moral status of such a society.
Market ideology that routinely justifies the widening of the power gap between

the top and the bottom can move a society to the point of injustice. Gary Dorrien

provides a general way of connecting unequal power between the controltess of t

economy and the controlled with social injustice, of which workplace inequality

constitutes a subset of his concerns:

[1t is terribly mistaken to think that any seriocisallenge to existing relations of power
can ignore the factors of production. We canmgiiicantly advance the cause of social
justice by writing off the seemingly hopeless peshlof inequality. Those who control
the terms, amounts, and direction of credit largkdtermine the structures of the society
in which we live. The question of who controls firecess of investment is therefore no
less crucial or pressing today than it was whewi&izsm” seemed an innocent ideal.
Gains toward social and economic democracy areeuetediay for the same fundamental
reason that political democracy is necessary:stvain the abuse of unequal power.

Many factors contribute to the situation that Dorrien describes. Howeviacthef
power that employees are increasingly forced to accept in large corpsnatist
certainly is one of these factors. When the workplace is one of these loci, the current
meaning of vocation can be and is used to perpetuate widening power disparitidee Yet t
idea of vocation is also a powerful idea in its own right and, | argue, can altesnative
contribute to “gains toward social and economic democracy.” However, it musinitst
foremost rejoin the effects of consumer culture that has rendered vocation Enguag
impotent in the face of “unequal powér>

The mechanism of consumer culture alone doesxpuainthis power

differential. Nor does the equation of seeker-sensitive methods and consumer culture

322 Dorrien, “Social Salvation: The Social Gospel &gdlogy and Economics,” ifihe Social Gospel
Today ed. Christopher H. Evans (Louisville: Westminstehn Knox Press, 2001), 112.

323 And while consumer culture is not the lone culpste, its cultural pervasiveness as well as ipde
connection to religious ideas, generally and vocatspecifically justify a look at its role.
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necessarily shed needed light. While instructive, such analyses aré¢ orett&
guestion of the real winners and losers in a work world that is animated by consumer
culture3#

With more forceful tones than Vincent Miller, Jeremy Carrette and Richagl Ki
state that the exchange between buyer and seller of commodities is riosamegame.
The concerns of Carrette and King focus exclusively on the power exerted agdi lgyain
the real controllers of consumer culture (corporate elite and its marketitres) than that
of the consumer. Generally the widespread consumption of religious ideas under the
broad term, “spirituality,” insulates the grand beneficiaries of fragkat capitalism from
criticism by the consumers, according to Carrette and King. In our casyjnoption of
the idea of vocation idomesticatiorof the idea. Further, Carrette and King’s
conclusions help establish the connection between purportedly harmless consumption of
religion and the growing amount of social and economic capital that those @p the t
continue to amass. Their unflinching argument dovetails with Sennett’s claim of the
increasing uneven authority in the world of flexible capitalism to framedbel
environment in which the idea of vocation operates as well as provide a launching pad for
critique.

After exposing the power dynamic that issues from consumer culture, | move
towards a concept of vocation that can stand as a critical concept. As noted inZhapte
consumer culture, in conjunction with the dictates of flexible capitalism, worksde f

any meaning of vocation to conform to a work world where stable employment and

3241 am referring here only to Bauman'’s analysisaisumer culture as it follows producer culture. i$le
far from value-neutral in his statements as todfffiects of consumer culture. See Bauméaloyk,
Consumerism and the New Pp88-98; Baumarl,iquid Life, 129-153.
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consistent tasks on the job are things of the past. Consistent, durable identitresbéare

to congeal through work, as a result. The consumption and adoption of identities or parts

of identities not only proves practical when on-the-job tasks mutate with frequency, but

also places the onus on the individual alone to “work on oneself” constantly. In addition,

“shopping for a self,” when the commodities are religious, is made easiartixdse

items are abstracted from their material context and adopted without coosuhamn

that context. Hence identity fragmentation combined with continual consumption, of

which the idea of vocation serves as a conceptual commodity, can make for a pliable

employee within the capricious world of business. Consequently, a notion of vocation

that short-circuits this vicious circle is one that must be able to resist@difroation if

it is to have any chance of politically engaging the social context of the bsisuoeld.
Richard Roberts shares these concerns but adds that a kind of neo- and even

radical orthodox approach that theologically distances itself from the woviesl¢iae job

of forming identities either in the hands of a ghettoized Church or the seculaatfiar

Roberts also echoes the assertions of Miller, Carrette and King: the unhingafigioh

from its origins exposes it to consumer culture at the costly expense of religion.

In societies and cultures which, in late moderrtigye lost contact with their origins,
have ceded active democracy to invasive manadex@ggmony, have been seduced by
postmodern, consumerist conceptions of the formadfddentity, and which slide into
ever deeper dysfunctionality, the discovery—or eation—of these primal processes of
renewal may prove impossible for all but a smatl appressed minority; but the
obligation to try to discover them nonetheless riesi&’

Roberts’s idea of “identity as vocation” is a provocative starting point fith fus stated

obligation. If vocation can check the authority of, “consumerist conceptions of the

32> He writes, “a postmodern Augustinian quasi-fundatalkést theology, so-called ‘radical orthodoxy’,
now provides a refuge within which a quasi-Messiatdite hibernate until their eschatological ‘mortien
comes: meanwhile the world degrades.” Rob&digion, Theology, and the Human Scien2es.

3% Roberts, 305.

200



formation of identity,” then it counters the dematerialization of religion in tagsw
One, if a necessary component of a vocation is the ensuring of certain material and
political conditions of work, then the conception of vocation should be able to bring
together the current usage of the term (a calling brings better fedbtiogsray job) and
the political side of vocation (a calling brooks no unjust working conditions). Two, this
kind of unity will not permit a commodified vocation to hold sway in the workplace. A
concept of vocation must emerge that transcends consumer-based identityfoamat
at the same time critique the material realities of the corporate aoekpl
Winners and Losers in the Modern Workplace

Even though all cultural terraia a contested space for power, it does not follow
that all participants are on an equal playing field. This assertion runs cautiterfact
that consumer culture has been considered to be a particularly fair cultueaingam
comparison to its predecessor, producer culture. The market, when operating in a
hospitable social environment, seemingly offers an equal chance for all podtice
consumer items to put their wares on the market, so long as their finances perthit
this equality of opportunity is matched by a corresponding equality amongst coasumer
who freely choose what they will consume, as long as their finances permiculiiral
contest in consumer culture, when put this way, is won by the producer who produces the
more appealing product and by all consumers who benefit from the producers’ battle for
consumers attention and money. Put in this way, the contested space of consumer culture
is fought largely amongst the producers. The producers are engaged in a striinggle wi

each other and consumers receive the spoils.
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However, consumer culture can also be seen as a larger battlefield ttthyt dire
puts producers in conflict with consumers. The consumer can fight for culturtakyerr
against the encroachment of advertising into every conceivable social space. On an
economic level, by leveraging their most powerful weapon, their decision to coasume
product or not, consumers may force producers to lower their price or change producti
direction altogether. On a cultural level, consumers can attempt to regain edloniz
social space by using subversive tactics against corporations. Kahethe founder of
Adbusters Magazinealls subversive practices against the producers of consumer

culture, “subvertising"—a subcategory of the overall practice of “cultumenjmg.”

Corporations advertise. Culture jammsu$vertise. A well-produced print
“subvertisement” mimics the look and feel of thegt ad, prompting the classic double
take as viewers realize that they're seeing isat the very opposite of what they
expected. Subvertising is potent mustard. It tutsugh the hype and glitz of our

mediated reality and momentarily, tantalizinglyeals the hollow spectacle withiA!
Here, Lasn describes the manipulation of a purchased consumer item or public
advertisement that counters the corporation’s desire for the use of their brandOwaene
example of subvertising is the direct alteration of a company logo on clothing by the
consumer. This sends the somewhat paradoxical message that while the consumer
assisted the producer in the original purchase, the consumer then “damagesifhey
with a transgressive act. Culture jamming in general is a set of tdetigged to stake
out a modicum of cultural space in the hotly contested landscape of consumer culture.
The ability of consumers to employ tactics of resistance as a oésolhsumer

freedom to take their money where they please, has led some to celebsatmer

327 Kalle Lasn,Culture Jam: How to Reverse America’s Suicidal Comer Binge—and Why We Must
(New York: Quill, 2000), 131-32.
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culture®®® Yet the fact that it is consumers who are the ones using tactics of resistance
and not the producers begs several questions about the nature of this contested space.
What is being resisted? Does the reveling of some in the “triumph of consurmes’cult
betray the reality that power distribution between producers and consumersnsieed
and not really up for grabs? Do tactics absent a strategy reveal that canswayevin
some battles but lose the war? And finally, are the consumezbgibus items subject
to the same fate as all consumers or does the entrance of religion into cotigliumer
comprise a different contested cultural spaCe?
Spirituality’s Silent Takeover of Religion

Vincent Miller, whose critique relies in part on deCerteau’s tactics aaasoé
resistance, takes much of the injurious effects of free market ideology awieréc The
act of consumption for consumption’s sake is reinforced in a society that is rum by th
market. The marketplace, for Miller, is where all consumers must returrirafigation
with what has already been consumed, whether durable goods or lifestyle
enhancement§® And with the role of corporations, Miller laments extreme abuses
enacted in the name of consumer satisfaction and shareholder happiness. riaa, insta
the shameless ability for corporations to push consumption at the expense of

environmental degradation and global human rights violations is a driving concern of

328 See James B. Twitchellead Us into Temptation: The Triumph of Americartévialism (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1999).

329 Naomi Klein is skeptical of the real effects oftate jamming that alters advertisements to undeemi
their message. “But after a while, what began awayto talk back to the ads starts to feel mdee li
evidence of our total colonization by them, andeesgdly because the ad industry is proving that it
capable of cutting off the culture jammers at theg?” They silence the protest by co-opting thetest
spirit itself for its own ad campaigns. See Na#ein, No Logo(New York: Picador, 2002), 297-8.

0 Miller, 121.
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his33! Egregious corporate acts enacted in the push to sell commodities that perpetuat
endless consumption contribute to his criticism that the market has too much power.
These insights are highly instructive, to be sure. Certainly Miller doesipjooit
James Twitchell’s triumph of consumer cultdte.Nor does he work towards his
conclusions by instrumentally using the power of consumer culture for an ulgowde
as is the case for Jane Bennett or Tom Beauddilvet Miller rarely takes his
grievances to the fight against free market ideology and to those who pulimgs.st
Recall that consumer culture, for Miller, refers to the, “cultural habitsefand
interpretation that are derived from the consumption of commodified cultural obj&cts.”
Hence, consumer culture is viewed from the perspective of the conalamerMiller
responds to corporate abuse via consumer culture by offering tactical mansuver
consumers that can only follow a breaking of consumer habits and dispo&itions.
His emphasis on the consumer response over the producer’s role in consumer
culture is actually supplemented by his critique of corporate abuses. Midecsrms
over corporate power evoke more of an expected emotional response to the extreme
examples he cites—who is not upset with tales of corporate exploitation of Chinese

children working in a sweat shop? Tales of this sort can run cover for more subtle

%1 Miller, 16-18.

332 5ee TwitchellLead Us Into Temptatiori7, 22.

33 See Jane Bennetfthe Enchantment of Modern Liferinceton: Princeton University Press, 2000); Tom
BeaudoinConsuming Faith: Integrating Who We Are with What Byy(Lanham, Md.: Sheed and Ward,
2003).

334 Miller, 30.

33> Miller suggests using a “sacramental operatioat tras a “subversive tactical value against comtyodi
abstraction.” Engagement in sacraments, commubioinstance, force the consumption of items to
reckon with the items deep religious significartbeis reintegrating the material of religion with it
symbolic value. When expanded into consumptioctaras, Miller desires that a “sacramental
imagination” can similarly engage consumer culage subversive tactic against the abstraction of
commodities. Miller, 188-92.
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corporate machinations that factor heavily in the formation of the consumer mindset,
which Miller largely neglects. The role of the producer in modifying consinaigts

and dispositions is thus minimized. Or tievof consumer culture is answered one-
sidedly. Then in combination with the most flagrant sins of some corporations, his
analysis leaves the question of the role that the corporation in generahplagkng the
mechanism of consumer culture unanswéréd.

Alternatively, Jeremy Carrette and Richard King, in a highlyaaitbook on
consumer religion, lay their charges squarely at the feet of selleesmsfimer items
arguing that popular usages of the term “spirituality” operate as a hareamaid
corporate capitalism. They operate off of the same foundation as Millggiousl
elements wrenched out of their contexts expose those elements to commaalifiyat
they lodge a wider, more trenchant claim that religion has been rebrangectaaslisy

then bought and sold by the corporate world. A though experiment is offered:

Let us imagine that ‘religion’ in all its forms éscompany that is facing a takeover bid
from a larger company known as Corporate Capitaligmits attempt to ‘downsize’ its
ailing competitor, Corporate Capitalism strips #ssets of ‘religion’ by plundering its
material and cultural resources, which are theackgpged, rebranded and then sold in
the marketplace of ided¥’

On their way to this claim, the authors assert that the individualization @atization
of religion that occurred over two centuries in the West dovetailed with thendtom of
corporate capitalism. Religion, along with its power to resist and critikjagng
injustice, could not compete with the power of corporate capitalism and hence

succumbed to it. Religion survived the transition but only in its sublimated and

33 |1t must be noted that Miller did not set out talagss the power differential that may exist between
producer and consumer. His invocation of Foucseiites to reveal how power can disconnect what we
intend by our beliefs and practices and what tletyadly do. Yet he does not investigate the natume
motive of the discursive regimes supplying the powgee Miller, 21-22.

337 Carrette and King, 15-16.
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accommodating form: spirituality. Upon its arrival, spirituality and etnemg that goes

with it can be packaged, sold and consumed for individual use to satisfy individual desire
without ever challenging the issues surrounding the selling and consumindpof suc
“goods.” Carrette and King's goal is to challenge the current appropriatepirifiality

as adulterated religion because of its powerlessness to critique sasatay that occur

in our political economy.

Important for us is not necessarily the implications of their Marxian overtaries
that Carrette and King closely tie contemporary spirituality to a ligorsumer culture.
Moreover, they posit the spirituality that caters to consumer desire agdiaskdrop of
an earlier, more solid appropriation of spirituality. They contrast wiegtc¢all
“capitalist spirituality,” that which is detached from a social contextrder to be fed to
us by the sellers of spirituality for consumption, with a spiritualitpnotiernitythat was

engaged with a material social context. Capitalist spirituality

represents a shift from the earlier phase of ‘coraded’ spiritual enquiry, which
emphasised the individual's freedom to choose hiseo own pathway in life (the
bedrock of modern liberalism), to a ‘corporate-ledhsumerism that subordinates the
intereggg of the individual to consumerist ideolegyl the demands of the business
world.

They track the beginnings of this “earlier phase” to what they call “thiepfitvatization
of religion.” The psychologization of religion, helped in large measure by theno#éue
of William James, encouraged an individual reckoning of one’s spiritual staténge
religion into an internal theatre. Yet Carrette and King claim that ttepfiivatization
did not sever the individual’'s spirituality from awareness of the wider sc#bxt

which includes religious and state institutidis.

338 Carrette and King, 45.
339 Carrette and King, 45.
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Such an orientation [in this “earlier phase”] isally not in itself incompatible with a
socially engaged perspective, but it becomes se tthe individual’ is conceived as an
independent, autonomous and largely self-contaémeitly within society. Such closure,
establishing the impermeable boundaries of the mpdedividual self, undermines an
awareness of interdependence and erodes our seswi@arity with others*°

This “closure” (they locate its occurrence in the 1980s) represents “ibredsec
privatization of religion” and is given ideological protection under neolitsengf**
Here, individualism is made total as it cuts off individual projects, such gsrglfrom
their social context. Religion becomes spirituality when individual choicel iarfd
contained by the market. The result is the second and final privatizatiorgadmreli
which constitutes, “the tailoring of spiritual teachings to the demands of the ecamomy
of individual self-expression to business succé¥s.”

Carrette and King'’s historical sequence fastens the transition fraigidrélto
“spirituality” to Bauman’s articulation of the shift from solid to liquid moderiif® The

first privatization ushered in a heightened (and relatively new) role for indiisduabut

340 carrette and King, 41.

341 David Harvey defines neoliberalism as, “a thedrpditical economic practices that proposes that
human well-being can best be advanced by liberatidigidual entrepreneurial freedoms and skillshivit
an institutional framework characterized by strpnigate property rights, free markets, and fredera
David Harvey A Brief History of Neoliberalisi(New York: Oxford, 2005), 2. Neoliberal advocafmish
for the substitution of markets for the state aodsequently for the reduction of the role of goveent in
the lives of its citizens. Critics of neoliberatisincluding Carrette and King, typically claim thhe
political dimension of the individual, when replddey the economic dimension (as consumer/investor),
loses out. Neoliberalism protects those who stamghin the most by the market while muzzling theg
of the only possible threat: the democratic citiz&ee also ReiclgupercapitalismCarl Boggs;The End

of Politics: Corporate Power and the Decline of feblic Spher¢New York: Guilford Press, 2000);
Henry Giroux,Against the Terror of Neoliberalism: Politics Beybtihe Age of Gree(Boulder, CO:
Paradigm Publishers, 2008).

342 Carrette and King, 44.

33 Bauman is not as quick to connect definitively ithelications of consumer culture to a socioecormomi
power dynamic that elevates corporations and salgsgconsumers as Carrette and King do. He is more
concerned with describing the effects of consuméiuce on thevay social relationships now function, as
opposed to prescribing some kind of call to actigainst corporate capitalism. For Bauman, the &ind
vaulted and unique ontological status given to emafions by Carrette and King would be to estakdish
“solid” institution in a liquid society. While Bamian is critical of some of the effects of consumdture,
he refrains from making categorical statements atheualmost unquestioned power of corporations to
dictate completely the rules of consumer culturki¢lv Carrette and King suggest). Bauman
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in this phase, solid social bonds, while weakening, drew up an accepted culturahspace i
which individuals could operate. The second privatization signals the move to a liquid
society where the social context provides no restrictions on what religion carfonea
the individual or protection from the market. For Carrette and King, spintusiihe
congenial destination for religion in a liquid society where traditionaliogliglements
can be retained, but only if they bend to the specifications of consumer desire.
Carrette and King move their historical analysis to the contemporatipnslaip
between the corporate workplace and consumer religion. With access to the term
“spirituality” open to any institution participating in corporate capitaliSarrette and
King claim that many corporations have strategically begun to poach and co-opt
spirituality. They assert that spirituality has become a successhal bralt largely by
way of contrast to the perception of religion as authoritarian, rigid and dated.
Spirituality, set loose from institutional bondage, conveys freedom as it caoed
according to individual wishes. In addition to individual consumer appropriation,
spirituality is now available for corporate use as well.
McGee similarly states that the motivation for the usage of a termapikieuality
by corporations is to distract employees from the realities of job insebyrshifting the
responsibility of business success to the employee alone. The works of busingss gu

Tom Peters, serve as a window into such usage.

Although Peters recognizes the need for job segcasita prerequisite for a motivated and
flexible workforce, he asserts that to remain catitipe, businesses must cut their costs
by eliminating employees . . . What is require@nthis some means of making
employees feel secure even though they know thegte One solution to this is to place
the onus of employment security on the individuatker by making each and every
worker responsible for his or her own “care&f.”

344 McGee, 133.
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Spirituality is one term that helps individuals match up their sense of purpose oh the |
without forcing a confrontation with the vagaries of the job market. Carrette agd Ki
draw on high-selling business motivation books to make a similar case.

Everything from “God as CEQO” to Voodoo to Taoism has been employed to
further the success of business at the expense of empf8ydemurie Beth Jones

describes the premise of her bod&sus, CEQin the preface. The book is

a practical, step-by-step guide to communicatindpand motivating people. Itis based
on the self-mastery, action, and relationship skitat Jesus used to train and motivate
his team. It can be applied to any business sgreicendeavor that depends on more
than one person to accomplish a goal, and can pleinented by anyone who darés.

Jesus’s leadership style is Jones’s model for corporate leadership.nmbtel is
followed, the stern task-master boss, who is not getting results, is replacedesitdea

who taps employees’ “energies” and “passion” in order to move a businessighthe r
direction.

Discourse involving spirituality in the business world functions as a kind of
“human-centered’ safety valve” that “allows workers to ‘let off stearnén faced with
increasingly oppressive and insecure job conditidffs Carrette and King enumerate
several ways in which this works. First, introduction of spirituality into such thegs a
business mission statement, corporate retreats, job training, etc., is intefukddrta
sense of community and company loyalty amongst employees that trds sbemtity as

a mere group of co-workers. In turn, employees’ job tasks are cloaked with arf aura

spirituality, “obviating the increasingly dehumanizing environment thatfthdy

34> See Rene Carayol and David Fitlgrporate Voodoo: Principles for Business Maveriaksl
Magicians(Mankato, MN: Capstone, 2001); E. Thomas B@&le Tao of Sales: The Easy Way to Sell in
Tough TimegCharleston, SC: BookSurge, 2007).
348 |_aurie Beth Jonesesus, CEO: Using Ancient Wisdom for Visionary leesiip (New York: Hyperion,
1995), xi.
347 Carrette and King, 134.
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themselves in as a result of the application of purely economic or calculaitbvrelify
to their value to the compang?®

Second, and in conjunction with the first, “spirituality provides the all-important
‘feel-good’ factor that is so important for improving worker efficiency knylty.”3*°
According to Carrette and King, the translation of an employee’s trueomiski
improving the company’s bottom line into a kind of spiritual quest helps with worker
satisfaction, hence increases efficiency and productivity. The more préssingeds
are of an employee, such as long-term job security, fair salary/pensi@yaitable
participation/ownership in the company, the more these needs can be subordinated to a
kind of therapeutic spiritual satisfaction at work. Far from the intended useitfedfyr
of many religious traditions, businesses can simply use spirituality &gdle(and
relatively inexpensive) tool to boost their profit margins.

Though Rick Warren rejects the legitimacy of the term “spirituality” out afiha
The Purpose-Driven Lifeould have been cited by Carrette and King as well. As noted
in the previous chapter, purpose, as the idea of vocation in its commodified form, is
vague enough, yet also conceptually powerful enough to energize a workfored iof ne
finding meaning in work. It is well known th@ihe Purpose-Driven Liferas sold using
an aggressive and novel marketing technique called pyro-marRetiByit beyond this
technique, the real question that Richard Sennett has provoked is how can purpose be

utilized in the corporate world that furthers the widening of the difference ial soci

capital between employers and employees? In fact Warren boastkeatirpose-

38 Carrette and King, 134.
349 Carrette and King, 134.
%0 http://edbrenegar.typepad.com/thepresbyterianf@6liy/01/interview_with_.html
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Driven Lifehas extended beyond the churches and been employed by companies like
Coca-Cola, Ford, Disney and Wal-Mat. It is unwise to hazard a guess as to how the
book has been used by these corporations. Yet whether the 40 days of Purpose was a part
of a required program for all employees, a voluntary program that was enahwage
merely a plan that was followed by the executives alone is not important.

What matters is that purpose can serve the interests of the employers inysvo wa
First, if both employer and employee are living a purpose-driven life, eadchass to
the fruits of living with purpose without having to question what they actually do on the
job. Both the power held by an executive and the relative lack of power held by the
employee are rendered irrelevant in the actualization of the purpose-dreveBéditond,
if working conditions rise to the level of causing anxiety, the idea of purpose offers a
means to allay the feelings and get back to business. The levels of social capital
possessed by both employer and employee at work can stay constant. Yet this is
overlooked or even justified by the rising personal capital accrued through theolivang
purpose-driven lifé>?

Carrette and King are quick to point out that the real travesty is that religion ha
been and should be able to meet the ideology of the status quo head-on. The infusion of a
softened spirituality into the workplace silences the prophetic elemenigixdmevhen in

fact a jeremiad is needed.

Spirituality is appropriated for the market instedaffering a countervailing social force
to the ethos and values of the business worlds iBhiot to assume that we can ever
escape the influence of the market, but ratheetognize that the utilisation of a
‘spirituality’ tailored for business enterprise @mes vital aspects of those traditions upon

%1 Cited in Mara EinsteirBrands of Faith: Marketing Religion in a Commerchede(New York:
Routledge, 2008), 99.
%2 Recall the similar usage of calling language iraAfollinedo Mims's bookKeeping the Faith
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which it relies—aspects that directly challenge hgatization and commercialization of
life.>3

Used in this way, spirituality in business has the double effect of eviscetfaipglitical
capacity of religion, thus protecting corporate ideology, as well as disogplieligion so
that it can support the interests of capitalist ideologues.

Underneath this perhaps overly cynical and sometimes hyperbolic manifesto, the
connection between the commaodification of religion and the salutary windfall for
corporate elite is effectively made clear by Carrette and King. iftjadly their
treatment of the instrumental use of spirituality in the workplace identifeestatus of
the winners and losers unmistakably. Unlike those who neglect this crucial corseque
of consumer culture as it applies to the workplace or those who are sanguine about the
power differential that obtains between peddlers and consumers of commoditiegeCar
and King speak forcefully. The sellers of spiritual goods to consumers stand thega
most and are able to withstand consumer tactics against them. While Mitguiment
never explicitly denies the uneven power in this type of exchange, the tacticersdamff
mitigating problems associated with consumer culture and religion do not siddistanti
move the battle lines. Carrette’s and King's response alternativelysentéhe need
for religion to resist marketability via political avenues that give powek bo those who
merely believe and practice.

Admittedly, their proposals for revising “the silent takeover of religior”rapre
of an addendum to their primary task of exposing the problem. Consequently, their
solutions are more provocative than programmatic. They presuppose the necessity of

religion regaining its political teeth. For instance, Carrette and &liggest that help

353 Carrette and King, 126-127.
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may come from without instead of from within the West. With much of the non-Western
world still practicing religion that has not been completely overcome Ippate
capitalism, religious political resistance can still gain a foothold and pesdpaead
virally to the West given new global communication netwdrksOr in the West, if a
critical mass of people realizes that the God of cherished religion has beeerdepitdn
the God of Money, “new atheisms” of the latter can act as a powerful entrantenfmi
political action®>°

Despite the feasibility of their suggestions, important is Carrette’s amgiskcall
for religion to assert its ability to exercise its political will;lfiae to answer this call risks
the permanent establishment of corporate capitalism as the legislatonafms, both
public and private. A similar call is issued to the idea of vocation to present itsgboliti
brawn in the face of a work environment dominated by corporate capitalism. When cast
in terms of the disparity in social capital that employees possess in thetypes
businesses immersed in flexible capitalism, a vocation has this opportunity.

My concern for the rest of this chapter is to introduce a religious component into
the discourse that fuels the politics of work in corporate America. Because a
commodified vocation serves to maintain and even widen this gap, | seek to offer a non-
commodified concept of vocation that can contribute to the realization of a kind of
“workplace democracy” without overstating the impact of my project. Only atiooc
that is capable of entering and informing the political sphere is worthysofaisk.

A new notion of vocation cannot ememgenihilg its history necessarily

impinges on any current articulation. The theological history of the Pnotestasion of

34 Carrette and King, 177-8.
35 Carrette and King, 179.
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the term, while primarily expressing a quietism towards actual work, itked contain
elements that can inform a more politically engaged vocation in the workplace. No one
thinker supplies sufficient theoretical content to fill out a concept of vocatibedha
respond to the modern workplace. However, a cobbled-together theological front from
relevant sources distills out the political component of the idea of vocation indisgensabl
well.
Calvin and the Conditions of a Political Vocation

Ernst Troeltsch’s reading of Christian theology extracts the social anitgdolit
consequences of Calvin’s treatment of vocation in ways that may not present viesmsel
prima facie®® Troeltsch uses the differences between the theologies of vocation of
Luther and Calvin to arrive at several useful conclusions about Calvin. Intelefiing
Troeltsch, the most profound point of departure that Calvin takes from Luther is found in
their respective attitudes towards vocatiohWhen situated in Calvin's overall
theological and social framework, his notion of vocation, while not straying too far from
Luther nominally, acquires political traction that Luther’s notion does not possess. Thi
leads Troeltsch to conclude that Calvin, while far from promoting democxatygity,

used the idea of vocation along with other theological ideas to turn Geneva and other

5 Both Luther and Calvin address the relationshigvben their respective theologies and societyéir th
writings. Yet | primarily rely on Troeltsch’s remd) of both theologians as opposed to the primaxistfor
several reasons. One, as with the use of Webdhdse concerned with the economic impact of thggglo
more is gained from a careful analysis that had#refit of a centuries-long hindsight. Two, Luthed
Calvin are primarily concerned with establishingreot theologies, not with political world alonelence
Troeltsch’s attention on the sociopolitical wortdhit emerged as a result of their theologies sexves
more fruitful source than the original sourcesodltsch conveniently cuts out the middle man. [rdher
and Calvin’'s own treatment of the relationship kedwtheir thought and the larger societylsgther and
Calvin on Secular Authorifyed. and trans. Harro Hopfl (Cambridge: Cambridgeversity Press, 1991).
%7 Troeltsch;The Social Teaching of the Christian ChurgHH0.
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Calvinist societies, “in the direction of democrady?”Hence Calvin’s theological
deviations not only from the Catholic Church but also from Luther, permit a linkage of
vocation to the kind of political activity needed today, however tenuous this linkage is.

Troeltsch centers on three features of Calvin’s thought that serve asithéoba
this conclusion. The doctrine of predestination, the promotion of individualism and his
desire for the establishment of a worldly “Holy Community” converge to driveir@st
societies in a new direction. All three features can only be understood througlstie pri
of Calvin’s fundamental theological assertion: the majesty of God suboiatiat¢her
human concerns.

For Troeltsch, Calvin’s doctrine of predestination is the supreme statement of
Divine Will—unaffected by human reason or effort, stubborn and supreme. Troeltsch

elaborates:

In entire and arbitrary freedom He lays down thve far Himself; and this law is the law
of His own glory which is served both by the gradi¢ of the undeserved bliss of the elect
and by the misery of the merited despair of the i’

Proof of justification before God that manifests itself in appropriate infeatohgsof
happiness or certainty is no longer valid evidence of one’s justified status. Divlne Wi
acts to save or damn despite these feelings, which in turn rearranges thad budleer’s

divine hierarchical qualities.

This means that no longer, as in Lutheranism,déddba of Love at the center of the
conception of God, but the idea of Majesty, in whilse impartation and influence of the
Love of God is only regarded as a method of remgale Majesty of Gotf?

With God’s love acting as a means to an end and not the end itself, the relationship

between God and humanity is accordingly reconfigured by Calvin.

38 Troeltsch, 628.
39 Troeltsch, 582.
360 Troeltsch, 582.
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In Lutheranism the real proof and verification astjfication is that happiness which the
world cannot give, which reaches its highest pwirtlose connection with the Christ

who substantially unites Himself in the Eucharigtwthe believer in th&nio Mystica

in a mystical union with God. In Calvinism, witls emphasis upon the transcendence of
God, such a proof could not be imagined; union Wdtid can only be understood in the
sense of surrender to the electing and renewirigpfWbod, and as an activity of the ever
active God in the believer. 3!

This distinction between the theology of Luther and Calvin “contains a wealth of
implications” for Troeltsch, but most significant is that Calvin’s reorderarges new
implications for human action in the world. The sheer activity of the divine will may or
may not spark feelings of joy (and for Calvin, it is sacrilegious to ponder thistggui
but it establishes the terms of the divine/human contract that leads to Treedtsmnd
point.

On the subject of individualism, Troeltsch repeats the theme of contrasting
Luther’s need for faith to be bolstered by inward signs of justification withiCgl

contention that Divine Will requires no such mediation.

In Calvin’s view the individual is not satisfied twimere repose in his own happiness, or
perhaps with giving himself to others in loving gamal service; further, he is not
satisfied with an attitude of mere passive endwana toleration of the world in which
he lives, without entering full into its [if&?

“Mere repose” can translate into “mere passive endurance and toleratewesrid”
under Luther. Yet the individual who properly discounts emotional confirmation or
repudiation in the standing with God is one who can then properly be used as an
instrument for God’s Will. Certainty of one’s standing, then, is not susceptible to the
turbulence on a sea of emotions. In other words, Calvin’s individual is one who

knows that his calling and election are sure, &iatl therefore he is free to give all his
attention to the effort to mould the world and stgiaccording to the Will of God . . .
His duty, therefore, is not to preserve the “neation” in its intimacy with God, but to

reveal it>®3

31 Troeltsch, 584.
362 Troeltsch, 588.
363 Troeltsch, 589.
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Calvin’s individual must still work out the question of whether he or she is acting in
accordance with God’s Will. But with the ability to alter one’s heaveulystas a

member of the elect taken completely out of the individual’s jurisdiction, thdyeart
kingdom is the only realm that is able to be molfédPredestination extends to one’s
eternal status; finite matters of the world seem to skirt a hard, predestder for

Calvin. Yet if the molding of the world must always abide by God’s Will, a potential
inconsistency in Calvin’s thought is overcome with his unwavering emphasis on God
having dominion over all reality. How, then, is the molding to occur so that God’s will is
done and what should the final product look like?

Calvin answers with the third component of Troeltsch’s analysis: the “Holy
Community.” Clearly, for a community to be holy by Calvin’s definition it must fully
reflect the Will of God. However, the reflected image will be opaque if it iactefd
through a society made up of Christians who mdvelieve Belief alone cannot
transform the world into an adequate reflection of divine will; action induced l&f bel
can. Luther’s “belief-to-action” idea, which centers on care for one’s beigls
extended by Calvin to include productive, Godly work that maylimettly serve one’s
neighbor. When work is performed in conjunction with correct belief, for Calvin, God’s
Will is reflected by a Holy Community that has integrated varied formgook towards
a systematic, fully functioning whole. Hence even if one’s work does not direfgly he

others, a job indirectly helps all members of a society when it harmonizes withatithe

%4 Troeltsch points out that an unintended consequehactivity in the world in later expressions of
Calvinism, “drove the individual to the practices#if-examination and to systematic concentratiohie
own independent achievement;” an egocentrism ttzatuzlly drove a wedge in between God’s Will and
achievement. Troeltsch, 590.
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in this way. If a job is performed in the service of individual gain instead of communal
good, it is unholy. Luther’s conception of proper Christian action can exist with
indifference to the advancement of teanmon goodCalvin’s Holy Community cannot.
Troeltsch argues that the primary conceptual instrument that Calvin usear® ens
a functioning Holy Community is his idea of vocation. A vocation can bring individual
action into line with divine will. And when God’s will is followed through individual
jobs working towards the common good of all, albeit never perfectly, a vocation has
social import. Following his friend, Max Weber, Troeltsch argues that it is theniSa
emphasis on an “ascetic self-discipline in work” that enables work to be plad¢ed in t
service of the formation of a Holy Community. Calvin encourages an “inner-worldly
asceticism” that generates a dogged work ethic to be applied within a workiety soci
not in the desert where “other-worldly asceticism” used to confine ffSeBespite the
cooperation between one’s work and God'’s will that is fostered in Calvin’s sobiety, t
vast distance between the value of human effort and justification before thagovere
God foments a psychological uneasiness in the individual. The un-answerability of the
qguestion, “is my hard work a sign of my status as a member of the eledt &t fer
naught?” understandably contributes to an anxiety in Calvin's adherents. Yet tbty anx
only redoubled the effort to align one’s work with God’s will as the striving in tbisdw
is the only valve left to believers through which stress can be released, mgdorboth
Weber and Troeltsch. The Calvinist individual may have no control over his or her

standing before God, but at least control over the kind of work performed can still be

365 Troeltsch, 611.
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exerted. Calvin can thereby sanction enlistment of work in the effort to fashion a Holy
Community more easil$f°

Luther certainly sees jobs fitting into his own version of a Holy Community.
However, the human element that contributes to a functioning society is absent in
Luther's community which is solely the product of divine arrangement. Trbeltsc

explains that Luther attributes the maintenance of an ordered community

to the wise ordering and the kindly guidance ofittence, and not to deliberate human
initiative . . . The individual, moreover, regardad work, not as a suitable way of
contributing to the uplift of Society as a wholet ks his appointed destiny, which he
received from the hands of God’

Social order is justified by a pre-existent divine order and monitored by a proalde
eye, hence work in Luther’'s system can easily be seen to fit likewisa odrresponding

certain social stratum.

This is why it was possible for the Lutheran toanebthe work of his vocation in an
entirely traditional and reactionary way—as theydaftremaining within the traditional
way of earning a living which belongs to one’s fiosi in Society**®

Work, on the contrary in Calvin’s Holy Community, is relatively freed from such
restrictions in order that it magpntinuallycarry out the charge laid upon it by the
community. Vocation, then, becomes the vehicle with which Calvin carries Christian
beliefs into the wider world for the purposes of establishing a Holy Commnityjke

the nature of one’s job, Calvin’s idea of vocation needs to be supple enough to negotiate
with the sociopolitical environment in order that a Holy Community can be achieved.

Troeltsch avers:

And since the Church as a whole could not be fedigstituted without the help of the
political and economic service of the secular comityyiit was urged that all callings

386 Troeltsch, 611.
37 Troeltsch, 610.
368 Troeltsch, 610.
389 Troeltsch, 610.
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ought to be ordered, purified, and enkindled asamm for attaining the ends of the Holy
Community. Thus the ideal was now no longer ongsuofender to a static vocational
system, directed by Providence, but the free us@cditional work as the method of
realizing the purpose of the Holy Communify.

Thus Calvin’s vision for a Holy Community requires a freer conception of vocation to do
the heavy lifting. Yet this lifting is expressed more by example thamutg force which
leads Troeltsch to state, “[T]o what extent this rationality and mobilithetbnception

of vocation was carried through in detail, in the presence of the opposing conception of
life with its ‘guild’ and ‘police’ spirit, is quite another questioH™ In other words,

Calvin’s conception of vocation, while mobile and relatively expansive, is not pedmitt

to challenge the norms of the emerging merchant guilds, even when their pragtices
counter to the kind of work that is calling-worthy. Societal unrest that would follotv s

a confrontation only serves to fragment the delicate whole of the Holy Commuhifg. T
more importantly, a disruptive idea of vocation would upset the association between the
Holy Community and the expression of God’s will.

Therefore Troeltsch argues that while Calvin’s idea of a Holy Community
necessarily engages vocation with the social institutions that support theuodw it is
finally Calvin’s non-negotiable allegiance to a sovereign God that yighdsitecal
conservatism. The detachment of a vocation from its place in a certainestratifial
layer does not mean that it is completely without tether to authority in gereal
Troeltsch reminds us, sovereignty of God cements the lot of humanity in general as
limited, flawed and ultimately impotent in matters divine for Calvin. Work should be

politically consequential, but those consequences are always tailored to Dillias W

37 Troeltsch, 610-11.
Sl Troeltsch, 611.
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expressed through the Holy Community. Vocations only gain their power to affect the

world in subservience to divine authority. Troeltsch sums it up:

Thus the whole social ideal of Calvinism is corrdlby the sense that human beings are
unequal by Divine appointment, and that the onlyadity which exists is that of
incapacity to do any good in one’s own strengtld, #re obligation to render

unconditional obedience to the Divine Will. Theu# is that the main features of this

social ideal are essentially conservative and aiittive >’

Hence Troeltsch’s open question about the confrontation between secular instihaions
conflict with the directives of Calvin’s vocation is answered with a reteabcation on
the political front. Or the corollary of a vocation gaining real political césltgat God’s
plan for society always humbles the belief that political gains won by a encatiually
follows this plar®’® Vocations are embedded in Calvin's polis, but their political clout
cannot result in the kind of work revolution; such activity would indicate an exaggeration
of human ability to redefine the nature of the Holy Community.

Despite a political conservatism, not only does Calvin furnish the idea of vocation
with components that enable an engagement with the political structures cdtg, dmdi
he also identifies vocations as the primary levers that can transform &y sticie@ Holy
Community. This new role disallows a vocation to manifest itself merely $roéct
charity which can quickly become private acts alone. Calvin’s vocations arsardges
public. Additionally, Calvin establishes the conditions by which a vocation can engage
the political world through its ability to contribute to the Holy Community. The result
an expanded role for vocations when compared to Luther’s conception, even though

Calvin’s more general acceptance of secular authority is expected based @n an utt

372 Troeltsch, 620.
373 For Calvin’s fullest treatment of the relationshigtween religious and secular authorities, seeiGal
Institutes of the Christian Religiprol. 2, 1485-1521.
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deference to God. And with this kind of deference, the power of a vocation to confront
authorities like merchant guilds is diminished in kind.
Rauschenbusch and Social Equality on the Job

Though 350 years and an ocean separate Calvin from Walter Rauschenbusch,
their overall programs have resemblances. Rauschenbusch similarly wantsviBad’s
be reflected by society. And neither Calvin nor Rauschenbusch argues thedtaimedr
a Christian ghetto is the way to accomplish the goal of alignment of societdts @an
for it. Yet Rauschenbusch’s assessment of not only the kind of world he envisions but
also the nature of the forces that have militated against his vision competsendiff
approach. Calvin’s delimiting of the political work that a vocation can perform to bring
about a Christian community is authorized by the social direction issuing from a
transcendent, sovereign God. Thus Calvin takes his first cues for appropridte socia
activity and for the architecture of the Holy Community from a rigid doeetaf God
alone. Rauschenbusch, on the other hand, takes his first cues from society which then
gradually summons him into quasi-doctrinal positions. Rauschenbusch’s reversal of
Calvin’s order is precipitated by what he sees as the unfair class stiatudeplorable
working conditions of early twentieth-century America. Rauschenbusch’'eidea
vocation, if containing any divine content, must be able to instruct us on how to rectify
these injustices instead of operating in sodiefgpite ofsocial inequity.

Rauschenbusch addresses many of the problems that stem from industrial
capitalism that Marx raises yet with a very “un-Marxian” solution.s€lzonsciousness
plays a significant role in the ideological protection of capitalism for &ergousch, but
his ideas of the bourgeoisie and proletariat lack the kind of ontological stabitityidina
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affords them. Because Rauschenbusch reduces the antagonistic poldicaisiip
between the working class and the owners of the means of capital to “sotiahbin;
religion can supply the solution to the social crisis wrought by capitalism.
Rauschenbusch’s reasoning rests on the contention that capitalism has allostethec sy
form of social sin to spread unchecked and damage human social relationships so
drastically that mere human proposals, such as Marx’s, to redress the darkdge lac
power to get very far.

In his exposition on the social crisis, Rauschenbusch scatters blame around; the
Church, the capitalists, the government are all culpable. Still his focus newer fara
from the state of work and the worker. The “present crisis” is the result ofiaighing
pride in the worker’s work under the conditions of industrial capitalism. Rauschenbusch
lists several important reasons for the diminishment. Products are often shoddy and do
not reflect craftsmanshif? the products made in factories are not the worker’s in any
sense of the word, “ownership’® there is a constant fear of losing one’s job due to
capricious downsizing’® and working conditions give rise to excessive mental and
physical deterioratiof’” All of these contribute to an alienation of the worker from work
itself along with a severely weakened worker morale.

Rauschenbusch connects the loss of satisfaction gained through work to a moral
loss, as opposed to just an economic or social one. To extract the sense of pride from a
worker is to leave her with less of a sense of right and wrong. For instagce, t

humiliation and despair experienced after working long hours for years on end \eith litt

374 Rauschenbusch, 193.
375 Rauschenbusch, 194.
376 Rauschenbusch, 194.
37" Rauschenbusch, 197-202.
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to show for it often results in alcoholism, petty thieving and even suicide, by
Rauschenbusch’s accodif. And it is the erosion of collective virtue that calls out for a
spiritual solution to the problem.

Any solution must reckon with the true source of the problem. Widening class
distinctions that are the consequence of the productive relations between eraptbyer
employee are underneath the moral failings, not some intrinsic human weakidess. A
by the reward system of industrial capitalism, the power differentialdsst\the
company elites and its employees grows greater in Rauschenbusch’slesyasalysis is
reliant on history like Marx’s, yet Rauschenbusch calls for a return tnaédmental
democracy” premised on “social equality” so endemic of the American pblitica
economy—not for a kind of Bolshevik revolutidfi. By social equality, Rauschenbusch
means the state in which all people can meet and have real authority in tbeskigti
He answers the naysayers that cite the impossibility of social equaktyg bas
intractable factual differences such as biological makeup that naturadlpeamanently

lock people into social strata. Rauschenbusch offers an example:

In a college community there are various gradatafrrank and authority within the
faculty, and there is a clearly marked distincti@tween the students and the faculty, but
there is social equality. On the other hand, #8migr and the peanut vendor are outside
of the circle, however important they may be t&'it.

Here, he is not calling for equality in all areas of human life; inequahigurally and at
times, necessarily exist. The student is clearly “below” the professoldal squality
dictates that two people of differing ranks relate to each other with muspaicte Social

equality demands an honoring of real distinctions in rank but with a deeper regoghit

378 Rauschenbusch, 196.

37 Dorrien, “Social Salvation: The Social Gospel &&dlogy and Economics,” ifihe Social Gospel
Today ed. Christopher H. Evans (Louisville, KY: Weststier John Knox Press, 2001), 111.

380 Rauschenbusch, 203.

224



equality that cannot permit an abuse of the power held by the ranking member of the
relationship. The reason that the janitor and the peanut vendor do not enjoy the “socially
equal” environment of the university is that economic differences betwassesl! (that

have always been with us) frame social differences too (which has nosdesry the

case). The economic disparity between classes is becoming so vastisch&nhbusch

that the ability for citizens that reside on lower rungs of the economicrlamldeke

claims to social authority and hence mobility is severely undermined.

Important for Rauschenbusch is that social equality is a necessary aofwtitio
democracy. When economic differences cannot translate into the diminishreentabf
equality, people from up and down the economic ladder can exercise the political power
needed to underwrite a democracy in the true sense of the word. Then democracy, in
turn, alone provides the conditions for Christian morality to thrive once again. Hs,write
“Approximate equality is the only enduring foundation of political democracy. Tisese
of equality is the only basis for Christian moralif§*” Or if there is no social equality
between the employer and employee, the concept of “neighbor” is empty.

In addition, social inequality fosters a sense of hopelessness in the downtrodden,
immobile class which then generates an apathy towards the question of gbetesris
a moral one or not. Arguing for a return to Christian moral behavior without addyessin
social inequality first (which Rauschenbusch accuses Evangelicalgaktor
recommending) is tantamount to posturing and even worse, complicit in the falsehoods of
industrial capitalisni®* Because falsehoods, such as, “the poor are poor through their

own fault,” are protected by an, “integument of glossy idealization,” thetdisk of the

38l Rauschenbusch, 203.
382 Rauschenbusch, 285, 289, 298.
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Christian is to use the principles of faith, as delineated by prophetic Qfitistia cut
through the ideological blust&t A “regenerated personality” emerges which alone is
able to serve as a conduit for God’s will. The Christianization of society drivéreby

moral character of its citizens is chronicled by Rauschenbusch in a lengsag@as

The greatest contribution which any man can makbdsocial movement is the
contribution of a regenerated personality, of d wiich sets justice above policy and
profit, and of an intellect emancipated from falsedh . . . If any new principle is to gain
power in human history, it must take shape anditiviedividuals who have faith in it.
The men of faith are the living spirits, the chaar® which new truth and power from
God enter humanity. To repent of our collectiveialsins, to have faith in the
possibility and reality of a divine life in humayjtto submit the will to the purposes of
the kingdom of God, to permit the divine inspiratio emancipate and clarify the moral
insight—this is the most intimate duty of the redigs man who would help to build the
coming messianic era of mankirfd.

Here, religion and politics are mutually reinforcing. In order to ragieier human
relations under industrial capitalism, social equality, that is only possibdienocratic
societies, must originate in the “eyes wide open” Christian of character. n§ecbé
character, though, needs the Church not only to nurture the regeneration of personality
but also to be a vehicle that carries the collective regenerated will tosvaedsualized
societal goaf® The Church can then bring institutionalized power to the table to
buttress the moral behavior needed to actualize God'’s kingdom on earth.

How does Rauschenbusch’s idea of vocation assist in this process? The
reconstruction, or perhaps restoration, of the idea that Rauschenbusch perfgrnt is b
means the only instrument that he uses for his purposes; the Church and State play

essential roles as well. Yet given the accent that Rauschenbusch puts o thfensteit

383 Rauschenbusch, 286.
384 Rauschenbusch, 287.
385 Rauschenbusch, 289.
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and the repercussions for the worker, he needs an idea of vocation that is up to the task,
no matter what the Church and State can additionally pré¥ide.

A calling, if anything, must be able to reattach work to the well-being of the
worker if it is to aid in the furthering of the common good. A vocation is able to bring
one’s work into the overall equation which counters the view that work in a vocation only
nourishes the soul or more generally that the Church is the only institution that can

mediate the idea of vocation.

If now we could have faith enough to believe tHahaman life can be filled with divine
purpose; that God saves not only the soul, butiee of human life; that anything
which serves to make men healthy, intelligent, lyappd good is a service to the Father
of men; that the kingdom of God is not boundedhsy@hurch, but includes all human
relations—then all professions would be hallowed geteive religious dignity. A man
making a shoe or arguing a law case or plantingtpes or teaching school could feel
that this was itself a contribution to the welfafenankind, and indeed his main
contribution to itt®’

Several important ideas are conveyed here. The goal is the redemption of “the whole of
human life.” The means to achieve this goal is the inclusion of proper, Godly human
relations within the kingdom of God. And the primary facilitator of proper human
relations is work, despite the nature of the job itself, that feeds into the sooratalon
good.

Rauschenbusch is a social Calvinist here, though without the heavy authority of
God's will working on society from above. His emphasis on varied jobs functioning in
harmony for the kingdom of God mirrors Calvin’s desire for individual jobs to
collaborate in the making of the Holy Community. Yet Rauschenbusch’s kingdom is not

so much a reflection of God’s will as it@od’s will itself When the destructive nature

386 Admittedly, Rauschenbusch does not offer a robasibn of a calling, as do Luther and Calvin, which
could more fully explicate how he sees it in operat Still, his treatment of vocation furnisheswith
enough to work into his overall vision for the kiafiwork that can generate social equality.

387 Rauschenbusch, 290.
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of industrial work is deemed social sin, working conditions and vast social inequality
serve as clear evidence of the inability of God’s kingdom to be realized. Galvin’
concern aboutowone did one’s job is converted inkdhvatone does for a job with
Rauschenbusch. And because what one does for work and its meaning for the worker is
dictated by uneven power distribution between employer and employee,
Rauschenbusch’s notion of vocation is required to repair this set of human relations.

A calling places work under the jurisdiction of religion which forces a néwfse
standards onto what is considered acceptable forms of work and business practices.
Rauschenbusch’s quote about the discrepancy between a calling and certain business

practices bears repeating.

If a man’s calling consisted in manufacturing dtisg useless or harmful stuff, he would
find himself unable to connect it with his religioinsofar as the energy of business life
is expended in crowding out competitors, it woukbéae outside of the sanction of

religion, and religious men would be compelled dasider how industry and commerce

could be reorganized so that there would be a maximf service to humanity and a

minimum of antagonism between those who desirereesit>®®

Religion, through a calling, reorders the individual’s approach to work so that it serves
the common good, for Rauschenbusch. Both the production of shoddy goods and the
selfish motives for profit fall outside the sanction of religion. These drwedge

between people, when the goal of religion by definition is to bind people together. A
vocation, if properly lived out, will brook no such activity. Nor can professions that
promote these activities and motives ever constitute a vocation. Then if the standard of
the kingdom of God demands that only true callings fill its realm, a house-djeaitiin

be in order.

As soon as religion will set the kingdom of Goddrefit as the all-inclusive aim, and
will define it so as to include all rightful relatis among men, the awakened conscience

388 Rauschenbusch, 290.
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will begin to turn its searchlight on the industiaad commercial life in detail and will
insist on eliminating all professions which harmatéad of helping, and on coordinating
all productive activities to secure a maximum ave®. That in itself would produce a
quiet industrial revolutioA®

The idea of vocation is enlisted in Rauschenbusch’s “quiet revolution” to carry out the
redemption of work by channeling all work towards the common good and away from
harm. Since harm is the direct consequence of radically unequal relationsrbtdteve
working class and the business owners, when work is performed under harmful
conditions or causes harm itself, a calling should be able to respond.

Rauschenbusch’s idea of vocation engages the realm of workplace politics
directly. When the distance between employer and employee grows to the gdiméyha
are social unequals and the employee can do little about it, a calling can inform and
challenge the relationship. Rauschenbusch implies that if the business woblp ctexi
to religious scrutiny, a vocation, lived out by both the woeketthe boss, will bring
both parties closer to the point of social equality. Social equality in the word thatl
is predicated on workers possessing enough of a stake in a company to “own” their wor
is the desired end of a Rauschenbuschian vocation. Economic inequality will always
exist, but if social inequality continues on the path cut by industrial capitahe
kingdom of God on earth is permanently put on hold. A vocation, if honored by a critical
mass of workers and employers alike, can alter the politics of the workpl&aoeggma
social equality on the job a reality.

If John Calvin opened the door for vocations to have political import;
Rauschenbusch walks through it. But what kind of world did Rauschenbusch walk into?

The qualities of the early twentieth century American work world mostiogr differ

389 Rauschenbusch, 290.
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from ours. Moreover, Rauschenbusch’s appropriation of religion as it relates to the
socioeconomic realm was informed by solid modernity, not modernity in its liquid form.
Do these differences between his time and ours alter, constrain, amplify, gpesaia

no effect whatsoever on the political power of a vocation?

Along with the shift from societies organized around production to that of
consumption there came an attendant shift from manual factory work to jobs in the
service industry. Hence, most jobs in early twenty-first-century Amelocnot entail
crushing physical labor—a key component of Rauschenbusch’s crisis.

In addition, Rauschenbusch introduces a teleology that is somewhat contradictory
in nature. He envisions an eventual kingdom of God on earth that has a kind of
metaphysical reality (it, in ideal form, pre-exists the current redtivtirat is only
temporarily camouflaged by industrial society. The signs that Rauschariaea of
this kingdom is being assembled on earth have a different point of origin than those
which are conditioned by modernity alone, such as human rights and democracy. Hence
Rauschenbusch’s interpretation of these signs can largely pass over historical
development of modern notions, even though he uses these notions as an interpretive grid
at times. As a result Rauschenbusch relies solely on “this-worldly” a¢ctidngg forth
the kingdom, while somewhat paradoxically, religion acts functionally as an #natitis
independent of the worldly political economy. Religion, while necessary for
Rauschenbusch’s argument, is more or less aadéabcto the industrial society in order
to redeem the human relationships that make it up. Consequently, despite his emphasis

on human agency to alter this world, Rauschenbusch, insists that God’s kingdom, not a

230



human one, must be the end point of the alteration. And the theological confusion that
results from this kind of divine/human cooperation is not sufficiently worked out.

If we take the cultural embeddedness of religious concepts seriously, aisaparat
of religion from the culture that encases the political world is no longer possibleceH
we can work around the dilemma that Rauschenbusch’s methodology presents. More
compromise (though not total) is needed with the dictates of the modern political
economy in order for the idea of vocation to engage it fruitfully. The current corporate
work world engenders a different kind of moral climate than that occurring under
Rauschenbusch’s watch. What are the necessary features of a twertgHtivsy idea
of the Protestant vocation that can maintain the contours of its original ideabatenhts
yet productively respond to political environment of the modern corporation?

The Political Idea of Vocation

Identity as Vocation?

Richard Roberts’s idea of “identity as vocation” serves as a provocatitiagstar
point in the process of constructing a political vocation. His idea is meantdfirst, t
counter “managerial hegemony” and “consumerist conceptions of the formation of
identity.” In a particularly profound passage, Roberts states the curtetiasitbluntly

and rather pessimistically.

The so-called free market (including the entertantrindustry) colonises and extracts
from every conceivable (and newly conceived) dinmrsof the human and natural life-
world that which may in turn be harnessed to exgeaand surplus value. This is an
immensely powerful and many-sided mechanism thaswmes humankind and once, as
is increasingly the case, the managerial imperaiides the separation of powers and
providsgzos the hinge connecting both jaws of the rimeghthen resistance may seem
futile.

3% Roberts, 298.
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Despite the dire verdict, it is not a final one for Roberts. Resistance nmygéde, but
appearance is not reality. Roberts enlists the idea of vocation as an instrumneart tha
uniquely fight for social space that is gradually being lost to the “maiaageperative”
that is at the service of an almost inescapable free-mitk&he loss of any sense of a
rooted vocation in the modern work world lands employees at the emmibtla-sac
where identity formation is largely at the mercy of either the marketr@reager or

both.

The destruction of the idea and the reality of ¥ieceand the voyage is consummated in
a managerialised modernity, especially when thiagigm is welcomed into such public
sacred space as remains. This is because theeabediequired of an employee or
operative is in principle total: there must be.no ‘secret pockets’ left for the
spontaneous or the unexpected . . . Under thesbtioms the ever-frustrated search for a

viable, rooted identity has thus become the norratther than the exceptional, ‘vocation’

of our time3°?

Roberts’s conclusions are confirmed at several junctures in my paper.tHarst
separation of a calling from actual work that one does on a job as seen in theRrotesta
theological history of vocation begins the ceding of labor over to secular ®ntitie
Second, the shift of production to consumption robs vocation of its staying power over a
career and exposes the idea to the market for sale. Third, when commodified and hence
domesticated, a vocation is disciplined for the market and can be sold back to the
consumer by self-help authors and employers alike.

Roberts ends his book with a desperate call for the materialization of an identity
that is able to bolster the weakened position of modern humanity whose market-
controlled projects “vocations” now serve. His diagnosis of the practicatyaséli

managerial control of our lives through the market and the foreclosure of religaes s

31 Roberts, 298.
392 Roberts, 298.

232



that results directs him to suggest a genetic solution. The vocational quest fty identi
must go subterranean as Roberts digs below the current cultural milieu arth unear

primal sources of religion.

If, as | believe to be the case, much main-lindgitusonalised religion has in reality lost
touch with the primal religious function, then wimatist now concern us is the
investigation of those dimensions of human becoraimgd) mutual existence that precede
tradition®%*

These sources, while not explicitly identified by Roberts, need to be redisdcarst
reappropriated into modern identities despite the difficulties that inhere diisaaeery
project. Roberts concedes that his proposal is merely suggestive (his foitkingillv
pursue this line further) but what are we to make of it? His suggestion, while the upshot
of a meticulous dissection of the state of religion and theology in the modern world as
well as his own personal struggle, amounts to resignation to that world and timétrea
an a-cultural enclave. It remains to be seen how he will chart a path pé glsuaisuffice
it to say that a part of Roberts's motivation involves a reluctance to pursue tivalpoli
possibilities of the idea of vocation.

In addition, his use of the term “vocation” is adjectival; identity-formation is
given a jolt when it become®cational Or the idea of vocation is instrumental for
Roberts; the contents of an identity make up the subst&hdée concept that | move

towards is that of “vocation” as noun. Or “vocation” is used as an idea that contains

393 Roberts, 302.

394Vocation is used similarly by Weber in his twirsags, “Politics as a Vocation,” and “Science as a
Vocation” and to a lesser extent by Fichtd lre Vocation of ManPlaying with the title of Weber’s essay,
Frank Gamwell’'s boolk®olitics as a Christian Vocatignmakes political activity the center piece of life
of a Christian. This activity is to be pursued wittle kind of fervor that infuses activity whenst i
vocational in the Lutheran sense. The title ofprgject discloses my different intention. See Welbhe
Vocation Lectures: Science as a Vocation, Poldiss Vocationed. David Owen and Tracy B. Strong
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2004); Johanittligd Fichte,The Vocation of Martrans. William

Smith (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing Compa®,0); Franklin I. GamwelPRolitics as a Christian
Vocation: Faith and Democracy Todégambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).
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content, not as a term meant to lend credence to an activity such as identétieforby
monitoring its proper development.
Casanova and the Contested Public Terrain

Jose Casanova’s theoretical work provides avenues for the idea of vocation to
travel into the political arena of the business world that force culturaliaggotall
along the way. As mentioned in the introduction, Casanova’s critique of the
secularization theory exposes the misrepresentation that religion is to bstseslim
private bunkers due to secularization. Recall that modernity “trains’aeligi
communicate its specific normative concerns to fall in line with modern discolrse
turn, religions confront the normative frameworks of secular institutions. filspéygi
Casanova highlights the need for religion to act as a corrective to the shteatisupport
a highly individualized society which too often devalues morality as the tie tiag.bi

Therefore,

[a]s long as they [individualist modern liberal dhies] respect the ultimate right and duty
of the individual conscience to make moral decisjdiy bringing into the public sphere
issues which liberal theories have decreed to ivateraffairs, religions remind
individuals and modern societies that morality oaly exist as an intersubjective
normative structure and that individual choicey/aitain a “moral” dimension when
they are guided or informed by intersubjectiveeipersonal norm$>

Casanova describes modern society as one that has traded an intersubjeatingity t
bound bysomeform of morality, whether religious or not, for one that permits market
value to define human relationships. Hence one of the most relevant roles of degtivatiz
religion is its questioning the oft unquestioned cultural dictates of the capialikéet.

The market, under the prevailing neoliberal ideology, is certainly one of secular

spheres that has differentiated and emancipated itself from a religiddsiewr The

3% Casanova, 229.
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ideology oflaissez fairecapitalism has also contributed to and fostered the privatization

of religion. And though the autonomous market has surely generated success ih areas, i
has also cultivated an unresponsiveness to collective human concerns that do not have
“market value.” Or “worker as citizen” is traded for “worker as commaddikfarket

culture, then, is an area of contestation that religion can and should enter for Casanova

[B]y questioning the inhuman claims of capitalisinkets to function in accordance with
impersonal and amoral self-regulating mechaniselgjions may remind individuals and
societies of the need to check and regulate thmopersonal market mechanisms to
ensure that they are accountable for the humaralsand ecological damage they may
cost and that they may become more responsiblertmh need3”®

Casanova’s bone of contention is not capitalism itself but the kind of harm to the public
wrought by market ideology. In the name of individual gain or consumer happiness the
logic of the market does not include the “common good” as a part of its calculation. But
the “obstinate insistence of traditional religions on maintaining the very jplenzi a
‘common good’ against individualist modern liberal theories which would reduce the
common good to the aggregated sum of individual choices” should be a part of the
deprivatized religious respon¥¥.

Casanova is intentionally vague on exactly what norms are offered to fimther t
“common good” or what society will look like if religion succeeds in checkingltve f
of market culture. Casanova’s reluctance to prognosticate is based on hishdea of

social integration takes place in a society where the public/privaterbareepermeable.

Modern social integration emerges in and throughdilscursive and agonic participation
of individuals, groups, social movements, and fastins in a public yet undifferentiated
sphere of civil society where the collective coastion and reconstruction, contestation,
and affirmation of common normative structures—‘tioenmon good”—takes plaéé®

3% Casanova, 229.
397 Ccasanova, 229.
3% Casanova, 230.
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Because the definition of “the common good” is contextually bound, contestation over
which set of norms (or parts of a normative framework) are the best candadates t
advance it is an ongoing process. Casanova is merely arguing that becguaseisaiot
nor ever has been entirely privatized by secular institutions or ideoldggapie not

only to be a participant in the negotiation but also to push self-regulating iosistirtio
working towards the public good over the private.

A Vocation as Politics

The work environment is one such locus for social integration. Employers and
employees in businesses participating in flexible capitalism must beesopplder to
survive. Though as Sennett makes clear, the “dotted circle” model of corpoletetgut
serves to maintain and even enlarge the diameter through winner-take-alhasaain-
projects and consultation firms acting as a buffer zone between executives rgodeve
else. The distance between classes in flexible businggtseaxcessive strain on those in
the middle and at the bottom who must endure widely variable tasks and little job
security while having to deal with an amorphous, decentralized authority above them.
The market is often the stated scapegoat in both situations. Its ideoltafigales a self-
regulating and self-justifying institution serves as the pretext fooftea shaky working
conditions as well as a cause of the way that power is distributed in many modern
corporations.

Consumer culture, as the primary vehicle for conveying market logic to tia¢ soc
sphere, acts to perpetuate the employer/employee distance. Lackitapthiy of
employment secured under societies organized around production, consumer culture
indoctrinates workers to accept work conditions as long as one’s ability to choose is not

236



infringed. In addition, de-materialization of work at the hands of consumer culture paves
the way for the consumption of ideas like “purpose” that purportedly coalesce the
fragmented pieces of a personal identity and hence palliate the experfemark. In
both cases, the market serves as the always-adapting provider of choices iwhethe
better job or a new idea that makes the current job palatable.

Extending Casanova’s insights to cover the work world, the idea of vocation has
the capacity to offer an alternate set of norms to the set of corporate wdaknemans
that currently obtaifi?® Hence the applied idea has to accomplish several tasks in order
to provide a normative framework that can challenge the framework of the cuarnt w
world*?® First, the idea of vocation must be able to resist full commodification. This
means that a reversal of the recent theological distancing of a catlimg€tual work
itself must occur. When a calling is only cast in termswégto do one’s job that is
obedient to God’s will, it is susceptible to the kind of packaging and selling that Rick
Warren carries out. Second, a la Carrette and King, a vocation must alstentibrato
the power differential that may exist within the political structure of apamy. If an
employee is not able to gain a substantial stake in the company, either e@diyomic
through stock or collectively in order to assert political might, then his or heliaocst
not being lived out. Spiritual retreats to stoke employee motivation are tantamount to

window dressing. Hence, in work situations where the obstinacy of the market, “winner-

399 Admittedly, Casanova’s analysis applies to religion the whole and world religions at that; not
religious conceptper se This, it seems to me, presents only a semasti®. For instance, Casanova
talks of American Catholicism as a religion entgrihe public realm, yet actually focuses on the
theological and moral principle of human dignitythhs wedge into the public arena. In other words,
Casanova does not make the distinction betweegior$ and religious concepts explicitly, but in his
argument he makes clear that religious conceptsdmthe work” of a religiorwrit large even when other
principles remain private.

0 This idea offered is an ideal type that contaimsamprescriptive features than descriptive ones.
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take-all” team-based competitions and consultants as scapegoats are wskgy sond
perpetuate radically uneven power differentials, the common good is not beingefirthe
Rauschenbusch’s use of vocation to counter material work conditions can be
reconfigured and translated into the propagation of a new common good within corporate
America. The twenty-first century use of vocation shaitiltl be able to promote more
satisfaction on the job. Yet satisfaction should be predicated on the possession of a
reasonable amount of social capital at work. It is the establishment of a werkplac
democracy conditioned on more equal distributions of social capital that would stand as
one of the signs that Casanova’s common good is being advanced. By workplace
democracy, | mean a political arrangement within a business whereby esgplyve
enough collective and financial power to alter working conditfhgsinancial power
extends beyond wages; it must include a stake in the company. Employee Stock
Ownership Plans (ESOPs), where employees own the majority of the outststoding
have been implemented in about 2000 American comp#fiiesccording to Seymour
Melman, these plans help “disalienate” workers from the capital geddratae
business. As well, Melman shows that productivity actually increases under such
arrangement®® However, the installment of a workplace democracy involves more than

ESOPs.Owning stock does not equate to control as ESOPs are not binding on employers

01 For some analyses and proposals see Robert A&hkface to Economic Democra@Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1985); Rudolf Me@n“A Swedish Union Proposal for Collective Cabita
Sharing,” inEurosocialism and America: Political Economy foe th980sed. Nancy Lieber (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1982); John Roemer, “Ma8acialism: A Blueprint, Dissent38 (Fall 1991),
562-69; Severyn T. Bruyn, “Beyond the Market arel $tate,” irBeyond the Market and the State: New
Directions in Community Developmerts. Severyn Bruyn and James Meehan (Philadelpbéraple
University Press, 1987).

492 Seymour MelmanAfter Capitalism: From Managerialism to Workplacerocracy(New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 2001), 259.

%3 Melman, 273.
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regards layoffs, increased mechanization, outsourcing or simply moving the gotmpan
a destination where cheaper labor exists. This is where collective powegst
employees provides safeguards against such action. Expectedly, increasezhtion

is a principal tool in the fight for workplace democracy, as Melman point€but.

How exactly can a political vocation play a role in push towards a workplace
democracy in the battle for increased collective powgitirief example serves to
illustrate. The Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA) is a bill introduced into Essign
March of 2009'%> Basically, the law stated in the bill would permit employees to form
unions on their own without employer tampering or restrictions on what union demands
can be recognized by a company. The law (as of this writing) permitsgangno
refuse to negotiate and bargain with any union that is voluntarily formed by workers
The EFCA would force companies to deal with voluntary unions (when they reach a
majority-based critical mass) in the same way that they do with ekedhlisrgely non-
voluntary unions such as the AFL-CIO.

A political vocation can inform the motives to pass and maintain the EFCA in
significant ways. Talk of equal rights and increased worker social cag@italutrently
animates the language of the bill's advocacy groups leaves out the question of whethe
having these rights on the job is an integral part of that job fitting into one’s vot&tion.
Beyond the absence of the power to unionize voluntarily that registers stsethga of
political injustice, when put into the context of a vocation, the struggles of employees

gain a religio/moral ally that has already figured political inj@stnto its own

%4 Melman, 277-89.

%5 For the actual wording of the bill, see http://wwgavtrack.us/congress/billtext.xpd?bill=h109-1696
“% For an extended argument in support of this claie, Nancy MacLeafreedom is Not Enough: The
Opening of the American Workplaf®oston: Harvard University Press, 2008).
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equatior’®” The corporate machinations that may seek to slowly strip these rights under

the aegis of market viability are fighting not only on legal terrain, but a morane
well.

This can only happen when vocation carries with it a Rauschenbuschian set of
religious norms that work the need for social equality into the workplace to taitiga
deleterious effects of flexible capitalism. Vocations, when responding taltiferc
social equality within the corporation, enter the public, political space of tHelaoe
carrying the norms that help actualize the goal.

In line with Casanova’s requirements, though, this new idea of vocation must be
able to be enlisted in advancement of the overarching goals of modernity. If tree norm
that a vocation brings into the public are grounded solely on a transcendent divine
authority (Calvin), they cease to be public in the modern sense. Moreover, if a vocation
is used as an instrument to Christianize the secular workplace (Rauschentmsch)
longer is the workplace a site of genuine contestation when the “winner” isuypeefig
Additionally, the idea of vocation loses its capacity to contest the normaréet
ideology when it becomes just another commodity in the marketplace. Itis not a
contestation at that point but essentially two entities, a commodified vocation like
Warren’s purpose and the norms of the same market in which purpose gains its potency,
speaking the same underlying language.

Instead, a vocation that adapts its long history (that meaningful work is, in fact,

godly work) to the honorable objectives of modernity, such as freedom, human rights and

%7 Interfaith Worker Justice is an organization tploys similar arguments. See
http://www.iwj.org/template/index.cfnKim Bobo,Wage Theft in America: Why Millions of Working
Americans Are Not Getting Paid—And What We Can bauflt (New York: New Press, 2008).
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democracy, enters the contested space of the work world as a desperatedyvosse.
That voice, however, is not monolithic but protean. It carries religious weight, but must
be willing to remain silent when “anti-religious” norms that also promotectmemon
good” are offered; loud when competing norms attempt to justify unjust measures.
Absent the moral muscle that a vocation of this kind brings, it is difficult to satherha
self-regulating institution that is rarely questioned like the market woadtayy be
contested.
Conclusion

| attempted to accomplish one primary goal in this dissertation. | sought to
demonstrate that the theological concept of vocation is able and even compelled to
engage the material environment of the modern corporate workplace. The cultural
embeddedness of the idea of vocation does not destine vocations either to obedience to
cultural forces or to the complete surrendering of its religious credibihstead, and
perhaps ironically, a culturally embedded idea of vocation is uniquely capable aigiraw
on its history and entering culture armed with selective qualities that ciienglea
competing cultural norms.

In part, the contemporary status of the idea of vocation is the victim of a long-
standing impasse at the juncture of religion and culture. If the secularafaionk
begins to override the meaning of the concept of vocation, theologians tend to attempt a
retrieval of its divine qualities that may have little to do with modern working aonsdlit
When the idea of vocation is given over to culture too much, it can quickly be translated
into that which is palatable to consumers. Therefore, even if culture (in this case
consumer culture) is playing an active role in the construction of the meaning of a
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vocation, working conditions are treaded lightly over if at @lhly a theological concept
that admits of its cultural embeddedness can avoid being lodged within God’<jlorsdi
alone. And only a concept of vocation that can resist being converted into a consumer
item can engage the corporate workplace in a politically meaningful Wag/vocation
that gathers in the political components of a job as a part of what it means to tadbide i
vocation” is one that helps counter the identity-splintering power of consumee@ntur
make work more satisfying at once. The politicization of vocation serves to embed a
calling in the material circumstances that heavily impinge on daily work—anbaiw
antidote to the machinery of consumer culture.

Rather than thpursuitof stable identities being a vocation, which Roberts
suggests, | have argued that ithea of vocationitselfis able to do the work that Roberts

expropriates to primal religion. Roberts cites a passage from Bauman to sakeehi

The vagabond does not know how long he will stagmsthe is now, more often than not
it will not be for him to decide when the stay wihme to an end . . . What keeps him on
the move is disillusionment with the last placesojourn and the forever smouldering
hope that the next place he has not visited yehaps the place after next, may be free
from the faults which repulsed him in the placesiae already visited . . . The vagabond
is a pilgrim without a destination, a nomad withantitinerary’®

If a vocation is to be the driving force behind the journey of Baunmlgsm instead of

a handmaiden to the driftingagabondit must boldly enter the realm of workplace

politics and not simply color the way in which the journey is undertaken. Yet if the idea
of vocation continues to be championed for its transcendent qualities or therapeetic valu
alone, it is a mere travel guide for the cultural vagabond and fodder for the wimtiezs i
game of consumer culture who can continue to exploit it for their own gain to the benefit

of exploiters alone.

“%8 Roberts, 301-2. Cited from Baumdtgstmodern Ethic€Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 240.
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Typically not considered a religious problem, the growing power diffetentia
between employers and employees is onertbatiseligion as a player in the debate.
With the help of Casanova, it was shown that religion has always contained the potential
for entry into the public square—it is just that its entry must be performed ¢arefud
as long as the idea of vocation remains a consumer item that is utilized fonghaani
experiences at work alone, vocations also remain privatized. However the non-
commodified vocation is one that is able to escape conceptualizations such as that found
in Warren’s idea of purpose and cooperate with the noble norms of modernity.
Channeling a Rauschenbuschian spirit, | say that a vocatomigelledo enter
the political fray of the corporate workplace because of both its history andutiigosi
at hand. The growing difference in social capital between employeengridyees
cannot be reduced to economics alone—it bears moral weight as well. If quektions
fairness and justice are left unanswered by a vocation as it is lived out athveorkt
adulterated version of a vocation is being employed. “The political” is menely
component of the idea of vocation. However it is the one element that must emerge if a
vocation is to leave the privatized realm of consumer satisfaction and prthotlevark

with the characteristics that make it calling-worthy.
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