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ABSTRACT 

The real-world ministry problem discussed in this dissertation is the divide between the 

sacred and secular, between ministry and work. The problem will be addressed by using 

several case studies to help view all of life as being a call toward God, to use the skills and 

passions with which he had created a person to serve him in whatever capacity, and in 

doing so, being able to enjoy both life and work. 

Chapter 1 will discuss the problem of living bifurcated lives, the background to the 

problem and the contribution to transformational leadership. Chapter 2 will discuss the 

context for ministry as being in any career, and propose one solution: serious play. Chapter 

3 will discuss other proposed solutions by reviewing literature that reflects on both the 

problem and other proposed solutions. Chapter 4 will outline the case study research 

method using individuals from a broad context around the world, people who are able to 

use their skills and passions in a purposeful manner, including serving God. The 

conclusions of my research will be found in the appendix, a proposed book on the topic of 

serious play. 
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CHAPTER 1  

THE MINISTRY PROBLEM 

Problem Statement 

I am studying serious play1 because I want to discover what the Bible teaches about 

believers’ call to live and work in a way that glorifies God and draws others into 

relationship with him.  

Audience 

I see my readers as being from two main groups of Christian change agents: maturing 

Christians in the workforce, and Christian leaders.  

Maturing Christians in the Workforce 

I hope to influence the thinking of non-clerical Christians who seek to conform their 

call to work in the marketplace with their call to living in relationship to God. This group 

includes friends who are serving in a wide spectrum of workplaces spanning almost every 

continent on the globe.  

Having moved from a within the context of working at Christian companies for thirteen 

years to international schools in Buddhist, Taoist, and Islamic communities, and having 

friends and family who all work at companies that have no overt Christian values, it has 

become apparent to me that there seems to be a disconnect within Christian circles between 

                                                
1 Raymond P. Rood and Brenda L. Menely, “Serious Play at Work,” Personnel Journal (January 1991). 

The concept examined in this research is based on the original research of Raymond Rood and Brenda 
Menely. Ray first introduced me to the concept during an informal meeting in California on Monday, July 25, 
2011. 
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what the Bible teaches about the concept of work and calling and life in light of the big 

picture—God’s metanarrative.2  

My primary audience, thus, includes persons who earnestly seek to grow in their 

relationship with God. It is also any person who works—whether in his or her own 

company, for someone else, at home, in a foreign community, a person who gets paid a 

salary, or someone who does not receive remuneration for the work they do.  

Christian Leaders 

Pastors, professors at seminaries and Christian tertiary institutions, church leaders, and 

vocational missionaries can all have immense influence in their various communities. Up to 

now, however, few seminarians have received training in marketplace ministry or theology 

of work. Research among the top fifteen seminaries3 in the United States and Canada 

shows that only three seminaries offer classes related to marketplace ministry.4 As a result, 

few sermons are preached on this topic, and few Christian tertiary institutions offer classes 

that specifically address the theological framework of work.  

                                                
2 Michael Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 

Publishers, 2009), Kindle Electronic Edition, Location 76. A metanarrative is an overarching story that claims 
to contain truth applicable to all people at all times in all cultures.  

Laurie Beth Jones, Jesus, Career Counselor: How to Find (and Keep) Your Perfect Work. (New York: 
Howard Books, 2010), 14. Jones explains that meta means after or beyond. As such, the metanarrative of the 
Bible is the story behind the story. 

3 Association of Theological Schools, “2009-2010 Annual Data Table.” http://www.ats.edu (accessed 
November 22, 2011). The top fifteen largest seminaries in North America are Fuller Theological Seminary, 
Southwestern Theological Seminary, Southeastern Theological Seminary, Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, Dallas Theological Seminary, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School, Asbury Theological Seminary, Golden Gate Baptist Theological Seminary, New Orleans 
Baptist Theological Seminary, Bethel Seminary, Talbot School of Theology, Reformed School of Theology, 
Princeton School of Theology, and Seventh-Day Adventist Theological Seminary. 

4 Data based on phone calls to the top fifteen seminaries. Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary 
offers a graduate certificate in workplace ministry, while Gordon Conwell offers a masters degree in 
workplace theology, ethics and leadership. Both these programs were only launched in the fall of 2011. At the 
Reformed Theological Seminary, occasional electives and seminars are offered in this field due to the 
Washington, D.C. director having had training in and a vision for theology of work. 



 3 

If pastors, professors and other Christian leaders have a grasp of vocation, they may be 

able to better influence fellow believers—both male and female—to embrace God’s call to 

work, and to work in such a way that would honor God and have a positive impact on their 

communities. As such, my audience includes pastors, Christian leaders, and educators with 

whom I interact in my travels around the world. 

Stakeholders 

My first stakeholders include Compassion International, whom I will join upon 

completion of my dissertation. Compassion cares deeply about fighting poverty around the 

world. Their team in Asia is especially passionate about raising a generation of leaders to 

have a positive impact on their countries. My work at Compassion will focus on their 

leadership development program (LDP), and I will have the opportunity to influence the 

LDP curriculum in Asia to include our call to the workplace.  

Other specific stakeholders include Dr. Gwen Dewey and Dr. Lowell Bakke, overseers 

of BGU and the Mustard Seed Foundation’s theology of work grant program. Eventually, I 

hope to join the team of professors who teach in MSF’s theology of work program around 

the world, specifically presenting my findings regarding serious play and challenging 

reluctant workers5 worldwide to joyfully embrace their call to work. 

I will also write my project with Mats Tunehag of Stockholm, Sweden in mind. A 

lawyer, a journalist and a social activist, Mats is actively involved in the business as 

mission (BAM) circles around the world, especially through the Lausanne Movement. 

While BAM has become a hot topic at Lausanne conferences, marketplace ministry per se 

                                                
5 Raymond P. Rood and Brenda L. Menely, “Serious Play at Work Book Plan Overview.” (Los Angeles, 

California: Human Technologies International, Unpublished document. 1992), 2. The authors contrast serious 
players with what they call reluctant workers, saying that the latter is someone who “feels trapped in the work 
place and sees work only as a means to an end” while the former is someone who “experiences work as 
enjoyable and is satisfied and productive.”  
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is not getting as much press. I believe it would be good to partner with Mats to speak on 

behalf of those he and others refer to as “job takers.”  

Finally, my stakeholders include Raymond Rood and his Genysys Group. Ray is the 

person who first told me about serious play, and I hope to present teachings on the topic 

globally through Genysys. 

I hope that these stakeholders will continue to challenge me with regard to my thinking 

on theology of life and work as they share some of the insights from their specific life and 

work arenas and consider allowing me to partner in teaching. 

The Contribution of the Project to Transformational Leadership 

Challenging change agents in the church to embrace a biblical theology of work and to 

share their new insights in their spheres of influence has the potential to empower all 

Christians to be fruitful. It can take the responsibility off the shoulders of pastors and 

missionaries to be the ones responsible for sharing the gospel and place it where I believe 

God intended for it to be—in the hands of the church at large.  

This change might also free some reluctant workers in these ranks to become serious 

players, whether in a vocational ministry role, or in a vocation that might connect their 

skills and passions more clearly.6 What’s more, connecting their skills and passions with 

the needs within their communities will take dying to their own needs.  

Furthermore, placing serious play within the context of God’s Story7 with humankind—

that is, accessing the fourth dimension of serious play, or engaging in 4D serious play—

                                                
6 In the next chapter, I will expand on the connection between skills, passions, and needs within a 

person’s community. 
7 Scot McKnight, The Blue Parakeet: Rethinking How You Read the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 2008) Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 13; Winn Griffin, God's EPIC Adventure: Changing 
Our Culture by the Story We Live and Tell (Woodinville, WA: Harmon Press, 2007). To distinguish the meta-
narrative from just any story, Story will be capitalized throughout this manuscript when it refers to what Scot 
McKnight refers to as “God’s Great Story” and what Winn Griffin refers to as “God’s EPIC Adventure.” 
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may indeed be one of the more effective tools for advancing the kingdom of God in the 

workplace, especially when these serious players embrace a lifestyle of demonstrating love 

rather than dictating it. 

Releasing four-dimensional serious players to do that which God had created them to 

do, to multiply God’s image-bearers, requires more than just servant leadership, a model 

that has been especially attractive in Christian circles as it is the heart of Jesus’ leadership 

style. 

A more recent leadership model, called the leader-member exchange (LMX) theory, 

might also be applicable to the life and example of Jesus. The LMX theory typically 

focuses on the two-way relationship between supervisors and subordinates.8 It draws upon 

positive interactions between the different parties. Although the language of the LMX 

theory is that of organizational behavior, the central focus of the LMX theory is 

relationship and interaction, and as such, this theory provides the perfect framework within 

to place serious players in the workplace.  

According to this theory, there are two kinds of relationships: high-quality and low-

quality relationships. The former results in strong organizational commitment, stemming 

from “mutual trust, positive support, … open communication, [a] high degree of autonomy, 

satisfaction, and shared loyalty.”9 I will seek to find if high-quality mentoring relationships 

play a role in whether or not a person becomes a serious player. I will also argue for high-

quality relationships as being the foundation for four-dimensional serious players to have a 

positive impact on the lives of people in their spheres of influence.  

                                                
8 Yolanda B. Truckenbrodt, “The Relationship Between Leader-Member Exchange and Commitment and 

Organizational Citizenship Behavior,” Acquisition Review Quarterly (Summer 2000): 233. 
9 Ibid., 234. 
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While comparing the traditional missions model with that based on high-quality 

relationships in the context of the Chinese culture, I will draw a connection between high-

quality relationships (resulting in serious play) and the Chinese concept of  guanxi. Guanxi 

(pronounced GWONE-shee) is the Chinese word for the mutually beneficial relationships. 

Within relationships within any Chinese context, “to be successful in business, you must 

blend formal relationships with personal ones. Guanxi refers to the delicate art of building 

and nurturing such ties.”10  

Whether employing servant leadership, tapping into high-quality relationships as 

depicted in the LMX theory, or employing guanxi, the common denominator for 

transformational leadership is relationship. Within the context of God’s meta-narrative, I 

will argue relationship with God himself is the source for transformational relationships 

with those within one’s own story. 

                                                
10 Robert Buderi and Gregory T. Huang, Guanxi: Microsoft, China, and Bill Gates's Plan to Win the 

Road Ahead (New York: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 2006), 6. The four legs upon which good guanxi is 
built are trust, favor, dependence, and adaptation. 
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CHAPTER 2  

CONTEXT OF MINISTRY PROBLEM  

Historical Background to the Problem 

When one encounters someone who absolutely loves what he or she does, one can tell 

that work for that person is just as fun as play. They enjoy what they do, and one cannot 

help but walk away from the encounter yearning for what they have. Why? Most people do 

not love what they do. For most, play and work are polar opposites, and joy or enjoyment is 

rarely used in the same sentence as work. As a result, when one meets a serious player, the 

encounter stays with one.  

One can most likely pinpoint those individuals in one’s world. It might be one’s 

favorite butcher, a server at one’s preferred eatery, or someone on a radio program one 

catches oneself looking forward to tuning in to. Perhaps it is a vendor who stops by one’s 

office whose care extends beyond making a sale. It might be a teacher or professor whose 

love for the subject matter was contagious. Individuals who love what they do are 

profoundly happy people.  

“Twenty-three hundred years ago,” psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi writes, 

“Aristotle concluded that, more than anything else, men and women seek happiness.” 1 The 

psychologist, therefore, set out to understand when people felt most happy. He discovered:  

[H]appiness is not something that happens. It is not the result of good fortune or 
random chance. It is not something that money can buy or power command. It does not 
depend on outside events, but, rather, on how we interpret them. Happiness, in fact, is a 
condition that must be prepared for, cultivated, and defended privately by each person. 

                                                
1 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (New York: Harper Collins e-

books. 1990), Location 164-165. 
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People who learn to control inner experience will be able to determine the quality of 
their lives, which is as close as any of us can come to being happy.2  

If serious players are indeed happy people who find enjoyment in their work, how can 

others seek to emulate this lifestyle? Does serious play have a place the context of a 

theology of life and work? What—if any—might the correlation be between serious play 

and a theology of life and work? These are questions I will seek to answer in this study. 

Defining Serious Play 

Serious play is a lifestyle based upon the assumption that the majority3 of an 

individual’s time—in the workplace and in life—is not only spent doing what he or she is 

naturally skilled to do (using his or her gifts or aptitude), but also doing what he or she 

loves to do (his or her passion or burden) so that work is enjoyable and thus becomes play. 

While living out this chosen lifestyle, if the play has purpose, significance, and value (it is 

meaningful), it is considered serious.  

Furthermore, if the serious player grasps how his or her life and work fits into God’s 

meta-narrative, this Story forms a fourth dimension of serious play.4 The serious player 

embraces his or her role in God’s Story in light of God’s two-fold call: the general call (a 

call to God) and a specific call (a call to serve God in a specific context.)5  

                                                
2 Ibid., Location 181-185. 
3 Raymond P. Rood, “To Explore the Concept of Serious Play and Its Implications for Doing Our Work.” 

(Los Angeles, CA: Human Technologies International. Undated), 11. Rood suggests that achieving such 
job/life satisfaction requires a ratio of time devoted to preferred and non-preferred tasks of at least 60:40.  

4 From this point on, I shall refer to serious players who embrace their places in the Story as four-
dimensional serious players, or 4D serious players. 

5 R. Paul Stevens, Doing God's Business: Meaning and Motivation for the Marketplace. (Grand Rapids, 
MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), 49. 

It is important to point out that gender plays no role within this definition; however, since there are still 
many limitations upon women within the realm of evangelical Christian ministry, I will turn to the meta-
narrative to see whether or not these limitations are founded. 

6 Csikszentmihalyi, Location 206. 
7 Rood and Menely, “Serious Play at Work Book Plan Overview,” 2. 
8 Erwin R. McManus, The Barbarian Way (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 2005), 5. 
9 Frost, Location 282. 
10 Though it is entrenched in Christian vocabulary, I strongly oppose the use of this phrase, as it would 

imply that being a part-time follower of Jesus is also an option and that serving him in the secular 
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What Serious Play Is Not 

Serious play does not constitute a life of leisure. Instead, it connects work, passion, 

purpose, and calling in a manner that compels serious players to work harder than reluctant 

workers do, nor is serious play effortless. Csikszentmihalyi frames it this way: 

Contrary to what we usually believe, … the best moments in our lives are not passive, 
receptive, relaxing times—although such experiences can also be enjoyable, if we have 
worked hard to attain them. The best moments usually occur when a person’s body or 
mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and 
worthwhile. [It] is thus something that we make happen.6 

The Opposite of Serious Play 

The polar opposite of a serious player is a reluctant worker: someone who feels trapped 

in the work place and sees work only as a means to an end.7 Reluctant work can result from 

any of the key elements of serious play being absent. Some people, for example, work from 

a framework of purely skill (background, training and experience) rather than from 

aptitude, and thus not enjoy what they do.  

Others might have a natural giftedness in an area (they may even enjoy simply 

employing their skills), but lack passion for the field they are in. As such, work remains a 

painful reality of daily life rather than a natural, enjoyable expression of self.  

Serious Play: Bridging the Sacred/Secular Divide 

Says Erwin McManus: “For those of us who embrace the cause of Christ, the cost to 

participate in the mission of God is nothing less than everything we are and everything we 

have.”8 For neither McManus nor Michael Frost, who said, “We are called, like Christ, to 

be godly, but we are expected to live it out fully in the midst of others,”9 is there an option 

                                                
6 Csikszentmihalyi, Location 206. 
7 Rood and Menely, “Serious Play at Work Book Plan Overview,” 2. 
8 Erwin R. McManus, The Barbarian Way (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 2005), 5. 
9 Frost, Location 282. 
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to live half-hearted, semi-committed lives as Christ-followers. Living lives in pursuit of the 

fulfillment of God’s Story is not longer relegated to “professional Christians.”  

Becoming four-dimensional serious players stands in contrast with the traditional 

separation of the spiritual from the worldly. Ministry has long been seen as spiritual work 

done by a minister of religion, or by ordinary people but in conjunction with a church or a 

parachurch organization. Work, by contrast, is defined merely as an activity that involves 

physical or mental effort, done in order to achieve a purpose. It can be either paid or 

unpaid. In a bifurcated worldview, ministry can be work but work is not necessarily seen as 

ministry. This view stems from the chasm between clergy and laity, which, in turn, stems 

from one’s incorrect view of calling. 

Countering this incorrect view requires having a clear theology of life and work. This 

foundational change becomes essential in the quest for all Christians to embrace their calls 

to live and work in such a way that would be fun, meaningful, and have eternal value—

regardless of gender and regardless of occupation. This leads to the problem of calling. 

What Is Calling? 

Most people speak of their jobs as their vocation while pastors and missionaries speak 

of their calling, with the term calling meaning “full-time ministry.”10 Passages from the 

New Testament dealing with calling primarily have to do with salvation11 rather than refer 

to occupations. In fact, the Greek word for church is ecclesia, which literally means “called 

out ones.”12  

                                                
10 Though it is entrenched in Christian vocabulary, I strongly oppose the use of this phrase, as it would 

imply that being a part-time follower of Jesus is also an option and that serving him in the secular 
marketplace would inadvertently make one a part-time disciple.  

11 Stevens, 22. 
12 Richard Higginson, Questions of Business Life: Exploring Workplace Issues from a Christian 

Perspective (Waynesboro, GA: Spring Harvest Publishing, 2002), 300. As such, any 4D serious players are 
indeed following their callings. I will expand on that in later chapters. 
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A common root for this division may be found in the Old Testament laws, where 

Levitical priests were set apart from ordinary worshipers (Gen. 28:40-29:37). This mindset 

carried over in the teachings of early philosophers. This division between priests and laity 

even led to a prejudice against business. 

Calling: A Platonic View    The Greek worldview was firmly rooted in a concept of 

dualism—the idea of higher and lower planes of ideas and activities.13 Plato  

(c.429-c.347 B.C.) was the clearest on this idea. He sought to identify unchanging universal 

truths, placing them in the higher of two distinct realms. According to Plato, the upper level 

(form) consisting of eternal ideas. The lower level (matter) was deemed temporal and 

physical and inferior to form. Plato placed work and occupations firmly in the lower 

realm.14  

Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) similarly saw trade as perverted and suspicious. “Anybody 

who does anything for pay,” he proclaimed, “is by nature not a truly free person.”15 The 

author of book of Ecclesiasticus, written during the period of Second Temple Judaism (587 

B.C. – A.D. 70.) went so far as to declare, “Manual work is inferior to the philosophical 

way of life.” (Eccl. 38:34). 

Calling: A New-Testament View     During the time of New Testament church, people 

had vocations, and these vocations were an integral part of their callings. Jesus was a 

carpenter by trade. The disciples and apostles included fishermen, tax collectors and 

politicians. The apostle Paul was a tentmaker, stating in several of his letters that he worked 

                                                
13 John D. Beckett, Loving Monday (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 52-68. 
14 If one were to perpetuate Plato’s idea of the contemplative lifestyle being far superior to a lifestyle of 

labor, one would, by definition, be platonic Christians—meaning without depth, all talk, and no action. 
15 Stevens, 42. 
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as to not be a presumptuous burden on his hosts (1 Thess. 2:9, 2 Thess. 3:7-8).16 Being a 

tentmaker also allowed him to be strategic in networking to the outcaste tanners (the poor) 

and, at the same time, reaching even the wealthy Bedouins purchasers. 

Calling: Aquinas’ Sacred/Secular Divide    Catholic priest and philosopher Thomas 

Aquinas (1224-1274) had a significant role to play in firmly establishing the Church’s 

separation of things sacred and secular. Focusing on Luke 10:42, Aquinas presented the 

contemplative life of Mary (praying, studying the Word, and preaching) as sacred and 

preferable to the active, secular life of Martha (working and eating). As such, the church—

now an institution rather than the movement it was during New Testament times—

presented an ecclesiastical calling as the only genuine calling.17  

Calling: A Reformed View     Martin Luther (1486-1546) had come through the ranks of 

the Catholic Church and was steeped in the sacred/secular divide. After the Reformation, 

however, he promoted a radically different take on the clergy issue. Luther held that all 

human beings are called; however, the monk chooses a path of poverty, chastity and 

obedience. In his view, clergy thus become the only ones without a vocation.18 

Pointing to 1 Corinthians 7:17-24, Luther further suggested that people should serve 

God in whatever station in life they find themselves and should stay there unless the 

position is sinful. The former monk saw every profession or daily activity is a calling that 

should in itself serve both humankind and God (Col. 3:17, 23; 1 Cor. 10:31). He included 

the positions of monks, nuns, and priests in the list of sinful occupations, suggesting, “If 

                                                
16 Paul did, at times, receive support from churches. An in-depth contextual study of when he received 

payment from churches and when not, or why and why not exceeds the scope of this study. Paul, the most 
influential writer of the New Testament texts, had a career in which he was able to work, earn money, and 
build relationships with others. 

17 Tetsunao Yamamori and Kenneth A. Eldred, eds., On Kingdom Business: Transforming Missions 
Through Entrepreneurial Strategies (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2003), 185. 

18 Stevens, 42. 
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you find a work by which you serve God or his saints or yourself and not your neighbor, 

know such a work is not good.”19 Unfortunately, Luther did not go so far as to support a 

calling to the field of business.  

John Calvin (1506-1564) differed from Luther in that he supported commerce as “an 

arena of legitimate activity for a Christian.” While Luther looked at usury as sinful, Calvin 

saw no problem with “lending for production and enterprise with low interest rates of 

return.”20 For Calvin, work was “a means of persevering in faith, obedience, and the calling 

of God. The ‘secular’ and ‘sacred’ are no longer divided, but integrated. Each individual’s 

work is to be done unto God and is therefore spiritual.”21 

Calling: A Puritan View     During the Counter-Reformation of the 1560s, a hundred 

thousand Protestants were forced to flee their countries, settling in important trade centers 

throughout Europe. They took with them their work ethics. Among the British Puritans, 

“labor” became a spiritual discipline. Puritan clergyman William Perkins (1558-1602) 

stated, “If we compare work with work, there is a difference betwixt washing dishes and 

preaching the Word of God; but as for pleasing God, there is no difference at all.”22 

The Puritans divided calling into the general call (to salvation and discipleship) and the 

particular call (to service), believing that both are from God, and every person has both 

callings. After the English Civil War, the Puritan commonwealth collapsed, which led to a 

separation of the particular and the general call. The collapse of the Puritan 

Commonwealth, in turn, led to the secularization of the specific call, and thus, a return to 

the sacred/secular divide. 

                                                
19 Ibid., 46. 
20 Ibid., 47-48. 
21 Yamamori and Eldred, 186. 
22 Stevens, 49. 
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Calling: Moravian Marketplace Ministry     The Puritan work ethic carried on through 

the Moravians who placed less emphases on the theory of the Gospel, and more on the 

practice of Christianity. The specifically valued the apostle Paul’s model of self-support.23 

The Moravians taught on a unity of business and missions and focused on being 

“businesspeople in the marketplace, … committed to making disciples and modeling a 

lifestyle in which their work ethic was very prominent.”24 Regrettably, at their General 

Synod in 1899, the Moravian delegates moved to a philosophical separation between 

business and mission, effectively ending more than two hundred years of a Moravian 

business mission movement.25 

Calling: The Methodist Model     John Wesley’s teachings were more in line with that of 

the Reformers and that of the early Puritans and Moravians. Wesley promoted a belief that 

work (whether business or service) was done as an act of good stewardship, though not as a 

somber act of worship. To Wesley, a Christian’s life was to be marked by both holiness and 

happiness, as God portrayed both these characteristics. Furthermore, the Salvation Army, 

founded upon his teachings, was the first to empower laity, including women.26 

Calling: If Only the Swiss Remained Neutral     Despite his predecessors’ view of 

calling, by the twentieth century, Swiss theologian Karl Barth (1886-1968) perpetuated the 

view of the Moravians, concluding that only the monk, nun, and priest had callings. He 

suggested that secular work “only existed to free for the work of their profession those who 

were totally and exclusively occupied in rendering true obedience for the salvation of each 

and all.”27 Sadly, Barth’s theology of work left a huge Sunday/Monday gap. 

                                                
23 Yamamori and Eldred, 187. 
24 Ibid., 188. 
25 Ibid., 189. 
26 Chris Armstrong, “How John Wesley Changed America,” Christianity Today, June 20, 2003. 
27 Yamamori and Eldred, 44. 
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Calling Today: Bridging the Gap     The result of this dualistic view of work has firmly 

established the incorrect notion that only pastors or missionaries do “God’s work.” John 

Beckett, international businessman and author of Loving Mondays, points out how the 

Greek mindset continues to influence and distort perceptions of work. 

For years, I thought my involvement in business was a second-class endeavor—
necessary to put bread on the table, but somehow less noble than more sacred pursuits 
like being a minister or missionary. The clear impression was that to truly serve God, 
one must leave business and go into “full-time Christian service.” … The reason is 
clear: Our culture is thoroughly saturated with dualism. In this view, business and most 
occupations are relegated to the lower, the worldly, the material realm. As such they are 
perceived to lack dignity, spirituality, intrinsic worth, and the nobility of purpose they 
deserve.28 

This mindset has thus permeated the church’s worldview for centuries, having a 

profound impact on the way one views life. Although Christians have been sprinkled like 

salt in the workplace, they live bifurcated lives and are often ineffective, like salt having 

lost its saltiness (Mt. 5:13-16).  

In the past decade, however, there has been a shift from within the business world 

toward faith/work integration. Despite talk about marketplace ministry not being 

uncommon today, there still is a gap between the impact people wish to have through their 

work and the reality of a less-than-legendary life.29  

Worldview 

The specific worldview this dissertation addresses is a compartmentalized view of life. 

This contrived religious dualism results in separating calling into sacred and secular work. 

It also relegates sharing the gospel of Christ to the world of professional Christians. The 

antidote for dualism lies in having an integrated life, where a relationship with Jesus 

                                                
28 Beckett, 68. 
29 Brett Johnson, Convergence: Integrating Your Career, Community, Creativity and Calling (Jakarta, 

Indonesia: Indaba Publishing, 2009) Back cover. I will expound on Johnson’s insights into the perpetuation of 
this dichotomy in the next chapter. 
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becomes the foundation for all of life, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer called for. Biographer Eric 

Metaxis describes the theologian’s view as, 

The relationship with God ordered everything else around it. … [Bonhoeffer] referred 
to the relationship with Jesus Christ as being like the cantus firmus30 of a piece of 
music. All the other parts of the music referred to it, and it held them together. To be 
true to God in the deepest way meant having such a relationship with him that one did 
not live legalistically by rules or principles. Once could never separate one’s actions 
from one’s relationship to God.31 

A paradigm shift is needed where followers of Christ emulate the type of relationship 

Bonhoeffer called for, with every action stemming from one’s relationship with God. 

Rather than living religious lives, I will make a case for lives marked by grace, and lives 

where one can exude the Master’s joy.32 This joy is a result not only of one’s relationship 

with the Master but by the fact that one can simply enjoy using the skills, gifts, and 

passions with which he created one as well as find joy in serving others.33   

My conviction is that embracing four-dimensional serious play as a way of life can 

have a profound impact not only on the way one views both life and work; it can also 

engage people who had previously been put off by religion to respond to God’s invitation 

to live a life to the full (Jn. 10:10). Beyond drawing them to God, it may also become the 

impetus for them to engage in their own role in the Story as serious players—regardless of 

their occupation or gender. 

                                                
30 The cantus firmus is a pre-existing melody that forms the basis of a multi-layered musical composition. 

While Bonhoeffer sees the relationship with Christ as the base melody, I will similarly present God’s Story as 
the context or framework within which the story of one’s own life and work unfolds. 

31 Eric Metaxis, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2010), 367. 
32 Dennis W. Bakke, Joy at Work: A Revolutionary Approach to Fun on the Job (Seattle, WA: PVG, 

2005), 259.  
33 R. Paul Stevens sheds additional insight on the parable of the goat and the sheep in Matthew 25. Rather 

than explain the parable as the usual “doing loving acts for the poor and marginalized,” he points out that the 
righteous and unrighteous were both surprised by Jesus’ response. The righteous didn’t do good deeds 
knowingly for Jesus’ benefit and approval. “Their love,” Stevens states, “was gratuitous. … It was not ‘for’ 
anything except the neighbor. It was not for the religious benefit, for seeing Jesus in the disguise of the poor 
and needy… Love simply sees the neighbor and loves. And that is what makes vocation holy.” Stevens, 215. 
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Demographics 

In the past few years, more than twelve hundred organizations have sprung up to focus 

on ministry through the global marketplace. The Marketplace Mission Movement 

(including business as mission and theology of work) has grown so rapidly that Neal 

Johnson suggests that it “might well be the dominant Christian mission movement in 

Christian history.”34  

And though fifteen hundred books have been published by InterVarsity alone, Johnson 

describes many of the books as “shallow, less than biblically accurate, poorly written, ego-

centric, or just confusing.”35 

Since the mid 1990s, the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization has been 

focusing more on Business as Mission, and at their 2010 conference in Cape Town had the 

first BAM track. Ironically, due to the length of the conference and the focus of their 

membership, very few business practitioners were among the attendees.36 Equally ironical 

to me is the fact that the strongest proponents of BAM seem to be perpetuating a 

hierarchical view of calling, with business owners (job makers) being contrasted to 

creative-access missionaries (job fakers) and regular Christians in the workplace (job 

takers). 

Personal Background of the Project 

I have been fortunate to experience quite the diverse careers path. My journey so far has 

taken me from public school to private school, from university campus to preschool 

                                                
34 Neal C. Johnson, N. C. Business as Mission: A Comprehensive Guide to Theory and Practice 

(Downers Grove, IL, InterVarsity Press, 2009), 87. 
35 Ibid., While I hope that this manuscript will lead to publishing a book on serious play, my goal will be 

not to qualify for any of Johnson’s descriptors.  
36 Ibid., 34. 
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classroom, from Christian ministry to secular workplace, from global city to rural bush 

country. In all positions but one, I was paid for my work. While I worked as a missionary 

in a very rural setting in Kenya, I became acutely aware of the distorted view among 

Christians regarding the concept of work, calling, and Christian ministry. When I first 

started talking with visitors about vocation, some individuals strongly disagreed with my 

views. “No, really, Adéle,” one visitor blatantly objected. “You don’t get it. Your work is 

meaningful. Mine simply pays the bills. Plus, I work so I can come on missions trips like 

these!” 

For several reasons, this response saddened me. Firstly, I could not understand that 

anyone could spend day after day in a career that gave them little satisfaction. It also made 

me contemplate stewardship in the workplace.  

In my three years of having conversations with visitors in Kenya or during visits to my 

supporting church in the United States, I can count on one hand the number of people who 

agreed that they felt called and equipped to serve God in and through their careers or in 

their communities. Some would admit that they may want to serve God in their workplace 

but had no idea how to do it. They felt like they failed for not knowing how to share the 

gospel with coworkers.  

Another sad phenomenon I encountered during that season was when I met pastors and 

missionaries who seemed to understand and embrace their callings, yet didn’t seem to 

actually like what they did. They were, in more ways than one, “suffering for the Lord.” To 

me, these dichotomies were a sad reality that reflected poorly on the state of the Church. 

It was while I lived in Kenya that I took my first class in theology of work. I was 

delighted to be introduced to authors who helped me put words to that which the Holy 

Spirit had already laid heavily on my heart.  
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Work and Worship 

“Why have I never heard sermons on marketplace ministry?” I kept asking. Months later, 

having moved37 to the other side of the world, I posed this question to a good and wise 

friend, Sam Webster. Sam had grown up as a missionary kid in Taiwan and was a very 

successful financial advisor.38 He rightfully pointed out that pastors are trained to talk about 

spiritual matters. “If pastors talk about marketplace issues, yet have no experience in such 

an environment, they are bound to look foolish,” Sam suggested.39  

No one wants to look like a fool—especially not in front of an audience, let alone an 

audience that looks to that person for spiritual leadership and guidance. The result? Within 

the church, there is very little teaching on the topic of work.  

A Line in the Sand at the Altar of God 

One topic that is talked about a lot—though not always in sermons but certainly in a 

multitude of books as well as through the culture of the church—is the topic of men and 

women in ministry. The more I thought about the issues relating to workplace ministry, the 

more I wondered how the concept would be received by the church insofar as women’s 

roles as marketplace ministers go. 

Why would gender roles be an issue? Growing up in the Dutch Reformed tradition, I 

never questioned the fact that women were not allowed to fill certain roles in church, but 

then I moved to Taiwan and worked at a Christian ministry started by a woman. Gender 

                                                
37 I resigned from support-based missions to work in the international teaching circuit as a preschool 

teacher. The move was specifically for the purpose of doing on-the-job research. I wanted to see first-hand if 
it is possible to live out my faith while working in an environment that is hostile to religion, and if it is 
possible to still aim to honor God, even if I’m in a position I do not absolutely love. I shall incorporate my 
findings elsewhere in this manuscript. 

38 By age 30, Sam was Regional Director for the Asian Pacific Rim for the Swiss bank, ING. 
39 Samuel Webster, interview by author, Taichung, Taiwan, April 4, 2009.  
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was no deciding factor when it came to finding the right person to fill a position or to 

preach at an event or to baptize new believers.  

Fast forward a few years, however, and I lived in Iowa, raising support for moving to 

Kenya. At my main sending church, I became acutely aware of the gender division in the 

church. Once I had moved to Kenya, my church would applaud the fact that I was teaching, 

preaching and baptizing new believers; however, back in the United States, I was only 

allowed to “share” at church, while I could “teach” women’s or children’s groups. These 

contradictions led to me asking many questions regarding the role of men and women in 

the Church as well as their roles in the marketplace.  

What I experienced in the Christian culture and that which I saw in the Bible just did 

not seem to connect. After I had moved on from my work in Kenya and focused on 

completing this research, I tried justifying why the topic of gender roles did not fit in the 

scope of serious play.  

I had since changed churches, and when I visited with my new pastor about my 

desire/call to teach on marketplace ministry at a tertiary level, he bluntly told me that he 

would “not allow” me to teach men on any topics relating to faith.40 From the conversation 

with my pastor, I realized that gender roles in the church must be touched upon in a 

discussion on serious play, especially insofar as it pertains to Christian men and women 

and the realm of God’s Story. If I let Christian culture dictate what I can or cannot do, I 

would, in fact, not be a serious player!  

                                                
40 Donovan Santamaria, interview by author, Cedar Rapids, IA. July 13, 2011. I respect Donovan, but 

fortunately, my goal is not to please him, but instead, push in to what I believe God is asking me to do. 
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Chief Instigator of Serious Play 

Over coffee in California, Ray Rood, a former professor of mine, made an off-the-cuff 

remark about serious play. As someone with the strength of positivity,41 the concept of 

serious play resonated with me. Ray explained it as the idea of enjoying what one does so 

much that it feels like you’re playing, except that it is meaningful and adds value to society 

(hence, it is considered serious).42  

My curiosity was piqued insofar as a possible connection between calling and serious 

play goes. Could it be true that in living and working in a way that reflects God’s design for 

one’s life, and living fully-integrated lives where one has the same values for work, for 

relationships, gender, and for matters of faith, one can find oneself at a place of 

convergence, where there is less tension between the different areas of one’s life?43 

My Soapbox  

Considering my career journey and my desire to serve and honor God no matter what job I 

am in, I simply had to look into the theology of serious play. I cannot imagine anything 

more fun than eventually teaching on the topic. My goal is for the materials to be catalytic 

in helping others to press in to live with convergence, where the Object of their faith 

becomes the source for a truly enjoyable and fulfilling lifestyle.  

                                                
41 StrengthsFinderTM is a model developed by psychologist Donald Clifton, Ph.D. My five key strengths 

are positivity, maximizer, responsibility, connectedness and activator. For more information on the 34 
themes, refer to Tom Rath, StrengthsFinder 2.0. (New York, NY: Gallup Press, 2007) 

42 Raymond Rood, interview by author. Glendora, CA. July 25, 2011.  
43 Johnson, Convergence, 36. 
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CHAPTER 3  

OTHER POSSIBLE BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL SOLUTIONS  

TO THE MINISTRY PROBLEM 

Literary Reviews 

While this dissertation covers three main categories (theology of life, theology of work, 

and theology of play), each of these topics can be subdivided into categories of their own in 

order to come to a clear, biblical understanding of each of the overarching topics. There are 

a wide number of books and articles that address each of the topics, which have influenced 

my understanding of the categories. What follows are a few of the core texts that have 

influenced my thoughts in these areas. 

Theology of Life: The Story in Which One Lives 

Having a clear theology of life requires firstly that one understand one’s context: What 

does the Bible say about God’s purposes for humankind? What does it mean to be God’s 

image bearers? What are Christians’ roles in society? What is life all about, really? What is 

the Bible all about? These answers are best found if one takes a step back and view the 

overarching story of God and humankind.  

God’s Story: An Adventure in Five Parts      

Dr. Winn Griffin has had a significant impact on my understanding of the meta-narrative of 

Scripture. In his very detailed study of Story, or what he calls God’s EPIC Adventure, 

Griffin firstly points out that the reader brings certain presuppositions1 that color one’s 

                                                
1 Griffin defines presupposition as the “root belief you have from which all your other beliefs flow.” 

Griffin, 11. 
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reading of Scripture. Before one even starts reading and interpreting a text, one’s 

presuppositions, Griffin points out, determine where one will end. “What if, instead of 

collecting verses to prove a point, Scripture is a Story to be lived in for the sake of the 

world? How would that change your way of reading the text?” he asks.2 Griffin clarifies: 

The Story we [are to] tell and live is that there is only one God. He is the creator of all 
there is. He not only created the world but he lives within his creation. He is not up 
there and we down here (dualism). He is not a landlord who made the world and left it 
to run on its own (deism). He is not an absentee landlord (agnosticism). He is not absent 
(atheism). This Creator God is transcendent over his creation and is deeply wounded by 
its fall away from goodness to sinfulness. He was loving enough that he was willing to 
get his hands dirty, as it were to being out its recreation. The Story of God is about the 
world that was created by God and functions as and open invitation for all who choose 
to participate.3 

As such, the Story is not an end in itself. It informs one’s actions and is the foundation of 

one’s worldview.4  

Act 1: Creation (Creating the Stage On Which the Story Will Be Acted Out)     Griffin 

masterfully paints the context of the creation story, explaining that Moses told the creation 

narrative to the people of early Israel while they were camping at the foot of Mt. Sinai. In 

its original context, the story of creation was not a scientific argument of how the world 

came to be but a theological discourse as a reminder to the people of “what it meant to be 

the people of one God.”5  

They were coming from bondage in a polytheistic Egypt, heading for the Promised 

Land “which was [similarly] filled with and fueled by the worship of many Gods.”6 Moses, 

thus, presented the story of creation in seven “creative containers,” (called days in the text), 

and in each of the containers, two polytheistic gods were dismissed. 

                                                
2 Ibid., 11. 
3 Ibid., 25. 
4 Ibid., 26. 
5 Ibid., 59. 
6 Ibid., 66. 
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Act 2: Separation (From Dependence to Independence)     The focus in the second act of 

the Story is how sin entered into the world God had created. The story of creation is 

revisited, but this time it is presented in the Hebrew tradition of chiastic writing and 

storytelling. 

Among other reasons, Moses may have employed this particular storytelling technique 

with the intention of reframing work: God created work as something meaningful rather 

than a mindless task of brick making for an Egyptian god. God formed humankind while 

“there was no life, growth, rain, or anyone to cultivate the soil. Against that background, 

God formed the first man.”7 The command to work was a gift from God.  

After the first humans were created and given the gift of meaningful work, 8 the created 

beings chose to rebel against God. Says Griffin, 

The choice to rebel sets up a long and ferocious battle between God and his creation. 
The rebellion caused humankind to blame God for their fallen state. True humanity 
became distorted and could no longer see the divine image of itself having lost the 
divine presence of God. In its place, humankind set up parodies of that which was real 
by creating other images to bow their knee to. Fellowship with God was lost.9 

The implications of their choices, of course, were far-reaching. While God curses the 

serpent and the soil, he does not curse the couple.10 There are consequences for their 

actions, however. The woman will birth children, but she will experience pain doing so as a 

continual reminder of sin and her part in it. As for the man, the soil is cursed on his behalf. 

                                                
7 Ibid., 83. Very little is usually said of the fact that the order of creation is completely inverted from the 

narrative in the first. This fact further underscores the idea that of the purpose of both narratives is theological 
rather than scientific. 

8 By contrast, Griffin points out, in the Mesopotamian stories, humans were created to provide food for 
the lazy gods. Like the narrative in Act 1, this approach challenges the culture from which the original 
audience came. Ibid., 85. 

9 Ibid., 79. In a later section, I will address the roles of man and woman in the separation. 
10 Ibid., 97. 
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“Man’s offense consisted of eating what God forbid and his punishment is to sweat for 

what he will now eat,” says Griffin.11  

Beyond that, the ease of the relationship between the man and woman is shattered, as is 

their communion with God. They are banished from the Garden and from God’s 

presence.12 

Act 3: Israel (The Called People of God to Be the Light of the World)     The third act 

covers almost two thousand years. This act contains “hundreds of sub stories and scenes 

that tell how God set about redeeming and restoring his creation.”13 It is the story of God’s 

people through the lives of Israel. The thread throughout this act is the covenant God made 

with Abraham, promising that his descendants will be blessed. It traces the journey of how 

the Israelites became slaves in Egypt, how the Covenant God became the Deliver God, 

bringing his people out from Egypt. During their trek from Egypt to the Promised Land, 

God’s presence is made visible through the Tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant.14  

It follows the story of God’s people from twelve tribes to becoming two kingdoms with 

many kings. It tells of the roles of different kings, including David, who planned to build a 

permanent home for God’s presence—the Temple—and his son, Solomon, who completed 

the building project. It relates what happens when a nation takes its focus off their God and 

lives in the wrong story,15 following both kingdoms into exile.16  

                                                
11 Ibid., 101. 
12 In the third act, however, the tabernacle became the new garden for God’s people, Christ walked with 

his people in act four, while in act five, God’s people have the presence of the Holy Spirit. 
13 Ibid., 109.  
14 Though it is tempting to skip over the events of this act, I believe the lack of understanding of events 

from the Old Testament and the inter-testamental Period/Second Temple Judaism has led to a lack of 
understanding of the significance of the events surrounding the coming of Jesus. Since Griffin’s insights 
helped provide me with crucial context for understanding Scripture, I elaborate, albeit briefly. 

15 Ibid., 149. 
16 Griffin reminds the reader that even after their return to Jerusalem, Israel saw themselves as being in 

exile. “They had lost their vocation, blessing the nations by being the light of the world. … The presence of 
God did not return to his Temple as they returned to their homeland.” Ibid., 155. An interesting connection to 
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Act 4: Jesus (The True Human Being)     This act ushers in the coming of Jesus, the long-

awaited Messiah, but before he would come, proclaiming the coming of God’s own 

kingdom, some cultural changes were under way. Of great significance to the scope of this 

study is the impact of Alexander the Great on the known world of his time. 

During the Alexandrian Period (332-301 B.C.), the despot, under the inspiration of 

Aristotle, sought to make the whole world Greek. Griffin explains: 

The coming of Alexander to Israel exposed the Jewish people to Hellenization. During 
this period of time, the Middle East became unified culturally. What this meant was that 
this process began to break down the highly valued distinctiveness of the Jews. … 
Platonic philosophy and its dualism became the lifestyle of this region. For almost 300 
years before the life of Jesus, the Greek language was everyone’s second language and 
second culture.17 

After being controlled by the Persians, Greeks, Egyptians, and Syrians, Israel came 

under Roman rule in 63 BC. Herod the Great was the king appointed by Rome to rule 

Palestine from 37 to 4 BC. A cruel man who even killed his own wives and sons, the 

Jewish people did not like their new ruler. The Sanhedrin and the Jewish priesthood, 

however, ruled day-to-day life.18  

It is at this time in the Story that Jesus is born (6 or 4 BC) as, what Griffin calls, “the 

climax of the Story of God.”19 As an adult (in AD 28 or 29), Jesus starts to teach about the 

coming of the kingdom of God, a message for which the oppressed Jews were ready. 

                                                                                                                                               
make is with the story of Haggai. After Israel returned from exile, this prophet called for the rebuilding of the 
Temple. Haggai made it clear that working on the Temple would not make one holy. “Holiness did not come 
by work.” Ibid., 160. Similarly, today, merely working in vocational ministry does not make a person holy. 

17 Ibid., 171. The Alexandrian Period was followed by the Egyptian period (301-198 BC.), a period 
during which the books of the Old Testament were translated into Greek. This translation is called the 
Septuagint, or LXX. By 198 .C, Antiochus the Great conquered the region. Under his rule, it was a “capital 
offense [for Jews] to observe the Sabbath, to celebrate Jewish festivals, or possess any copies of the Old 
Testament scrolls.” Ibid., 173. The Syrian reign lasted until 167 BC, at which time the Maccabean Period 
(167-63 BC) was ushered in as a revolt against Antiochus’ persecution of pious Jews. Once the Jews regained 
their religious freedom, they rededicated the Temple in Jerusalem. Today, this victory is commemorated 
through the celebration of Hanukkah. 

18 Ibid., 174. 
19 Ibid., 182. Since the reader is likely very familiar with the events surrounding the birth, life, 

crucifixion, resurrections and ascension of Jesus, I shall not spend any time on these events. 
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Griffin points out that the “message of the kingdom was the only message that Jesus 

preached. The gospel of the kingdom was the only gospel that he instructed his disciples to 

preach. … We, on the other hand, have turned his message into a personal privatized 

religious quest to get to heaven.”20 

Griffin explains, “The key for comprehending the New Testament is to understand the 

overlapping of the two ages,” or, as Ladd calls it, “between the inauguration and the 

consummation of the Kingdom.”21  

“In his ministry, Jesus revealed what God is like,” Griffin points out. “He was the 

living, walking proof that God was working in the lives of his creation. To understand how 

Jesus acted is to understand how he will act in the lives of his followers, and how his 

followers are to act in the lives of others.”22 

Act 5: Scenes 1-6 (The Rest of the Story in the New Testament)     After Jesus’ death, 

resurrection and ascension, one finally enters the final act of God’s Story, which covers the 

materials from the rest of the New Testament. 

Since the Apostle Paul had written more than half of the books of the New Testament, 

it is important to understand Paul’s mindset. For centuries, the Protestant Church has been 

influence by Martin Luther’s reading of Paul as being at the heart about faith justification. 

Griffin points to the insights of N.T. Wright and others as Paul’s approach instead being an 

“exclusivism to inclusivism” argument, favoring these new perspectives on Paul rather than 

the Lutheran view.  

                                                
20 Ibid., 187-188. 
21 Ibid., 189. It would be possible to do an entire study just on the impact of this kingdom theme on 

theology of life and work. As Griffin points out, “The kingdom of God is more than a theology to establish; it 
is a life to be lived.” Ibid., 200. I shall leave that for future research. 

22 Ibid., 215. 
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It is important to remember that Paul’s letters (as well as many of the other books of the 

New Testament) were not meant to be theological discourses but instead letters to address 

real problems in real communities. At its core, the New Testament literature is “problem-

solving literature,”23 helping believers enter into God’s Story by clarifying issues. 

Not only is it important to understand the context of the letter and the problems the 

original recipients were facing; it is also of critical importance to look at the bigger scope. 

A good example is Paul’s attitude to women, discussed elsewhere in this paper. The reader 

cannot try to understand a single verse without putting it in the context of the letter from 

whence it came, the culture (and problems) of the original readers, and finally, the four 

preceding acts of the Story.  

Act 5: Scene 7 (Imagination, Improvisation, and Stories)     A final comment insofar as 

this text’s implications on this study goes relates to what Griffin calls Scene 7 of Act 5. 

This scene is a call for those who call themselves Christians to enter into the Story with the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit, imagining, improvising, and living out their own stories being 

the “God’s salt and light that bring his redemption to his creation,” Griffin emphasizes.24  

He concludes, “The story we believe and live in today has a lot to do with the world we 

create for our children, our grandchildren, and our descendants… We desperately need to 

discover a larger [S]tory in which the stories of [our] lives can be located.”25  

In Search of Absolute Truth     Though Griffin’s approach has significantly altered the 

way I view Scripture, his objectivism sometimes makes it harder to give a clear-cut answer 

to some questions, but absolute truth is not the object of such an approach. “Only in the 

                                                
23 Ibid., 243. 
24 Ibid., 295. 
25 Ibid., 312. 
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eschaton will one know truth in its absolute fullness. Until then, we read the Story/stories 

and live the Story/stories to our fullest capacity with the empowerment of the Spirit.”26  

I especially appreciate the way he allows for new insights, not claiming that he “now 

knows everything,” but instead, makes statements such as “at this time in my theological 

journey I think…,”27 thus making it clear that one still sees through a mirror dimly, to use 

the Apostle Paul’s words (1 Cor. 13:11-13).  

God’s Story: Understanding Why One Picks and Chooses      

Scot McKnight’s The Blue Parakeet has similarly contributed to my perceptions of how 

Christians view Scripture. McKnight makes an honest assessment of how one tends to pick 

and choose what one honors, what one completely ignores, or when one morphs one idea 

with another. 

What … gave me a deep discontent was how we came to our answers, McKnight 
asserts. Some people went straight to the Bible and stayed there; some people took one 
passage and overwhelmed another; yet others read the Bible, appealing to history and 
change and then to theologians, science, pastors, psychologists and even to ‘that’s the 
way we do things at my church.’ I began to see that Christians read the Bible differently 
and I began to see that no one group seemed to get it all right.28 

The author looks at some approaches to picking and choosing, pointing out that some 

Christians believe one can only take from the Bible “what we can salvage for our day and 

for our culture. This, of course, means culture dictates what is of value in the Bible,” he 

points out. “This is a mistake.”29 

The Problem with Traditionalism     Some read the Bible through tradition, employing 

traditionalism. “Traditionalism is the inflexible, don’t-ask-questions, do-it-the-way-it-has-

                                                
26 Ibid., 20.  
27 Ibid., 222. 
28 McKnight, Location 18. 
29 Ibid., 26. 
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always-been-done approach to reading the Bible,” McKnight says.30 This approach, too, is 

a mistake. The problem with reading the Bible through tradition is that it fossilizes 

discernments into traditions. 

Reading With Tradition and Story     McKnight suggests reading the Bible with tradition.  

We need to go back to the Bible so we can move forward through the church and speak 
God’s Word in our days in our ways. We need to go back without getting stuck… and 
we need to move forward without fossilizing our ideas… We need to have profound 
respect for our past without giving it the final authority. I believe the final answer 
should always rest with the Scripture.31 

How does one do that? One needs to read the Bible as a Story. The author first points to 

the fact that the Bible, in its simplest form, is a book with a beginning (Gen. 1-11), a very 

long middle (Gen. 12-Mal. 4; Mt.-Rev.) and an end (Mt. 25; Rom. 8; Rev. 21-22).  

He explains, “Reading every passage in the Bible in light of the Story draws us into the 

Story.”32 He describes the smaller stories as wiki-stories33 that are held together by the 

Story, stating that the only way to make sense of passages one doesn’t understand, or ones 

one has chosen for centuries to ignore, is to set it in the context of the Story. 

The Elements and Themes of the Plot     Similar to Griffin, McKnight breaks the Story 

into five sections, calling these the elements of the plot. He calls the first plot “Creating 

Eikons” and the theme is oneness. The next is “Cracked Eikons” with the theme being 

otherness. “Covenant Community” follows this theme of otherness expands. The fourth he 

                                                
30 Ibid., 32. 
31 Ibid., 34-35. 
32 Ibid., 42. 
33 Ibid., 63. Just like articles on Wikipedia can be written and edited by several authors, McKnight 

suggests that the biblical Story is similarly reworked by new authors so they can “speak the old Story in new 
ways for their day.” 
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calls “Christ, the Perfect Eikon, Redeems” and the theme is One in Christ. The last element 

is “Consummation,” and the theme, Perfectly One.34 

This division differs from that of Griffin in that McKnight places the New Testament 

church firmly in the fourth element, and the fifth as a whole focuses on the return of Christ. 

The essence remains the same, however. 

This author paints a clear picture of the impact of the Fall as being a distortion of God’s 

image in humankind.  

Oneness has become otherness, he explains. The entire rest of the Bible, aiming as it 
will toward Jesus Christ, is about turning Eikons bent on otherness to Eikons basking in 
oneness with God, with self, with others, and with the world. … The redemptive plan of 
the Bible is to restore humans into a oneness relationship with God, self, others, and the 
world. This otherness problem is what the gospel ‘fixes,’ and the story of the Bible is 
the story of God’s people struggling with otherness and searching for oneness.35  

A Simplified Approach     McKnight gives a far less in-depth recollection of the Story, 

and as such oversimplifies the elements. The upside to his approach as opposed to that of 

Griffin is that Blue Parakeet is far more palpable for a broader readership of Eikons who 

have not been professionally trained in theology.36 

God’s Story: The Entire Bible Presented as One Story     

Zondervan (with The Story) and the International Bible Society (with The Books of The 

Bible) have both taken novel approaches in presenting the Biblical text.  

The Books of The Bible     This version uses the TNIV translation of the Bible, with the 

various books printed in a combination of chronological and logical order and with 

introductory comments to each section.  

                                                
34 McKnight points to the creation story in Genesis 1:26-27, where God says, “Let us make The Adam 

[human beings] in our own Eikon [image, likeness of God.]” Ibid., 68. 
35 Ibid., 72. 
36 Elsewhere, I will refer to McKnight’s insights insofar as gender issues in the church go. 
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The Books of the Bible (TBOTB)37 is devoid of chapter and verse divisions in order to 

promote reading in units rather than verses, but because it is still a Bible translation with all 

the books included, it can be confusing to try and find passages as one has been made 

accustomed to books being divided into chapters and verses. The purpose, however, is 

clearly not for this type of Bible to be one a person would take along to church but rather 

have it as a study Bible for personal use, one that facilitates a greater understanding of the 

Story. As such, it is helpful. 

The Story     In The Story,38 the editors take things a step further. Using the NIV 

translation of the Bible, they masterfully combine various passages, adding timelines and 

transitional comments, with thirty-one distinct chapters as a groundbreaking presentation of 

the Bible. As with TBOTB, The Story is devoid of verse and chapter markings. Instead, it 

includes a chart of references in the back, so readers can see from where passages have 

been taken.39 

This book tells the grandest, most compelling story of all time: the story of a true God 
who loves his children, who established for them a way of salvation and provided a 
route to eternity. Each story in these 31 chapters reveals the God of grace — the God 
who speaks; the God who acts; the God who listens; the God whose love for his people 
culminated in his sacrifice of Jesus, his only Son, to atone for the sins of humanity. 
What’s more: this same God is alive and active today — still listening, still acting, still 
pouring out his grace on us. His grace extends to our daily foibles; our ups, downs, and 
in-betweens; our moments of questions and fears; and most important, our response to 
his call on our lives.40  

The Story is, in my opinion, the most compelling invitation to date to read the Bible as a 

Story. The publishers were masterful in attaching Max Lucado’s name to the book. Though 

it seems like he may have only authored the foreword (along with Randy Frazee), having 

                                                
37 The Books of The Bible. (Colorado Springs, CO: International Bible Society, 2007) 
38 The Story: The Bible as One Continuing Story of God and His People (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 

2011) Kindle Electronic Edition. 
39 The second chapter, for example, is a combination of texts from Genesis 12–13; 15–17; 21–22; 32–33; 

35; Romans 4; and Hebrews 11. 
40 The Story, Location 40-45. 
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Lucado’s name on the front cover makes The Story a much more attractive book to a wider 

readership. They conclude The Story with a compelling invitation, “The chapter bearing 

your name is about to be written.”41   

God’s Story: Wrapping It Up      

It is within the context of God’s Story that one’s own story finds meaning. To use 

Bonhoeffer’s analogy, once a person understands his or her relationship with the cantus 

firmus, the key changes, the syncopation and the various instruments’ lines blend into a 

composition that lends itself to a life of serious play.42 

  Theology of Life: Created Male and Female 

With the foundation of the big picture having been clarified, I will look at gender roles 

within the Story for a framework for understanding a person’s roles in Act 5, Scene 7.  

Male and Female with Roles in God’s Story 

I will highlight again the writings of Winn Griffin and Scot McKnight, this time, 

looking specifically at gender roles within the Story. 

Act 1: Creation (Created for Community)     Griffin makes several important 

observations based on the text of the first act of the Story. First, he points to the fact that 

humankind was created in the image of God and to accomplish his work on earth.43 This 

language is similar to the language of McKnight, who, as pointed out earlier, refers to 

humankind as God’s Eikons.  

Rather than point to the us in Gen. 1:26 as being a precursor to the Trinity, Griffin 

explains, “In this passage, the word us refers to the angels in the heavenly council  
                                                
41 Ibid., Location 7902-7903. 
42 In the conclusion to this paper, I will expand on the connection between the gospel and the Story—

including what it means to “share the gospel” through the stories Christians tell and the lives they live. 
43 Griffin, 73. 
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(Ps. 82:1; 89:7) that made up the community in which God was the Creator.” As such, 

people were created for community and created to produce community and “sent by a 

redeeming God as his conduits for bringing the world back to him.”44 

Act 2: Separation (Cracked Eikons)     According to Genesis 2:18, the only problem 

in Eden was the fact that man was without woman. God created Eve as a solution to this 

problem, as a strong helper. “There is nothing in the word or in the context of the garden 

story that would suggest that the woman is a lesser person because her role differs from 

man,” Griffin points out. “The words suitable helper could be better translated ‘a helper 

matching him that supplied what he lacked.’ Diversity complements each other in a 

community. … The creation of humankind, male and female, is egalitarian.”45 

With regard to the events that led to the breakdown of community, the woman is often 

chastised as the weaker sex for having given in to the serpent and then luring her husband 

into doing the same, but as Griffin points out, 

The serpent talked to the woman and the man at the same time. The ‘you’ in ‘you shall 
not eat,’ ‘you shall not touch lest you die,’ ‘you will not die,’ ‘when you eat of it you 
shall be,’ are all plural. The woman does act as the spokesperson for the first dynamic 
duo when she says, ‘We may eat.’ … However, it is just as proper to understand this 
text as the woman being aggressive, intelligent, and sensitive. … [Also], the story does 
not tell us that the woman tried to tempt the man. She simply gave him some of the fruit 
and he chose to eat it.46 

McKnight frames the implications of their rebellion as including a breakdown of the 

“fourfold relationship of oneness: they are at odds with God, with self, with one another, 

and with the world. Oneness has become otherness.”47  

                                                
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid., 86, 88. There are many other implications from this scene, such as the fact that Eve was not taken 

from Adam, but only the raw material to make her was taken. 
46 Ibid., 93-94. 
47 McKnight, 72 
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Insofar as the damage to the relationship between man and woman, Griffin states, “We 

should not understand the words ‘he will rule over you’ as an instruction to impose control 

over the woman any more than Gen. 3:16a is an exhortation for the woman to suffer as 

much pain as she can while giving birth. It is misguided to interpret this text to find in it 

defense for the absolute rule of the male.”48 

Act 3: Community and the Struggle for Oneness     In the third (and long) act of the 

Story, it is significant to note that community remains broken but that the plot of the Story 

is headed in the direction of the Messiah, who would come to restore the community for 

which God’s image-bearers were created. Among the multitude of men who play key roles 

in this act, a number of women stand out with regard to their roles in the journey toward 

redemption. 

McKnight points to three of the most significant women in this act: “Miriam was one of 

Israel’s spiritual leaders, Deborah was a presidential leader of God’s people, and Huldah 

was a prophet above (mostly male) prophets.”49 

Act 4: Christ Restores Oneness     If, as I considered earlier, McKnight is correct in 

saying that the Fall interrupted humankind’s fourfold relationship of oneness, then these 

relationships find restoration in the person of Christ. Restoration is found “only when we 

are united to Christ, when we become ‘one’ in Christ. …The story of the Bible then aims at 

Gal. 3:28: There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female, 

for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”50   

                                                
48 Griffin, 100. However, as Griffin points out, “She ‘took and ate’ was an act of rebellion of humankind 

against a loving and gracious God. Jesus ‘took and ate’ removes the curses of the fall on God’s creation…” 
Ibid., 95. 

49 McKnight, 167. 
50 Ibid., 75-76. 
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One of the problems Paul was solving has caused tremendous problems in the Church 

for almost two millennia. When Paul writes to Timothy, he says that women should not 

have authority over men (1 Tim. 2:11-15). As I will be expanding on this passage 

elsewhere, I will simply refer to Griffin’s comments regarding the context of the letter: 

Paul was writing to address the issue of temple prostitutes in Ephesus. Rather than use this 

passage as a global ban on women teaching men, “it seems right that this is [in fact] a 

global ban on women or men using sexual favors as a way to worship God.”51 

As for examples of influential women in this act, McKnight says,  

Mary was influential with Jesus and James and gave to Luke crucial information for 
writing his gospel. Junia was an apostle who was involved in missionary work. Priscilla 
taught Bible and theology alongside her husband. Phoebe financially supported the 
apostle Paul in his ministry, carried the letter to Rome, and helped to explain its 
contents as Paul prepared for his Spanish mission. WDWD?52 They were influential, 
they were a source for stories about Jesus, they were church planters, they were 
teachers, they were benefactors and interpreters of Paul’s letters.53 

Act 5: Residual Brokenness     Christ had come to make humankind one again, to bring 

healing not only in the relationship between God and humankind but also to restore 

community. One can see the restorative work of Christ throughout the first six scenes of 

Act 5. The church in scene 7 tends to cling to interpretations of texts based on the 

brokenness of the second act, insisting on a hierarchy within community or insisting that 

the role of women in the church should be curtailed based on the writings of Paul. As 

pointed out before, however, for a clearer understanding, all Scripture should be read 

bearing in mind the context of the original audience and bearing in mind how passages fit 

into the grand spectrum of the Story. 

                                                
51 Ibid., 267. 
52 McKnight uses this abbreviation for “what did women do?” as a play on the question “what would 

Jesus do?” 
53 Ibid., 184. 
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Male and Female: The Question of Hierarchy      

Despite clear evidence to the contrary, some prominent evangelical leaders make a 

strong argument for a hierarchical view of male/female relationships to indeed be true to 

the Story. For insights on this matter, I turn to the writings of Australian theologian Kevin 

Giles. Giles addresses the argument of an eternally subordination of the Son of God to the 

Father (and by extension, the Holy Spirit to the Son.) This argument is often used as a basis 

for teaching that women are eternally subordinate to men in terms of function and role. 

Calling a Spade a Spade    The former tradition, based on the teachings of fourth-century 

Egyptian church father and theologian Athanasias, demands, “The subordination of women 

is depicted as prescribed by God.”54 For centuries, this tradition remained strong within the 

Church. Fifteen centuries later, Karl Barth reminded Christians that their view of humanity 

should flow from their view of Christology. 

The movement can never be from the human to the divine. The imperative is that 
human relations should conform to divine relations, not vice versa. In the Trinity we see 
the three differentiated divine persons honoring each other, loving each other, giving of 
themselves to the others and working together in perfect cooperation. This is the 
paradigm for human relations, especially those between woman and man.55 

Giles strongly suggests that evangelicals in this century have embraced subordinationism to 

protect male headship. 

Their starting point has been their understanding of the woman-man relationship: 
Women and men are equal yet different, and so too are the Father and the Son. … But 
for these evangelicals, difference is defined almost exclusively in terms of 
subordination. … The relationship between the Father and the Son is [then] drawn in 
these terms. … When this is done, God is created in human terms, which is idolatry.56 

All Complementarian     Though the two camps on gender roles are typically divided as 

egalitarian versus complementarian, Giles suggests instead using the term hierarchicalist 

                                                
54  Kevin Giles, The Trinity & Subordinationism: The Doctrine of God & the Contemporary Gender 

Debate (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002), 7. 
55 Ibid., 91. 
56 Ibid., 109. 
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for the latter camp. Both sides believe God made male and female with distinct differences, 

and that the two sexes are meant to complement each other.57 Giles suggests using the 

terms hierarchical-complementarian and egalitarian-complementarian, instead.58 

The Slavery Question     Giles concludes with drawing parallels between the biblical 

teaching on slavery (which has long been rejected by the Church) and that of the role of 

women, suggesting it is time to reject the traditional reading of the Bible on this topic.59 

Though Giles refers to Athanasias’ view of Scripture as a whole and thus leans toward a 

metanarrative approach, his argument can gain much from views by contemporary 

theologians such as N.T. Wright, whose writings in this regard would add much weight to 

his argument.  

By not pointing to the chasm between women’s roles in the workplace and their roles in 

Church, Giles perpetuates the tendency to ignore the marketplace setting as being an arena 

for Christian ministry, which, in turn, perpetuates the notion of having opposing values 

insofar as life in general versus life at Church goes. While incorporating some of Giles’ 

thoughts into my project, I will want to be clear on how the egalitarian-complementarian 

view fits into the metanarrative.  

In Other Words     Different from mere feminism, egalitarian-complementarianism is 

based on a whole-view of the Bible and the kingdom of God represented in it. Rather than 

being women-centered, it is focused on God.  

Christians have a lot of unlearning to do with regard to how they view their roles as 

men and women within the Church. When we embrace biblical equality (or egalitarian-

                                                
57 Ibid., 157. 
58 Pierce, Groothuis and Gordon Fee, in their excellent anthology, Discovering Biblical Equality use the 

phrase “complementarian without hierarchy” to describe what Giles calls “egalitarian-complementarian.” 
Ronald Pierce, Rebecca Merrill Groothuis, and Gordon Fee, eds., Discovering Biblical Equality: 
Complementarity Without Hierarchy. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005). 

59  Giles, 230, 247-248. 
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complementarianism), we are able to better reflect God’s image to those around us.  

Aída Besançon Spencer points out, “Jesus’ ministry of salvation, restoration and 

transformation included men and women, without distinction. As their Creator, Jesus 

treated women as intrinsically valuable; he respected them as intelligent and faithful, and as 

disciples and laborers along with men.”60 It is sad to see that many churches simply do not 

following Jesus’ example in this regard. 

Theology of Life: Integration 

Earlier, I made a case for how a fragmented view of Scripture has led to ill-examined 

opinions about life in general. I suggested taking a large step back and considering the 

context of lives, God’s Story with humanity. I now turn to the writing of Brett Johnson for 

his insights on what he calls living lives of convergence. 

Convergence: A Way to Integrated Living 

During a class in Cape Town, I was introduced to the concept of theology of work—a 

watershed event for me. The class was challenged to consider the impact of a person’s faith 

on the approach to work.  

On the last day of class, an appeal to consider the impact of one’s work on the 

environment was tagged on to the discussions under the umbrella of “stewardship of 

creation.” I left feeling that theology of work was a great concept, but in lacking to address 

several other components of life and work, it still left room for living bifurcated lives. 

Brett Johnson’s book brings some of these other components into play. He explains, 

“Convergence happens when individuals discover their unique blend of career, community, 

                                                
60 Pierce, Groothuis, and Fee, 141. 
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creativity and call.”61  A life of convergence is the opposite of living a compartmentalized 

life. 

Johnson points out that a decade ago, few people were talking about faith/work 

integration. Today, talk about marketplace ministry and business as mission is not 

uncommon. Nevertheless, there is still a gap between the impact people wish to have 

through their work and the reality of a less-than-legendary life.  

Obstacles to Convergence      Johnson points to five reasons for this gap. The first is a 

deeply-rooted dichotomy between work and ministry, clergy and laity, and career and 

calling. Integration is still a challenge as people often do not understand how they can 

practically connect the different spheres of their lives. Despite revelation in the field of 

marketplace ministry, there is a lack of transformation in the lives of marketplace 

ministers. Next, one’s purpose is often skewed and focused on self-fulfillment or even 

corporate social responsibility rather than on God’s purposes for all eternity. Finally, there 

is a lack of practical tools to help us progress toward fully integrated lives, or to what 

Johnson calls convergence.62 

Risk: A Four-Letter Word     To reach convergence involves risk, and most people avoid 

taking risks at all cost. To the extent that people resist responding to God’s sometimes-

seemingly absurd initiatives in their lives, they miss out on reaching convergence. Brett 

Johnson suggests that people take the easy way out by opting for dichotomy as integrating 

different facets of one’s life is challenging.63  

                                                
61 Johnson. Convergence, Back cover. I met Brett Johnson for breakfast by the beach in Bali. He and his 

wife Lyn were conducting a seminar for Indonesian Christians, and a mutual friend had recommended that I 
make the short trip over from Jakarta to meet them. Visiting with Brett (and subsequently reading his book) 
gave me a new framework with regard to thinking about faith integration.  

62 Ibid., 12-13. 
63 Ibid., 27. 
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Johnson, too, points to the influence of Greek thinking on the fragmentation of one’s 

thinking, stating, “We have eaten so long of the fruit of the Greek tree that has its roots in 

dichotomy that we are left with the habit of dividing things into unconnected pieces.”64 

Convergence Leads to Serious Play     Of particular interest to this study is Johnson’s 

description of convergence being “about completeness, about being in the zone, about 

contentment.”65 He divides reaching convergence into seven seasons, stating that once one 

reaches convergence, he or she is able to say, “Yes! This is me, this is what my life is 

for.”66 It is also about understanding how one’s story fits into the Father’s story.67 

The author drives home the point that the Church needs to equip its people how to live 

out their faith in the workplace by using the example of his home city of San Francisco. 

While only 3 to 4 percent of its people attend church, almost 100 percent of the people 

attend work. “Unless we teach people how to live a called life in their workplace, we fail 

them,” Johnson explains.68  

Convergence and the Fear of God      One of the first hindrances to overcome on the 

route to convergence is to know in whom one’s faith is. God, Johnson reminds his reader, 

is the “all-powerful, creation-calling, sea-splitting, smoke-billowing, fire-falling, nation-

naming, water-walking, death-defying, Life-living God of the Bible.”69 He might be more 

than that but definitely not less. He is a God worthy of fear. Not fearing him will stunt 

convergence.70 

                                                
64 Ibid., 33. 
65 Ibid., 36. This is similar language to that of Sir Kenneth Robinson, whose book, The Element, I will be 

considering later in this chapter.   
66 Ibid., 37. 
67 Ibid., 63. 
68 Ibid., 54. 
69 Ibid., 88. 
70 Ibid., 119. 
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Convergence: Wrapping It Up     The text (and the conversation with Brett) got me 

thinking more specifically about integrating all aspects of my life, not setting any aspect 

aside for self-rule. Johnson employs several models to drive his message home: There’s a 

10-F model to help one’s planning to be more meaningful,71 the 4-C’s of convergence,72 the 

3-C funnel one tends to use to check his or her decisions,73 the I-4 Bicycle for sustainable 

impact,74 and the Seven Seasons on the road to convergence,75 to name but a few. Though 

these models may be helpful to some, I found them to be forced and often out of place. 

Johnson’s message is a valid one. Four-dimensional serious play, after all, requires a 

fully integrated life—or, to use Johnson’s term, a life of convergence. Arriving at 

convergence takes reflection, course corrections, knowing when to say, “No” and when to 

move ahead. It demands choosing long-term goals over short-term ones.76 

Insofar as presenting a theology of convergence, Johnson’s writing lacks. He makes no 

correlation between the overall Story of the Bible, though he does employ Scripture to 

support some of his thinking. As such, this book lacks convergence. 

Theology of Work: Calling 

“Experiencing and living by a calling provides a fundamental orientation to everyday 

life,” Stevens and Banks suggest.77 We established earlier in this paper, however, that 

speaking of a calling has become a custom mostly among pastors and missionaries, while 

everyone else simply speaks of their career. Insofar as the meaning goes, these words mean 
                                                
71 Ibid., 31. 
72 These are career, community, creativity and calling. Ibid., 38. 
73 Ibid., 116. 
74 Ibid., 149. 
75 Ibid., 83. 
76 Ibid., 270. 
77 Robert Banks and R. Paul Stevens, The Complete Book of Everyday Christianity (Downers Grove, IL, 

InterVarsity Press, 2007), 97. 
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one and the same thing. “Vocation comes from the Latin word vocatio, which means 

‘calling,’” Stevens and Banks remind their readers. “They are the same thing.”78 

Making a distinction between the two is clearly yet another example of dichotomized 

living. As such, if one were to live a blended life, one should make “choices that maximize 

the harmony between these concepts.”79 Before those questions can be answered, one needs 

to consider first who calls whom. 

Answering the Call 

I turn first to Os Guinness and his substantial book, The Call. Guinness defines calling 

as “the truth that God calls us to himself so decisively that everything we are, everything 

we do, and everything we have is invested with a special devotion and dynamism lived out 

as a response to his summons and service.” He describes the quest to understand calling as a 

quest to finding the answers to the questions, “How do I find and fulfill the central purpose to 

my life?”80 

Guinness quotes Søren Kierkegaard has having written in his Journal, “The thing is to 

understand myself, to see what God really wants me to do; the thing is to find a truth which is 

true for me, to find the idea for which I can live and die.”81 

It makes no sense trying to understand calling outside of the context of understanding that it 

is first and foremost God who calls people, and calls them toward him. In short, “There is no 

calling unless there is a Caller, [and] calling itself is empty and indistinguishable from work 

unless there is Someone who calls.”82 

                                                
78 Ibid. 
79 Johnson, Convergence, 44. 
80 Os Guinness, The Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life. (Nashville, TN: Word 

Publishing, 1998), 1, 7. 
81 Ibid., 3. 
82 Ibid., 20, 38. 
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Guinness, like the Puritans two centuries before, identifies one’s primary calling as “by 

him, to him, and for him. … Our secondary calling, considering who God is as sovereign, 

is that everyone, everywhere, and in everything should think, speak, live and act entirely 

for him. … Secondary calling matters but only because the primary calling matters most.”83  

Arguing against dualism, Guinness makes sure not to elevate the secular over the 

spiritual. He points to early Catholic teachings that “flagrantly perverted biblical teaching 

by narrowing the sphere of calling and excluding most Christians from its scope.”84 

Guinness also points to a Protestant distortion of calling, where, instead of elevating the 

spiritual over the secular, it severs the one from the other altogether to the point that any 

mundane work would be described as vocation. “Vocation could now be saved as a genteel 

word for a lesser-paid but sacrificial work (such as nurses), for the religious (such as 

missionaries), and for the more practically oriented [s]tudents [who] attended the new 

‘vocational colleges’ and received ‘vocational training.’”85 The author suggests that the 

solution lies in keeping the two-fold calling together. 

Called to Be Who?     Guinness echoes Aristotle in saying, “All human beings are alike in 

seeking happiness.” He elaborates, however, by stating, “Where they differ is in the objects 

from which they seek it and the strength they have to reach the objects they desire.” If one 

follows God’s way, introduced by Jesus, one’s desires will point one to God. People will 

continue to be taunted by the question, “Who am I?” until they discover the answer in the One 

who created them and is calling them to him.86 

Called to Do What?     Simply turning to God without doing meaningful work will not lead 

to happiness, however. People find happiness “when we are expressing the deepest gifts that 
                                                
83 Ibid., 31. 
84 Ibid., 33. 
85 Ibid., 41. 
86 Ibid., 20, 
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are truly us.” In seeking to discover one’s secondary callings, one needs look only at the 

giftedness woven into the fiber of one’s very being. Instead of becoming what your job is, 

Guinness suggests that calling mandates that you “do what you are.”87 

Called to Be Christian?     Guinness points to the evolution of Christianity—from Christ, to 

Christian, to Christianity, suggesting, “For everyone attracted to Christ, there are scores bored 

or repelled by ‘Christianity.’ … Whereas ‘Christ’ is free and fresh, ‘Christianity’ is often 

formal and dead—or worse. … Over the course of two thousand years, there is an 

unanswerable objection to the Christian faith: Christians.”88 The author seems to be 

advocating a return to being “followers of the Jesus,” or “followers of the Way,” in which 

life and faith is a journey with many travellers being on the same journey but at different 

points on the way.89 

Calling and the Gospel     This text makes a clear case for a return to God, for life lived as a 

summons to Christ, using all of who one is to serve God and to serve others. “Discover the 

meaning of calling and you discover the heart of the gospel itself,” Guinness suggests. He fails, 

however, to specifically state what the gospel is. Having answered the question of calling, I 

now turn to multiple texts to find the question to what the gospel is. 

The Gospel: What Is It? 

Chris Seay asks, “What if we, the Church, were so uninformed about the basic 

foundational teaching of the historic Christian faith that most of us could not even attempt 

to articulate the gospel?”90  

                                                
87 Ibid., 45-46. 
88 Ibid., 107. 
89 Ibid., 110-113. 
90 Chris Seay, The Gospel According to Jesus: A Faith that Restores All Things (Nashville, TN: Thomas 

Nelson, 2010), Kindle Electronic Edition, Location 84.  
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The Gospel and the Story     Usually, when Christians speak of the gospel, they mean the 

“good news” that Jesus Christ died for sins so that people might become the children of 

God through faith alone in Christ alone. That concept is indeed true, but as such, one could 

argue that one can cut out the entire Old Testament and simply learn and teach from the 

New Testament, as the New Testament is obviously where the gospel is based. 

Judging by popular evangelistic tools, one needs only focus on the New Testament. 

One of the best-known formulae is Campus Crusade’s “Four Spiritual Laws:” 

Law 1: God loves you and has a plan for your life.  
Law 2: Man is sinful and separated from God. Therefore, he cannot know and 
experience God’s love and plan for his life.  
Law 3: Jesus Christ is God’s only provision for man’s sin.  Through him you can know 
and experience God’s love and plan for your life.  
Law 4: We must individually receive Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord; then we can 
know and experience God’s love and plan for our lives.91  

The question then needs answering, Is the gospel that God loves you and has a plan for 

your life?  Though these laws are true, it is evident that the entire context of the Story is 

missing, leaving a person with an emaciated version of the gospel.92 Seay, in his excellent 

Gospel According to Jesus, similarly points to “The Roman Road,” a four-sentence 

                                                
91 Campus Crusade for Christ. “The Four Spiritual Laws,” http://www.campuscrusade.com/fourlaws 

eng.htm (accessed December 4, 2011.) Though I would rather not spend time and space on these incomplete 
versions of the gospel, I do so since it is so deeply embedded into the Christian worldview. Once one 
understands where one comes from, one can better understand more inclusive presentations of the gospel. 

Some may object to using passages such as 1 Corinthians 15:1-4 to say that even Paul says that the 
gospel is simply that Christ died for sins. It is critical to remember, however, that the original audience clearly 
understood the context of the first four acts of the Story. Paul did not have to remind them that God had 
intended since the beginning of time to walk in community with humankind, that that community was broken, 
that he made good on his covenant with the people of Israel—that they would be a blessing to all the world—
in that Jesus came to establish God’s kingdom, a kingdom that is for all people, not only the Jews. 

92 Another tool that used to be popular some years ago (and for which churches offered extensive 
training) was EEIII: Evangelism Explosion. According to their 180-page Training Manual for Personal 
Evangelism, the gospel is to be presented after asking a person, “If you were to die tonight, can you say with 
certainty that you would go to heaven?” The second “diagnostic question” is, “Imagine you die tonight and 
you stand before God and he asks you, ‘Why should I allow you into my heaven?’ What would you say?” 
James Kennedy, EEIII: Discipleship Training for Personal Evangelism. Translated from Afrikaans by Adéle 
Booysen. (Pretoria, South Africa: Serva, 1983), 16. I ask then, Is the gospel is an investment in the future, a 
difference between going to heaven and hell? Granted, EEIII is a discipleship program, so there is more to it, 
but the focus is on getting more people to church and more people to heaven.  
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summary of the book of Romans saying emphatically, “Four sentences. That is impossible; 

you lose the entire narrative!” He adds that the “gospel is integrally tied to the Bible’s story 

line. Indeed, it is incomprehensible without understanding that story line.”93 

The Gospel: Good News      “Salvation isn’t the gospel. Salvation is the result of the 

gospel,”94 Seay reminds his readers. He points out several elements without which a 

definition of the gospel would be inadequate. These are “a kingdom for all people,” 

“centered on Jesus the King who liberates,” “tied to the Bible’s story line,” and tied to the 

context of the kingdom.95 His own definition of the gospel is 

the good news that God is calling out all people to be redeemed by the power residing 
in the life, death, and ultimate resurrection of Jesus the Liberating King. These “called-
out ones” are rescued from a life of slavery, sin, and failure to become emissaries in a 
new kingdom set to join the redemption of the entire creation, groaning and longing to 
be redeemed.96 

Seay’s definition, he says, is based on Romans 1:1-5. Seay omits to point out, though, 

that the original readers, the church in Rome, were very familiar with the context, what 

Paul calls, “things promised long ago by God, spoken by prophets, and recorded in the 

Holy Scriptures.” 

The Gospel: A Gospel of Sin Management?   Seay makes some poignant observations 

regarding righteousness. During one of Jesus’ most famous sermons, the Sermon on the 

Mount, he said, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and then all these 

things will be given to you too” (Mt. 6:33). From research he conducted through the Barna 

Research Group, Seay found that many churchgoing Christians believed righteousness 

meant religious acts.97  
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Seay says, “If we live out Christianity as a set of rules, our lives will become miserable 

failures.”98 Later, he shows how Baptists, who are most dogmatic in their teachings against 

divorce, leads with the most marriages of all major denominations ending in divorce.99 He 

suggests that the problem lies not in our “lack of resolve” but in “our lack of 

understanding,”100 and turns to Dallas Willard’s Divine Conspiracy for an explanation: 

The current situation in which faith professed has little impact on the whole of life, is 
not unique to our times, nor is it a recent development. … History has brought us to the 
point where the Christian message is thought to be essentially concerned only with how 
to deal with sin: with wrongdoing or wrong-being and its effects. Life, our actual 
existence, is not included in what is now presented as the heart of the Christian 
message, or it is included only marginally. That is where we find ourselves today.101 

Seay cites a conversation he had with author/pastor Mark Batterson and Alan Hirsch, 

where Batterson calls the church’s dilemma a “gospel of sin management,” saying, “We 

believe half the gospel in a sense, and honestly, it’s a wonderful half of the gospel to know 

that my sins are forgiven. But it’s not even the most exciting half. To me, the most exciting 

half is that other half where we’re on mission and called into the plan that God has for 

us.”102 

The Gospel: The Problem of Idolatry     If one wants to move beyond Christianity as 

being a mere religion or a failed “behavior modification system,”103 one needs to turn to the 

Story again and consider what God’s intention was from the start. He desired to be the only 

God whom humankind worshiped. Seay points to any behavior done for the praise of 
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people rather than for the audience of One, for God’s approval only, as idolatry.104 Says 

Seay, 

What we are interested in is God being at the center of our lives, and when God is in 
that place, he transforms everything we participate in. Our struggle is the tendency to 
put anything but God in that place. We want to be able to “act” out our salvation and 
“behave” our way into heaven. Behavior modification is not enough. You must deal 
with the fact that something or someone has become your functional god.105 

The Gospel: Jesus’ Gospel of Righteousness     “The Reformation,” Seay says “was 

founded on the need for the church to recapture a biblical understanding of righteousness.” 

The church taught the people needed to pay indulgences for sins. Although paying 

indulgences is no longer practiced, “the same tendency or desire to work off our sins is 

alive and well.”106 Sin management won’t work, nor will idolatry. What is needed is 

righteousness. 

“Righteousness is living out life through a restored, liberated heart made possible 

through Jesus,” Seay explains, adding that it is not too late to move “from a legalistic faith 

to a world-transforming faith.”107 

Some Final Thoughts     Although I appreciate Seay’s insights on the gospel and 

righteousness, I strongly disagree with him insofar as some of his comments on the first 

two acts of the Story as told in Gen. 1-3. Seay refers to the curses to the man and woman as 

being God’s first commandments to them. As such, he frames the gender struggle as well 

as the struggle of toil as being commanded by God. “God created humans for this beauty, 

this place of rest, where husband and wife exist together in tropical bliss. They lie around 
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naked and eat fruit. This is what they do. This is what they were made for. But as we know, 

sin entered the world.”108  

Seay completely ignores the fact that humankind was made for and commanded to 

work. As a result, he misses the fact that Jesus also came to redeem work. Although he 

calls to the abolition of the sacred/secular divide insofar as of view of people goes, though 

he exorts the reader to befriend strangers and reach out to people who are different, he fails 

to make the connection with the workplace being one of the best arenas for making these 

connections.109 

The Gospel: How Do You Share It?      

Andy Crouch, in Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling, suggests, 

“Christianity has not yet reformed and remodeled our culture because of a lack of 

vision.”110 If Christians were to live in such a way that they might transform the world, they 

need to move beyond simply asking questions to action. Thinking alone does not change 

the world. Thinking that leads to action can lead to transformation. 

In other words, one’s understanding of the gospel must lead to action for it to be more 

than mere philosophy. Crouch refers to Father Richard Rohr to drive home this point: “The 

language of worldview tends to imply … that we can think ourselves into new ways of 

behaving. But that is not the way culture works. Culture helps us behave ourselves into new 

ways of thinking. … Culture is not changed simply by thinking.”111 
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Cultivating New Cultures     Crouch points out the sad reality that Christians are generally 

“known as critics, consumers, copiers, condemners of culture” rather than “cultivators and 

creators of culture”112 just like Jesus was.  

Crouch relies on the writings of N.T. Wright to drive home the point of how Jesus was 

a culture cultivator. 

Jesus was preoccupied with the questions—cultural and historical—that preoccupied all 
Jews living in first-century Palestine. He, like his contemporaries, had to confront the 
continuing occupation of the land of Israel, with all the depressing implications about 
the limits of the power of Israel’s God; he visited the temple, with its distasteful 
compromises between worship and appeasement of the Roman overlords; he was 
immersed in speculation about the coming, or the delay, of Israel’s Messiah, who would 
deliver Israel from their oppressors once and for all.113 

The culture Jesus established was that of the kingdom of God. His new culture “would 

reshape marriage and mealtimes, resistance to the Roman occupiers and prayer in the 

temple, the social standing of prostitutes and the piety of the Pharisees, the meaning of 

cleanliness and the interpretation of illness, integrity in business and honesty in prayer.” It 

was not an abandonment of the old but a transformation thereof.114 

Similarly, if Christians were to share the gospel, they are to engage in their own 

cultures—in the politics, the econimics, in the social problems. They cannot, however 

“impose” new cultural values but instead, “propose” them.115 They also cannot create 

culture in their own strength. Crouch points to the importance of practice focusing on God 

through pursuing prayer, solitude and fasting.116 Nor can they propose cultural change as 

individuals. 

Find a community, a small group who can lovingly fuel your dreams and puncture your 
illusions. Find friends and form a family who are willing to see grace at work in one 
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another’s lives, who can discern together which gifts and which crosses each has been 
called to bear. Find people who have a holy respect for power and a holy willingness to 
spend their power alongside the powerless. Find some partners in the wild and 
wonderful world beyond church doors. And then, together, make something of the 
world.117 

Work and Worship     Crouch’s ideas on culture making fit well with those of the gospel 

of righteousness presented in the writings of Chris Seay. Like with Seay, I cannot agree 

with his view on work in the new creation. Crouch seems doubtful that humankind will 

work in the new heaven and new earth. “Work, in the sense we know it in human history, 

will not be the same in the New Jerusalem. Yet if there is no work, there will surely be 

activity. … In the new city our work will be praise.”118 

This view stands in stark contrast to the view expressed by Dennis Bakke, who says 

that God’s original intention was  

that the workplace be beautiful, exciting, and satisfying. Work was to be filled with joy. 
Work was a major reason for our creation. It was intended to be an important act of 
worship. It was one of the most significant ways in which we could honor our Creator. 
From this perspective it is our responsibility to do whatever we can to make the modern 
workplace the way it was intended to be.119 

It is with this framework in mind that I will look at texts that focus specifically on work. 

  Theology of Work: Purpose 

In the opening scenes of Genesis, God is hard at work. In the two creation narratives, 

He creates, hovers, speaks into being, calls forth, blesses, plans, delegates, communes, 

makes, causes, forms, plants, makes to grow, takes, brings, and commands. Like the one 

who humankind was made to represent, humankind was created to work.120 
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Created to Work 

Several authors have shaped my thinking insofar as theology of work goes, the first 

being R. Paul Stevens. In Doing God’s Business, Stevens focuses on how Christians can 

find meaning in a career in business. Stevens develops a theology of marketplace activity 

and explores business as calling while expounding on the topics of ministry, community 

building, mission, and globalization. Insofar as meaning goes, the author asserts,  

Our work is not something we just “have” to do, or something we choose as a career for 
personal fulfillment. It is part of the delightful and liberating summons of God. … A 
sense of calling gives our lives direction and purpose because our Creator summons us 
into a personal relationship with God and into a wonderful purpose that will outlast the 
world.121 

Stevens’ insights into the history of anti-business attitudes are also significant in my 

understanding of theology of work. He points out that for the Greeks, work was a curse. 

The scribe and philosopher were thought to have chosen the better way. Most of the early 

church fathers embraced this ‘upper and lower’ approach to life.122  

Business as Mission     After laying the Scriptural foundation for seeing business as an 

arena to serve as God’s prophets, priests and princes, the author asserts that business as 

mission is the best approach to marketplace ministry. He emphasizes that such a mission 

starts with God, not with Christians. Stevens wraps up the first section with a look at 

globalization, pointing out that Christians can work in the global economy as agents for the 

kingdom of God.123 

Engage and Withdraw      Stevens also looks at spirituality in the marketplace and 

suggests that in order to go deep, it is important to emulate Jesus and be disciplined rather 
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than balanced.124 He calls this a “mixed life” of engagement and withdrawal. Christians 

withdraw from the busy-ness of business to pray, reflect, and listen to God’s voice which 

cultivates integrity and creates the soil for ethical decision-making. 

Convergence Through Business     “The unhappy divorce of church/religion and business 

has left business on its own,” says Stevens, “and Christians … living schizophrenic lives: 

God on Sunday, Mammon on Monday.125” If one responds to God’s call in the 

marketplace, one can once again reconcile various aspects of one’s life, thus bringing glory 

to God. Though not using the same terms, Stevens, like Brett Johnson, calls for a life of 

convergence. 

Throughout the text, Stevens provides examples of real-life men and women facing 

dilemmas of making difficult choices that would honor God in the workplace. The author 

not only portrays a solid, biblical perspective of business as commissioned by God but also 

provides practical ways in which to grow in full-time service of God. He frames Christians’ 

call to business in light of their call to serve as regents in the kingdom of God. This 

language is similar to that which Seay uses in reference to book of Romans, where he says 

that Christians are called to be emissaries.126  

Some Final Thoughts      I appreciate the fact that Stevens uses the concept of business as 

mission in a manner that includes people who serve in any work arena—not only 

entrepreneurs and founders of their own businesses. The business as mission movement as 

presented in the writings of C. Neal Johnson, leans heavily toward the latter group, leaving 

a large void insofar as the majority of Christians goes.127 
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The only area where I find that Stevens’ text possibly lacks is a lack of pure enjoyment. 

Though, when talking about discerning one’s calling, Stevens refers to having a sense of 

“ought-ness,” or knowing, “I was made for this,”128 the text still leaves the reader feeling 

that “doing God’s business” is a somber business.  

Work as Purpose 

I briefly turn to the writing of Gene E. Veith in God at Work for some additional thoughts 

on work. Veith makes a strong case for the purposefulness that works brings to a person’s 

life, saying, “in not being aware of what their vocations are—and that there is a spiritual 

dimension to work, family, and involvement in society—[people] are plagued by a lack of 

purpose, confused as to what they should do and how they should live and who they 

are.”129 

Priesthood of All Believers     Veith reminds his reader of “the Reformation notion of ‘the 

priesthood of all believers’” (based on 1 Pet. 2:9), making it clear, once again, that all 

believers have access to the presence of God by virtue of Christ’s death. “‘The priesthood 

of all believers’ did not make everyone into church workers; rather, it turned every work 

into a sacred calling,” he points out.130 

To Choose or to Be Chosen     In writing about vocation, Veith insists, “We do not choose 

our vocations. We are called to them.” To be sure, people do not get to choose which 

country they are born in, into which family. Even their faith starts from God calling them to 

him. When it comes to choosing a vocation, however, Veith’s language sounds like that of 

a reluctant worker, of people who reluctantly serve (even serve God) because they feel like 

they have no choice. “If I were to choose what I really wanted to do, I might pick 
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something like ‘Major League baseball player.’ … But no matter how hard I ‘choose’ it, I 

could never get on a Major League roster.”131 

Veith bases this view on the fact that even one’s gifts and personality are from God. 

“Finding your vocation, then, has to do, in part, with finding your God-given talents (what 

you can do) and your God-given personality (what fits the person you are).”132 Though 

true, God certainly gives people many talents and many choices. 

Vocation and Suffering      Unlike most of the other authors Veith also addresses hardship 

within vocations, saying of such times, 

The Christian, when he can, prays in agony. He is not healed but he exercises his faith. 
The unbeliever feels not only the suffering but the meaninglessness of his suffering. He 
resents the God he does not believe in. They both get better. They go back to work. One 
has grown closer to his God. The other, embittered, has grown farther away-unless at 
the point of his helplessness he has started listening to his coworker, who has been 
trying to tell him about Christ for years.133 

As such, Veith shows an understanding of the challenges of sharing the gospel in the 

workplace as well as the importance of building relationships over time. 

Final Thoughts     Despite the somewhat gloomy tone of the text, Veith makes a somewhat 

unique contribution to the literature on calling by presenting a person’s role within his or 

her family, as a citizen, or within the community of his or her church as different vocations. 

Theology of Work: Rest 

Our final stop among the literature on life and work is a look at what a couple of 

authors are saying with regard to rest. Hand in hand with God’s command to Adam and 
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Eve to work came his command to rest. Nevertheless, celebrating the Sabbath has become a 

rarity among modern-day Christians.134  

Created with a Need to Rest 

I turn again to Griffin for insights on Act 1 of God’s Story, when God instituted the 

Sabbath. Griffin suggests that on the seventh day/container of creation, when God created 

rest, he did so not because he was tired but because rest is what he wanted humankind to 

do. In polytheistic cultures, people often demonstrate what they want the gods to do (such 

as seen in rain dances and such). “God simply reverses this action,” Griffin points out, “and 

models for his children what he would like for them to do.” As such, it is another blast 

against polytheism.135 

To Do or Not to Do: Observing the Sabbath     McKnight points out that the Christian 

Sunday is different from the Sabbath. The focus of the first is on fellowship and worship, 

while the focus in the latter is on rest. He points out that some people think (but it’s not 

clear) that Paul “may have given Gentiles permission not to keep Sabbath but the issue was 

not crystal clear” (Col. 2:16). Rules regarding the Sabbath are significant, since Numbers 

15:32-36 demands capital punishment for those who break the Sabbath. McKnight says that 

the Sabbath was only abandoned around the time of Constantine.136 

Learning from Lieberman      

I turn to a modern-day practicing Jew, Senator Joseph Lieberman, for some insights on a 

modern celebration of the day of rest, and discover if there is something to be learned for 

Christians. “For me,” Lieberman explains, “Sabbath observance is a gift because it is one 

of the deepest, purest pleasures in my life. … It is a time to reconnect with family and 
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friends—and, of course, with God …”137 He makes an important distinction. Rather than 

refer to the Sabbath as a day of rest at the end of a busy week, he talks of entering “the six 

days of work that follow the day of rest.”138 As such, Lieberman is essentially saying that 

one can work because one has rested (rather than resting because one has worked.) 

The Benefits of Observing the Sabbath     Lieberman describes the Sabbath as a gift, a 

decision, and an event for which a person prepares throughout the week.139 He suggests 

turning off the television, computer, and even your phone for the day—actions that may at 

first cause anxiety but is ultimately a productive and liberating choice.140 

The benefits of observing the Sabbath, he says, are numerous. One of the benefits 

Lieberman cites is that the start of the Sabbath specifically is a time of introspection, self-

evaluation, and repentance. “Whoever we are and whatever we do, stepping back from the 

noise and confusion of the daily hustle to gain a broader perspective is valuable,” 

Lieberman explains.141  

He suggests that during the week, while working, one does so to “change and improve 

the world.” When we rest, however, “we seek to change and improve ourselves and to 

renew our relations with God, family and community...”142 Lieberman concludes saying,  

When we work, we become God’s active partners in improving the world … There is 
great challenge, excitement, and joy in such work. … Both the Sabbath and work are 
commandments and gifts from God—each reinforcing the other. The Sabbath and the 
six days of labor together give us the greatest gifts of all: the gifts of meaning, purpose, 
and destiny. Rest without work would be meaningless. Work without rest would be 
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purposeless. But together, work and rest offer us the hope of a better life today and the 
destiny of ultimate redemption tomorrow.143 

An Evangelical’s Opinion on the Sabbath      

I turn next to contemporary theologian Marva Dawn’s view of the Sabbath.144 She 

describes keeping the Sabbath as recognizing “that the rhythm of six days of work and one 

day of ceasing work is written into the core of our beings. To observe that order week by 

week creates in us a wholeness that is possible only when we live in accordance with this 

pattern of being...”145 

Cease, Rest, Embrace, Feast     Dawn explains, “The word Sabbath comes originally from 

the Hebrew verb shabbat, which means primarily to cease or desist,” pointing out that the 

Sabbath ceasing is not only resting from work but also from the need to accomplish and be 

productive, ceasing to worry, ceasing trying to be God, ceasing possessiveness, 

enculturation and meaningless. In essence, it is a deliberate ceasing all that result from God 

not being the center of one’s life. Instead, one delights in God by thanking God for the 

week’s events, and remembering to him all that one is thankful for.146 

More than just ceasing, Shabbat also means to rest. “The progression from ceasing to 

resting,” Dawn points out, “underscores the basic movement from idolatry to faith.”147 The 

kinds of rests the author refers to goes beyond physical rest. It includes emotional, 

intellectual and spiritual rest. The latter is wrapped up in the very Hebrew greeting on the 

Sabbath, shalom! More than merely peace, at the heart of shalom lays peace with God.  
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The author also focuses on embracing as being key to observing the Sabbath. “We 

don’t just think God’s values are good,” she explains. “We embrace them wholly. … To 

embrace is to accept with gusto, to live to the hilt, to choose with extra intentionality and 

tenacity.”148 

The final element of keeping the Sabbath that Dawn highlights, is feasting. It gives 

Christians a chance to delight in God’s constancy and consistency, his order and 

faithfulness. They can use music, food and even time with friends as means to focus on 

God’s goodness. It is a time of community and communion.149 Moving from a day of 

simply not working to one where you cease, rest, embrace and feast is what the author 

means by keeping the Sabbath wholly or completely. 

Marva Dawn’s appeal ultimately is one to deliberately set aside everything and focus 

on God. Her suggestions for Sabbath rituals, the lighting of the candles, doing liturgical 

readings, and the like may not appeal to most evangelical Christians, but for Dawn, the 

crux does not lie in the rituals. The purpose of the Sabbath is to focus on God, praising him 

and trusting his grace.150  

The History of Sabbath in Act 5, Scene 7     Wayne Muller, in his book, Sabbath, posits,  

Early Christians celebrated the Sabbath on Sunday, to commemorate the day of Jesus’ 
resurrection. The Sunday Sabbath first received official recognition in 321 C.E., when 
the emperor Constantine, newly converted to Christianity, declared it a day of rest 
throughout the Roman Empire. Sadly, this inaugurated a long period of governmentally 
enforced Sabbath-keeping, when church attendance became mandatory.151 

 An aversion to Sabbath-keeping grew from this. Even later, after the Reformation, 

“Sunday services were deliberately long in order to keep worshipers from succumbing to 

                                                
148 Ibid., 100. These ideas, to me, sound like key elements of four-dimensional serious play. 
149 Ibid., 151. 
150 Ibid., 213. 
151 Wayne Muller, Sabbath: Finding Rest, Renewal and Delight in Our Busy Lives (New York: Bantam 

Books, 1999) ,30. 
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other temptations on the day of rest.” Likewise, Sabbath-keeping was “seen as a sign of 

piety” in North American culture.152 

The Joy of the Sabbath     Taking (or making) time to rest, Muller suggests, is “not about 

legalism and legislation, but about joy and the things that grow only in time.” Legalism 

suffocates the joy of the Sabbath.153 Instead of following legalistic rules, Muller suggests 

practical ways to celebrate the Sabbath. It’s about pampering one’s soul.  

 Muller says, “In six days God made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day God 

rested, and was refreshed. Here,” he states, “the word refreshed … literally means, ‘and 

God exhaled.’ … Without the Sabbath exhale, the life-giving inhale is impossible.”154 

Final Thoughts      Muller draws not only from examples and Scriptures from the Jewish 

and Christian faith traditions but also quotes thirteenth-century Muslim poet Rumi and 

Fourth-century BC Chinese Taoist philosopher Loazhi.  He cites traditions from Buddhist 

monks as examples of how people can practice a Sabbath pause and suggests praying 

prayers of blessings on the fish at an aquarium or people around them in traffic are all “tiny 

Sabbath[s], a secret sanctuary offered to a hurried and unsuspecting world.”155  

A noble thought, it is not scripturally sound to suggest that blessing fish and fellow 

travelers is what God had in mind when he instituted the Sabbath. It is unclear to me from 

which religious framework Muller actually operates. He goes so far as to say, “If we 

surrender fully into Sabbath time, we can slowly move from a life so filled with noisy 

worries that we are deaf to the gifts and blessings of our life, to a life in which we can listen 

                                                
152 Ibid., 31. 
153 Ibid., 30. 
154 Ibid., 36. 
155 Ibid., 46.  
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to God, Jesus, all the Buddhas and saints and sages and messengers who seek to guide and 

teach us.”156 

Although the ideas Lieberman, Dawn (and to some extent, Muller) promote are valid 

and would undeniably be good practices, neither can provide unquestionable reason why 

specifically setting an entire day aside to rest and focus on God is something that New-

Testament believers are commanded to do. Dawn does point out that celebrating the 

Sabbath is not only about setting a day aside to rest and turn one’s thoughts to God. A true 

celebration of the day of rest is a culmination of consistently practicing spiritual 

disciplines.157  

Calling for a return to a strict observation of the Sabbath sounds too close to promoting 

dualism. In striving to live integrated lives, one should be able to incorporate Sabbath 

practices into everyday life. 

  Theology of Play: Delight 

The final texts I turn to relate to the concept of play itself, finding out what authors are 

saying about the idea of play. In order to support my thoughts on finding such a level of 

fulfillment that a person can call work play, I will turn firstly to the published and 

unpublished writings of Ray Rood. 

Rood and the Genesis of Serious Play 

Ray Rood, along with Brenda Menely, set out to write on the topic of an idea they 

called serious play. The notion of serious play came from a poem by Robert Frost, called, 

“Two Tramps in Mud Time.” The eighth and ninth stanzas read, 

  

                                                
156 Ibid., 84. 
157 Ibid., xi. 



 63 

But yield who will to their separation, 
My object in living is to unite 
My avocation and my vocation 
As my two eyes make one in sight. 
 
Only where love and need are one, 
And the work is play for mortal stakes, 
Is the deed ever really done, 
For heaven and the future’s sake.158 

Rood and Menely point to the tramp’s desire to split wood merely “for the release of 

emotion and physical exercise” while lumberjack does so only for pay. They point out that 

Frost suggests that the goal in life is to “to unite avocation and vocation” so that “fun and 

hobby become blended with work and purpose.” They continue, 

In today’s workforce, individuals are caught in an interesting double bind of an 
expectation that they should be able to find personal and professional fulfillment in 
what they do on the job, while they are overwhelmed by the changing workplace that is 
increasingly demanding. As a result, there is a need for today’s worker to understand 
both their job-related skills and behavior preferences in order to effectively align 
themselves to the mission and purpose of their employer and management’s 
performance and behavior expectations.159 

This blending of vocation and avocation, career and hobbies, professional and personal 

life, leads to a greater understanding of life as a whole as well as the satisfaction of living 

out life properly. Inasmuch as a person is able, he or she “does what he/she loves because 

he/she chooses to do so to be congruent with his/her own self identity,” that person will be 

a serious player.160 

Reluctant Work     Rood and Menely refer to people who “feel trapped in the work place 

and sees work only as a means to an end” as a reluctant workers.161 They “come to the 

conclusion early in life that work is not really meant to be a satisfying experience, and 

                                                
158 Robert Frost, as quoted in Raymond Rood and Brenda Menely, “Serious Play at Work Book Plan 

Overview.” (Los Angeles, California: Human Technologies International, Unpublished document. December 
1992.) 

159 Ibid., 8. 
160 Ibid., 1, 3. 
161 Ibid., 2. 
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therefore it is not wise to expect it to be.”162 Reluctant workers believe that not enjoying 

work is “normal and unable to be altered.”163 

Elsewhere, Rood defines a reluctant worker as a “person who experiences work as 

necessary, stressful, and joyless while being at best a means to—hopefully—a positive, 

futuristic end.”164  

Rood points to some behavioral patters of reluctant workers as including approaching 

their lives passively. “They see themselves as being powerless and blame others for their 

lot in life,” suggesting everyone has some tendencies to being reluctant workers.165 

Serious Play     The opposite of a reluctant worker is a serious player, a person who 

“experiences work as enjoyable and is satisfied and productive.”166 A serious player also 

sees work as “being an end, in and of itself, as well as a means to an end.”167 

To determine whether one is a serious player or a reluctant worker, Rood had devised a 

rubric by which one can score oneself. Statements by which one rates work/life attitude 

include  

I get excited about what I do in my work. I think about new ideas and approaches with 
which to do my work both on and off the job. I feel I can be myself in my work most of 
the time. I am willing to risk getting in trouble in my work by doing things my way. 
What I do and how I do it is more important to me than income. I experience more fun 
than stress when I work. I am successful in what I do. I feel wealthy in terms of work-
related contact I can count on for help. It bothers me when others at work compromise 
themselves. I would be willing to give up some of my income in exchange for doing 
more of what I would like to do. I like to celebrate work-related accomplishments.168 

                                                
162 Rood and Menely, “Serious Play at Work Book Plan Overview.” 12. 
163 Raymond P. Rood and Brenda L. Menely, “Have your cake and eat it” (Undated, unpublished 

document),4. 
164 Rood. “To Explore the Concept of Serious Play and Its Implications for Doing Our Work,” 3. 
165 Ibid., 7. 
166 Ibid., 2. 
167 Ibid., 8. 
168 Ibid., 1. 
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The characteristics of serious players, Rood points out, are firstly, that they are 

“energizing and energized people” who are “psychologically self-employed.” They have 

what they need, or perhaps a little more. They have high self-esteem. They are “able and 

choose to swim upstream and/or against the tide.” They live in the reality of positive, self-

fulfilling prophesies so that good things keep happening to them.169 

The Energizing Effect of Serious Play      Rood and Menely compare the effect of serious 

play on the amount of energy used, saying, “The first and second laws of thermodynamics 

relate to the use of energy. [T]he second law’s entropy effect [is] used to establish a third 

law directly related to energy development. This energizing effect of serious play we call 

the third law of thermodynamics. It is the most distinctive denominator describing serious 

players.”170 In other words, serious players are not only energized by what they do, they 

have an energizing effect on their environments. 

Final Thoughts     It is unfortunate that Rood and Menely were never able to publish their 

book on serious play. This void remains to be filled, and I hope to eventually publish a 

book on the topic (with the inspiration and blessing of Ray Rood). 

Despite Ray’s deep faith, there is no mention anywhere of the spiritual realm of serious 

play as these documents were written from the mindset of organizational development and 

human relationships. Since faith is not a key component in serious play, I have added what 

I refer to as the fourth dimension of serious play to show how one person’s serious play fits 

into God’s Story. 

Discovering One’s True Talents 

For some insights from the world of psychology, I turn to Sir Ken Robinson, Ph.D., who, in 

his book The Element, poses that all people are born with amazing capabilities. Education, 
                                                
169 Ibid., 11-16. 
170 Rood and Menely, “Serious Play at Work Book Plan Overview.” 5. 
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however often tarnishes innate curiosities resulting in “too many people never [connecting] 

with their true talents, and therefore don’t know what they’re really capable of achieving. 

In that sense, they don’t know who they really are.” Without knowing what one’s talents 

and passions are, one has no idea what would be fulfilling. On the contrary, “people 

who’ve been highly successful in all kinds of fields … are passionate about what they do 

and couldn’t imagine doing anything else.” 171 

Do What You Are      Robinson makes some significant observations regarding the 

connection between “natural aptitude” and “personal passion,” suggesting that the element 

is found where these two components connect. “When people are in their element, they 

connect with something fundamental to their sense of identity, purpose, and well-being. 

Being [in their element] provides a sense of self-revelation, of defining who they really are 

and what they’re really meant to be doing with their lives.”172 

Robinson posits that finding one’s element takes a combination of other elements. The 

first two (natural aptitude and passion) take varied degrees of self-awareness. Next, there is 

opportunity. “Without the right opportunities, you may never know what your aptitudes are 

and how far they may take you,” says Robinson. “A lot depends on the opportunities we 

have, on the opportunities we create, and how and if we take them.”173 

Being in one’s element does not mean there are no challenges. “Even when we’re doing 

the things we love, there can be frustrations, disappointments, and times when it simply 

doesn’t work or come together,” Robinson suggests. “But when it does, it transforms our 

experience of the element. We become focused and intent. We live it the moment.”174  

                                                
171 Ken Robinson, The Element: How Finding Your Passion Changes Everything (London, Penguin 

Books, 2009), xi-xii. 
172 Ibid., 21. 
173 Ibid., 25. 
174 Ibid., 87. 
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The Energizing Effect of the Element     “Being in the element … doesn’t take energy 

away from you; it gives it to you,” says Robinson. “Activities we love fill us with energy 

even when we are physically exhausted.”175  

Robinson points out that finding one’s element requires overcoming fears—one of the 

most common obstacles to finding one’s element. It also requires the willingness to go 

against the advice of some individuals who might be uncomfortable with the risk one is 

taking. He points out that not everyone will encourage one to follow one’s passions. In fact, 

some people may flat-out discourage one.176 

Robinson points to another important nuance within finding one’s element. Though 

some people face a lot of challenges in their lives, everyone faces challenges. “It’s not what 

happens to us that makes the difference in our lives,” Robinson says. “What makes the 

difference is our attitude toward what happens,” pointing also to perseverance as another 

component for cultivating good fortune goes.177 

The Difference Between Leisure and Recreation      Though at first glance these two 

concepts seem closely related, the difference is significant. Robinson explains, 

In a general sense, both words suggest processes of physical or mental regeneration. 
But they have different connotations. Leisure is generally thought of as the opposite of 
work. It suggests something effortless and passive. … Leisure offers a respite, a passive 
break from the challenges of the day, a chance to rest and recharge. Recreation carries a 
more active tone—literally of re-creating ourselves. It suggests activities that require 
physical or mental effort but which enhance our energies rather than depleting them.178  

                                                
175 Ibid., 93. 
176 Ibid., 136, 139. 
177 Ibid., 159, 167. 
178 Ibid., 218. 
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As such, work can becomes recreation. Robinson makes the point that such recreation 

makes the “difference between making a living and making a life.” Finding your element 

“can affect [your] whole life and the lives of those around [you].”179 

Final Thoughts     The only area where Robinson’s book seriously lacks is in the spiritual 

element. Beyond that, the examples of famous as well as not-so-famous individuals who 

found their elements is an inspiration for me to do the same while expanding the study to a 

spiritual dimension.

                                                
179 Ibid., 222-223. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 RESEARCH METHODS AND RESULTS  

Research Methods 

My research is a qualitative study of individuals I suspect can be classified as serious 

players. My interviewee list included persons from a variety of vocations and countries.  

Case Studies 

Who Has Been Interviewed? 

The persons I have interviewed include individuals from a wide array of careers and 

from various countries. Some are business owners; most report to others through their 

work. Some get paid for what they do; others don’t. Only one is not a Christian but a 

practicing Jew. One is in vocational ministry; the rest are not. 

1. Jessica Herold Cosmetologist USA 

2. Robert L. Hancock Philanthropist USA 

3. Dr. Sarah Sumner Writer/Theologian USA 

4. Kurt Warner Professional Athlete USA 

5. Dr. Melody Graham Psychology Professor/Provost USA 

6. Makoto Fujimura Artist USA/Japan 

7. Billy Leonard Small-business Owner USA 

8. Pamela Oliver Grade 1 Teacher USA 

9. Mats Tunehag Lawyer/Writer Sweden 

10. Mike Todd Social Activist Canada 

11. Juli McGowan Palliative Care Nurse Kenya 
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12. Laura Waris Student Finland 

13. Hillary Craft Finance/Cancer Activist England 

14. Amy Hoppock Stay-at-home Mom USA 

15. Danette Brooks Medical Sales Professional USA 

16. Hettie Brittz Writer South Africa 

17. F. W. de Klerk Former President & Nobel Laureate South Africa 

18. Jayne Davies Restaurateur South Africa 

19. Dr. Doris Brougham Radio Host/Magazine Editor Taiwan 

What Did I Seek to Learn? 

I interviewed these individuals in an effort to see if it is indeed true that to the extent 

that a person is able to connect their experiences and training (their skills) with their 

passions, and to the extent that they are able to uses these in a meaningful work 

environment, they are able to enjoy their work—and their life—and hence be called serious 

players. 

I explored the differences in motivation for each of the individuals with the goal to 

determine to what extent faith plays a role in the context of their serious play as a source of 

extrinsic motivation. In the same vein, for those who are people of faith, I sought to find 

what correlation there might be between their view of work, ministry, and calling. Do they 

see work and ministry as equal opportunities to be involved in God’s purposes with 

humankind? 

I sought to understand if my interviewees found joy in work rather than simply see 

work as a means to an end, if they took time to rest and be refreshed, and if they sought 

opportunities outside of work to be involved in events and causes that they found fulfilling. 

I tried to identify the traits that serious players share, look at the circumstances and 
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conditions that bring people closer to being serious players, and identify deterrents that 

make embracing serious play harder.  

My goal with this study has been to illuminate concepts that some may have sensed 

intuitively in order to provide a means by which serious play attributes can be intentionally 

developed within those interested in such a journey of becoming a serious player and 

helping others to become serious players, even creating serious play work environments. I 

hope to highlight a new way of looking at one’s own potential and the potential of those 

around one, especially in light of God’s story with humankind. I also sought to point to the 

role others have played in the lives of serious players as encouragers or someone who 

simply gave the person a “foot up.” 

Research Instruments 

All but one of the interviews were conducted either in person or via Skype and recorded 

using Apple’s Garage Band software. Makoto Fujimura and F.W. de Klerk, due to their 

travel schedules, preferred answering the questions in writing only. 

Questions covered their backgrounds, the journeys to where they are now, their 

motivations for work, and faith integration.  

1. Please tell me what you do for a living.  

2. How did you end up where you are?  

3. Do you see this as your calling? What, if any, do you see as the differences between 
calling and career. 
 

4. Reflecting back, were there any pivotal milestones or events that influenced your 
career?  
 

5. How about people: Who were some of the early influences in your life? How about 
more recent mentors or significant people that played a role in your success?  
 

6. Outside your work arena, what are your main hobbies or avocational interests? 
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7. How often, if ever, do you take time to rest and recharge? What does R&R look like 
for you? 
 

8. In my research, I’ve come up with a definition for what I call serious play. When you 
are able to connect your natural talents with your passions, what most people describe 
as work takes far less effort—hence, it’s play. Next, if your work is meaningful, it 
becomes serious play. I also believe if you see your life & work within the context of 
God’s story with humankind, it gives your serious play a fourth dimension.  
o Based on my definition, would you describe yourself as a serious player? Are you 

able to work in both your skills and your passions? Is your work meaningful? 
 

9. I am suggesting that true serious players really enjoy the majority of what they do. 
What percentage of your life would you say you really enjoy? 
 

Research Evaluation 

I reviewed all conversations and noted any patterns in similarities and discrepancies in 

their answers. I wrote a summary of each of the case studies, outlining what qualifies them 

as serious players, their journey to serious play, or the obstacles to serious play that are 

noted in the interview. Finally, I incorporated my conclusions from the interviews into my 

definitions of serious play as well as into the case study overviews found in the appendix of 

this document. 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

Serious Play 
 An Invitation to Life and Work in 4D 
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Make a careful exploration of who you are 

and the work you have been given, 
and then sink yourself into that. 
Don’t be impressed with yourself. 

Don’t compare yourself with others. 
Each of you must take responsibility 

for doing the creative best 
you can with your own life. 

 
 

  Galatians 6:4-5 (The Message) 
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Foreword 
 

By Raymond Rood: A Lifetime Committed Serious Player 
Little did I know that my somewhat disillusioning experience as a first-year eight grade 

social studies teach over forty five years ago would lead to the privilege of writing this 

foreword for Adéle Booysen’s book on Serious Play. The following is the story of my 

connection with Adéle and the subject of Serious Play.    

In some ways it seems like yesterday when, as a young idealistic teacher, I began 

my teaching experience in the Mission District of San Francisco with high hopes of 

engaging young students in becoming self-motivated, lifelong learners. One of the first 

lessons in my “on the job training” was the realization that I was part of a very small 

minority of public school faculty who had such ambitions. These ambitions seemed to be 

challenged every time I entered the teachers’ lounge where I encountered few 

conversations about the educational experience compared to the numerous conversations 

about personal weekend experiences and upcoming holiday activities.  

The lone educational topic that emerged on some regular basis would be those 

conversations that were about the complaints that teachers had regarding how the 

insensitive administration was treating the faculty and thus making their jobs as teachers 

more and more difficult. I came to realize in a relatively short period of time that most 

faculty members didn’t seem to enjoy what they were doing. What they did enjoy was the 

time off for holidays and the summer when they could do what they wanted to do. In 

between these times it seemed to both the faculty and the administration tolerated their 

mutual experiences as necessary experiences to endure, not to enjoy. 

Several years later I became friends with Gary Low, a principle of an intermediate 

school. When I told Gary about my initial experiences along with my observations 

concerning most of my fellow teachers, I remember Gary agreeing that he had a faculty 

who, for the most part, had a similar attitude about their work. This initial exchange 

regarding the teaching experience soon led to an extended series of conversations regarding 

the possible causes of this seemingly prevalent attitude amongst many, but not all, teachers 

who we knew or had known.   
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Our conversations also led us to recalling those few memorial teachers whose 

classrooms were filled with fun learning experiences. We remembered those teachers as 

being quite unconventional. They often did not following traditional rules and lesson plans.  

Instead, their classrooms became more like stages full of surprises on which they were 

always engaging their students in participating in various learning activities. It seemed like 

you never knew what they were going to say or do. Most of all, we remembered them 

having fun doing what they were doing, and their joy often spilled over to many of their 

students.  These were the teachers that former students would come back in visit, often 

asking if the same types of activities were still going on. 

Gary’s and my conversations soon led us to explore the role that creativity and 

creative self-expression played in the lives and work of these memorable teachers. We 

concluded that these teachers and their classrooms were so distinctly and attractively 

different from the more conventional teachers due to somehow having discovered their own 

creativity, and they were simply expressing it in and through their work, as any creative 

artist might do. The more that we learned upon the subject of creativity, the more that we 

found ourselves coming to a radical belief which is that all people are creative and that 

their creativity can be discovered, developed and applied. Furthermore, we came to the 

position that if more teachers could discover their own creativity and apply it in and 

through their teaching, then their teaching as well as their students’ learning experience 

might become a positively transforming experience. 

Shortly thereafter, Gary and I designed a graduate course for teachers called “The 

Development of the Creative Teaching Personality.” Our text was a book by Earl Pullius,  

A Teacher Is Many Things (Indiana University Press, 1977). Since both of us at the time 

were teaching in the graduate education program of a then-small college in Southern 

California, Azusa Pacific College, we proposed to offer it as an elective course within their 

Masters Degree Program in Education. The course was accepted and we began a delightful 

team-teaching experience that soon thereafter led to an opportunity that I never could have 

anticipated.     

Several years after teaching the course in the off-campus program in Southern 

California, I was invited to bring the course into a masters degree curriculum that was 

going to be offered to teachers teaching in international schools throughout the world, 

beginning in South America, specifically Ecuador, Bolivia and Brazil. Little did I realize 
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that for the next ten years I would have the privilege of introducing the course to hundreds 

of teachers in five different continents that would result in many very memorable 

experiences for both me and my students as we discovered, developed and applied our own 

creativity in and through our teaching. 

One of the most unanticipated outcomes of this experience was to observe some 

teachers come to the conclusion that to best express their creativity, which we described 

first and foremost as an attitude about life, that they should consider leaving teaching and 

seek some other endeavor that might be more conducive to expressing what they were 

learning about themselves. Another outcome of this experience happened one day in class 

when I found myself describing the application of one’s discovered creativity as “serious 

play,” which I then described as the attitude of play being blended into a process that had 

serious consequences, in this case involving teaching and learning outcomes for those 

involved.   

It was a number of years later, after I had founded my first organizational 

development consulting company, that a new colleague inquired about my philosophy 

about organizational life, particularly the concept of work. I remember telling this 

colleague, Brenda Meneley, that I believed that true work is really a matter of serious play 

followed by telling her the detailed version of the previous story.  She responded by telling 

me that this topic could become a book and wanted to know if I had ever considered 

writing one. I quickly responded by saying that I had no intention of writing a book since 

such an experience would not be a serious play experience, and I was not interested in 

doing something that would threaten my ability of living a life of serious play.  She 

countered by asking me if there were any conditions under which I would consider writing 

such a book. I responded by telling her that I would consider such an endeavor only if 

someone else would do things that I didn’t like to do. She told me that she would be willing 

to play such a role, which created another chapter in what was now a twenty-year story. 

As Brenda was convincing me that I should consider writing a book, I began 

thinking about how to approach such an endeavor.  I remember during one of my graduate 

programs studying a type of research that focused on the study of stories. This type of 

research postulated that if you could find common denominators in thirty stories then you 

could postulate your own theory. What came to mind was a curiosity in finding out whether 

or not there were any common denominators in the stories of those who might describe 
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themselves as serious players based upon the understanding of serious play as I had 

described it.  My thinking was that if there were any common denominators in their stories 

of living a life of serious play, then there might be something to write about. 

For the next four years, Brenda and I had a glorious time of interviewing a very 

interesting cast of characters who saw and lived life in very unique ways in describing 

themselves as serious players. Our methodology was simple. After talking to the first two 

people who fit our criteria of a person who lived a life of serious play, we asked them if 

they knew anyone who we needed to interview, which in turn led to the next set of three 

interviews and then on and on to more and more interviews. One of the interesting 

discoveries that we made was that indeed there is this small, but pervasive group of 

individuals in all walks of life and in all social economic levels who see and live life under 

very different assumption than do the majority of people.   

Those four years of interviews turned out to be one of the greatest serious play 

experiences of my life.  While the book never got written for a variety of reasons, we did 

publish an article along with creating a course and a serious of workshops before life’s 

circumstances took both of us in different directions. Once again, little did I realize that 

there was not only another chapter but a book to be written about the story of serious play. 

For the last several years, Adéle Booysen and I had been keeping in contact ever 

since she had been in a graduate class that I had taught.  In 2011, I invited Adéle to be my 

guest at my new company’s (The Genysys Group) annual symposium event. Following that 

weekend, our Executive Vice President and I met with Adéle to discuss a possible 

relationship between Adéle and The Genysys Group.  It was at that breakfast meeting that 

Adéle shared with me that she was beginning work on her doctoral dissertation on the 

theology of work. The more that she described her area of study, I began to see a 

remarkable connection to my life and work concerning serious play, especially its 

unfinished story. 

In the month previous to my conversation with Adéle I had a passing conversation 

with a person who I had just met and the topic of serious play came up as it does from time 

to time in my various conversations. One of the things that I mentioned in this one 

particular conversation was my long time interest in exploring, hopefully at some point, the 

theology of serious play since I had for years seen serious play as a spiritual principle. 

Once again I was challenged by another person to see that a book be written particularly on 
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this topic. Little did I know that the following month I would be having the conversation 

with Adéle that would eventually lead me to writing the foreword for this book, not to a 

book that I would be writing, but to the book that Adéle would be writing. 

It wasn’t too long after my conversation with Adéle that I agreed to find and send to 

her as much as could that related to the original interview questions, interviews, article, 

classes and workshops that emerged from Brenda’s and my work in the late 80’s and early 

90’s. At best, this original work is a framework for some of Adéle’s excellent research, 

provocative interviews and engaging writing that you, the reader, will have the opportunity 

to both ponder and enjoy. I will ever be grateful to Adéle for doing justice to a fledgling 

concept particularly to uncovering its deep and spiritual roots. In reading Adéle’s book my 

prayer is that each of us, some for the first time, will deepen and nurture the connection 

with that serious player within, that when expressed, can lead to a deep gladness in both our 

lives and the lives that we touch.  

 

 

 

 

 

Raymond Rood  
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1 .  Introduction 

I knew I was in trouble the moment people started running. Kenyans don’t run. Except as a 

sport. Except to run their way out of poverty, really. They walk. They don’t yell either. But 

that day, people ran in town. And they yelled.  

Bags flew over the fence as vendors scurried to safe places. The gates to the parking 

lot jammed shut. A man yelled at me, “You have GOT TO get out of here!” But I couldn’t 

move. I had brought friends to town with me. I would not leave without them. 

Bit by bit they came. Thirteen of them, with all the supplies they had bought for 

children going off to high school. Trunks. Mattresses. Groceries. We jammed everything in 

the back and strapped more stuff to the roof rack. And we crammed everyone into the 9-

seater Land Rover. 

As we were about to pull out, our second vehicle arrived, and eight people emptied 

out of my car into that, leaving me with far too much stuff to go unnoticed. David, the 

national director of the NGO I worked with, insisted on driving. I let him, knowing that we 

would likely encounter roadblocks along the way, and David is a man that can talk his way 

out of anything. Usually. 

Moments later, on the main road out of town, not even he could talk us out of the 

mess in which we found ourselves. Neither his reputation, nor his ethnicity would save us. 

We had driven straight into a mob. Right next to my window, an 18-wheeler truck 

was on fire. I felt the heat waves hit my car in sync with the men banging against the 

windows. Some of them were on top of the roof, taking the goods that had been securely 

strapped in place. The rest were trying to get into the car to take what they could. They 

were yelling at David, “Give us the white girls!” 

I looked into the eyes of a man standing in front of my window with a football-sized 

rock in his hand, his left pointer finger aimed straight at me. I had never seen such hatred in 

anyone’s eyes. “God, please don’t let them get into my car,” I prayed with my hands held 

high. “Please don’t let them rape us. I’d rather die! Help us.” 
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“We’re going!” David shouted. Miraculously, the crowd opened up and the car 

rolled forward. A rock came flying through the rear window and landed all the way in the 

front between David and me. The side window shattered.  

But we got out. 

A hundred yards further we were stopped again. Men were running toward us, this 

time with pickaxes. “This is it!” I thought. My car isn’t strong enough to withstand a 

pickax…  

“Don’t hurt the doctors!” my director yelled. Somewhat sheepishly, the men moved 

the large rocks from the road and let us through. David had noticed the ambulance they had 

let through just moments before, and his quick thinking helped. 

We turned off at the first small gravel road and took the long way home, through 

countryside where people knew of the man who was behind the steering wheel. At each of 

the 20-some roadblocks that followed, he explained to them what was happening in town 

and what we had been through. Men with bows, arrows and machetes stood listening at 

every stop. They were there to protect their own. They let us through. 

“I stared death in the eye!” were the first words that I got out when we got home. 

Home was a small village in Kenya, East Africa, an arduous weeklong drive from where I 

had grown up on the southern coast of the continent. That’s really where I should start my 

story. 

I am African, and I am white. Some of my ancestors have been on the continent for 

ten generations. When people ask where I’m from, it’s impossible to answer them in just 

one word or even in a short sentence. I’ve lived in places with a population of as high as 

several million to as low as a few hundred. 

I never thought my life would be like this. I am from an ordinary family, and though 

we moved often due to my dad’s job, my parents encouraged safe choices over the risky 

ones that have become the hallmark of my life. 

Only in the last year did I come upon the concept of serious play. I’ve been engaged 

in serious play for close to two decades, though. A high school English teacher by training, 

I became a serious player once I moved to Taipei, Taiwan and worked as a magazine editor 

at a company called Overseas Radio & Television. Like many of my colleagues, I loved 

what I did, and I thought I’d work at ORTV till I retire.  
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But then I was offered an opportunity to move to the U.S. to pursue a graduate 

degree at Azusa Pacific University. There I worked as an English professor, once more 

loving my job. I spent my days teaching and mentoring international students and my 

evenings grappling with my graduate classes in organizational leadership. While at APU, I 

wrote a paper where I said I’d love to someday work with a non-profit organization that is 

engaged in global leadership development.  

Along the way, however, I sensed God challenging me to return to Africa. I moved 

to a village in rural Kenya, where I worked at the orphanages and training centers run by 

Empowering Lives International. At this stage in my life, I’d have to say that the three 

years in rural Kenya were simultaneously the best three years and the hardest three years of 

my life. I came face to face with the challenges of HIV/AIDS, extreme poverty and 

corruption. The three years in rural Kenya left deep imprints on my heart and on my 

worldview.  

Although there were components of my time in Kenya that would have passed as 

serious play, there came a point (about a year after the post-election riots) where I realized 

that I really wasn’t able to use my skills and passions in a way to make a difference in my 

community. I needed to move on.  

Resigning as a missionary was the easy part. Saying good-bye to the kids at our 

orphanages was hard. But the hardest part was that I didn’t know what was next. I believed 

that God would show me the path as I walked in faith. 

Forty months. That’s how long it took before I would finally be in a position where 

I could say my work was serious play. The forty months between leaving Kenya and 

preparing to move to Thailand included detours of working with preschoolers. (This was 

part of my research on whether or not a person can seek to honor God in your workplace 

even if you’re in a role that simply isn’t you.) It also included several job interviews along 

with many journal pages filled with the pros and cons of each potential job. 

Although I didn’t have the vocabulary at the start of the forty months, I knew from 

the start that whatever I did next had to be serious play. By the time I went to my job 

interviews resulting in my new job, I had written most of this book. I had a framework by 

which I could test any potential job to see whether or not it would constitute serious play.  

In March 2012, I accepted an offer to join Compassion International’s Asia region 

in a position where I would strategically work within six regions and four nations in Asia to 
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train promising young men and women who had graduated from Compassion’s child 

development sponsorship program. I got that job in global leadership development after all! 

In the next chapter, I’ll explain exactly what the components of serious play are. A 

quick definition? A serious player is someone who can look back at the end of a week and 

say, “I enjoy life. I like what I do—at work and in life—a good eighty percent of the time! 

But life’s not only good for me, I get to make a difference in my community.” 

At the end of every chapter, I will introduce you to two serious players and share 

insights from their lives. Throughout various chapters, I’ve also scattered shorter stories of 

individuals who love what they do and make a difference in their world through the way 

they engage in life. And though I write from a Christian worldview, I have sought to 

deliberately use descriptions that anyone would be able to understand—even if you’ve 

never set foot in church. 

My hope is that you will learn from the adventures, the mistakes, and the insights 

shared. Perhaps these stories and the lessons drawn from them will inspire you to consider 

how you, too, can become a serious player.  

Ultimately, though, I pray that you will discover how each of these fit into a much 

greater Story, one that started long, long ago—a Story that has no end. 

Discussion Questions and Further Reading 
1. Why are you reading this book? What do you hope to gain from it? 
2. Share a story from your own life. What about this particular story makes it a 

memorable event? 
3. What would you say is the bigger Story to which I’m referring? Are you able to retell 

God’s Story with humankind as one, single Story, pinpointing where we as 21st-

century people fit into the storyline?  
4. Were you aware of the events surrounding the 2007 Kenyan Presidential election, 

events which led to post-election violence of early 2008? If not, Google it and learn 

more about the unrest in the otherwise-peaceful Kenya. 
5. Learn more about Compassion International’s Leadership Development Program at 

www.Compassion.com.   
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2. Serious Play:  
Be Who You Are 

When you take the R-21 highway from the Johannesburg airport to Pretoria and turn 

toward the suburb called Irene (I-REE-nee), you’ll pass under an old train bridge—one that 

looks like it was built in 1920 or so. Right after that underpass is an intersection where 

traffic tends to get sticky.  

Whenever I visited my sister and her family in that area, I’d choose that very route 

when driving my niece to school. The reason was simple: Planted in the middle of that 

intersection during rush hour was a traffic controller who obviously loved his job! In my 

life, I have never seen anyone direct traffic with as much gusto as that man with his huge 

grin did.  

While energetically directing minibus taxis, trucks and family cars with precision 

and command, he would wave at any friendly face as if to say, “Make it a great day!” You 

couldn’t help but forget the traffic, the worries of the day and continue on with an equally 

large smile on your face. 

You know it when you meet a serious player. It is never someone who fakes 

friendliness. Nor is it someone who oozes a sense of obligation. It is also never someone 

who reluctantly goes through the motions every day, enduring their lot in life. Instead, the 

individuals who love what they do are happy people.  

“Twenty-three hundred years ago,” Hungarian psychologist Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi (MEE-high CHEEK-sent-me-HIGH-ee) writes, “Aristotle concluded that, 

more than anything else, men and women seek happiness.”1 Hence, the psychologist set out 

to understand when people felt most happy. He discovered:  

[H]appiness is not something that happens. It is not the result of good fortune or 
random chance. It is not something that money can buy or power command. It does not 
depend on outside events but, rather, on how we interpret them. Happiness, in fact, is a 
condition that must be prepared for, cultivated, and defended privately by each person. 

                                                
1 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (Harper Collins e-books. 

1990), Location 164-165. 
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People who learn to control inner experience will be able to determine the quality of 
their lives, which is as close as any of us can come to being happy.2  

But happiness (or joy) and work aren’t concepts a person would typically use in the 

same context, are they? Neither are work and play, unless you’re speaking of a professional 

sportsperson, or someone who has made a career in the entertainment industry. If I were a 

betting woman, I’d bet that no one reading this book is a pro athlete or an entertainer. We 

are ordinary people—teachers, clerks, salespeople, baristas, stay-at-home moms or dads, 

small-business owners—people who may have said at some stage or another, “There’s got 

to be more to life than this boring job!”  

At the time of my writing this, it’s the beginning of a new year. Many of the blogs 

on my Google Reader feed refer to New Year’s resolutions. The only entry I actually read 

was from someone whom I don’t know, “Don’t put Jesus first this year—seriously.”3 

The reason why I liked what this author (a certain Steven Furtick) had to say was 

that was exactly what I’ve been writing about for months now: Don’t relegate God to the 

margins of your life. Invite him into the center of your life.  

In other words: Discover what it means to live a life of convergence. This concept is 

central to becoming a serious player. 

What Is Convergence? 
I first heard this term over a cup of coffee at a beachside breakfast spot in Bali. Friends 

alerted me of colleagues of theirs being in Bali to do training and urged me to go and meet 

Brett and Lyn Johnson.4 “You won’t regret going, Adéle,” they assured me. After all, Bali 

was a very short flight from Jakarta, where I was working at an international school. 

My friends were right. The visit with Brett and Lyn was not only refreshing; it also 

gave me a new framework with regard to thinking about faith integration. 

Living a life of convergence is the opposite of living a fragmented life. 

Fragmentation, compartmentalization, bifurcation, call it what you want; over centuries, 

humankind has mastered the skill of creating neat little boxes for every aspect of life. 

                                                
2 Ibid., Location 181-185. 
3 http://www.churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-how-to/147384-don-t-put-jesus-first-this-year.html 
4 Brett is the author of Convergence: Integrating Your Career, Community, Creativity and Calling and 

the founder of Rēp, a consulting business based in San Francisco. 
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There’s a box for work, one for family, several for community, a box for entertainment, 

and a gilded one for religion.  

A life of convergence, on the other hand, is a mixture of all these components. 

James Michener is reported to have said, 

The master in the art of living makes little distinction between his work and his play, 
his labor and his leisure, his mind and his body, his information and his recreation, his 
love and his religion. He hardly knows which is which. He simply pursues his vision of 
excellence at whatever he does, leaving others to decide whether he is working or 
playing. To him, he’s always doing both.5 

Similarly, Dietrich Bonhoeffer equated convergence to the melody that forms the 

basis of a musical composition, suggesting, “To be true to God in the deepest way meant 

having such a relationship with him that one did not live legalistically by rules or 

principles. One could never separate one’s actions from one’s relationship to God.”6 For 

Bonhoeffer, every component of life—every relationship, every action, and every 

thought—is connected to the underlying theme, the lifeline of a relationship with God 

himself. 

Life as a Bento Box 
Our tendency, however, is to live fragmented lives, which are like Japanese bento boxes. In 

a bento box, every kind of food has its own little compartment. And every compartment has 

its own spot, as in a puzzle. In Japan, these lunch boxes get wrapped ornately and delivered 

to offices all over the country. The reasoning behind the compartmentalization may be that 

one type of food does not affect the flavor of another. Likewise, in life, some level of 

compartmentalization is healthy. You need to know, after all, when it is time to stop 

working and focus on your family, or when to focus on your work. And face it, we have a 

variety of friends with whom we enjoy different activities. 

The problem comes in when there is a discrepancy between who you present 

yourself to be in these different circles. Been there. Done that. And lest you are ready to 

cast stones, I would argue that we all have done that to a greater or lesser extent at some 

stage of our lives. It’s an art we learn as toddlers.  

                                                
5 Stuart Brown, Play: How It Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul. (New 

York, NY, Penguin. 2009), 155. 
6 Eric Metaxis, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy. (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2010), 367. 
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During my two-year season of being a preschool teacher, I had several moms walk 

into my classroom, observing their children happily playing with other students and 

cleaning up when I asked them to. “She’d never do that at home!” one objected. Another 

lamented, “I can’t believe he’s such a pleasant kid at school. At home, he is constantly 

beating up his sister.” The sad fact is that some people never outgrow these discrepancies. 

Instead, they become masters at juggling multiple personalities. 

There are several benefits to living a blended [integrated, convergent, whole] life. 

You’ll never have to fear being “found out.” And though you certainly have different hats 

to wear in different situations, ultimately, blended lives produce peace. You don’t 

constantly have to make a mental switch from secular to sacred, from work to play, from 

obligation to passion, from meaningless to meaningful. Your roles may change, but your 

character stays the same.  

Work Cannot Be all Fun 
This I know: There will always be some components to life and work that are mundane—

stuff you don’t love doing but that simply has to be done. You might, in fact, be able to 

rattle off the stuff you hate doing even if someone woke you up in the middle of the night 

and asked you. As a teacher, the part of my job that I liked the least was a certain 

component about writing report cards. I also didn’t care for drawn-out meetings that 

could’ve been covered in one, short e-mail. 

Yours might be administrative tasks. Cleaning up. Having tough conversations with 

coworkers at times. Picking up the dog poo. Prepping or planning. Keeping up with 

financial reporting. Attending meetings and trainings. Doing the dishes. Analyzing reports. 

Proofreading. Bussing tables. Raking leaves.  

You’ll notice that I mix office work and home activities. This is for several reasons. 

This book is not only meant for people in paid positions. You can be a stay-at-home mom 

or dad and be a serious player (or a reluctant worker), too! But even if you happen to work 

for pay, the stuff herein is not exclusively applicable to your hours at the office.  

Although the majority of your life is spent at work, life is not just about work. 

Remember: It’s about blended lives, not bento boxes. 
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Working to Your Strengths 
Marcus Buckingham points out that more than 80 percent of people are unfulfilled in their 

jobs or careers. When asked why he thought people have settled when comes to picking a 

job or career, Buckingham answered,  

I don’t think people settle at all. I just think most of us don’t have a clue as to how to 
bring the best of ourselves to work. … In fact, only 17 percent of us say we spend most 
of the day playing to our strengths. So even if you get people who have 25 percent of 
their day filled with junk that we all have … that still leaves a big chunk of time that 
each of those could fill with activities that play to our strengths.7 

Buckingham’s solution for how to work to your strengths8 (and thus make work feel 

like play) is very simple: “Discover what you don’t like doing, and stop doing it.”9 

“It’s not that simple!” some of you may object. I would agree. But I don’t think 

Buckingham suggests that you outright refuse to do monotonous stuff at the office. What 

he and I suggest, instead, is that you make whatever changes are necessary to assure that no 

more than 25 percent of your day is spent doing tasks you really, really don’t like. It might 

require a career shift, or perhaps adding more activities throughout your day that energize 

you. Or it might also simply take doing what you do a little differently.  

While working on this book, I spent a few months at home, in South Africa, visiting 

family and friends, finding places to write while hiding out in the land of my birth. One 

family I got to spend time with were friends that date back to our days in college. Louis and 

Hettie Brittz have since become household names in my country—Louis for his music, 

Hettie for her books on parenting.10 

“You know, Adéle,” Hettie shared over coffee early one morning, “I realized at a 

stage that my parenting business was the most draining of all the things I was doing. It was 

the thing I was most passionate about, yet I found myself no longer enjoying it.” Hettie 

shared how a conversation with a mentor helped her realize that while she was passionate 

                                                
7 Bob Gordon, “Now, Do Something With Your Strengths. . .  and Weaknesses.” Life@Work GroupZine. 

(Nashville, TN, Thomas Nelson, 2006), 44. 
8 StrengthsFinderTM is a model developed by psychologist Donald Clifton, Ph.D. For more information 

on the 34 themes, refer to Tom Rath, StrengthsFinder 2.0. (New York, NY: Gallup Press, 2007) 
9 Ibid., 45. 
10 Louis and Hettie have also been in the press a lot for the way they dealt with the events surrounding 

their home being broken into and Hettie being raped. But more about that in a later chapter. 
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about the social and spiritual relationships, the legal and financial relationships were 

draining her.  

What was she to do? She released herself of the obligation of feeling responsible for 

the financial success of her more than 100 consultants. (That can be hard for someone with 

the strength of responsibility!) And she gave her consultants the freedom to use their 

materials in ways beyond what their contracts had previously determined. 

Not only did Hettie gain new passion for her business; she also saw new energy and 

creativity coming from her agents. Hettie had given them wings. In the process, she once 

again became a serious player, and having the freedom to grow their businesses in ways 

that fit their own skills and passions, so were some of her consultants! 

What’s Your Number? 
As seen in Hettie’s case, working to your strengths could still result in enjoying only a 

small part of your work. “Chief Instigator” of Serious Play, Ray Rood suggests that 

achieving job/life satisfaction requires a ratio of time devoted to preferred vs. non-preferred 

tasks to be at least 60:40. However, of the more than 20 serious players I interviewed for 

my research, all of them said that they loved what they did at least 80 percent of their day, 

and most of them didn’t really even mind doing the mundane 20 percent. 

How is that possible? They were able to work in their gifting. They were passionate 

about what they did. They felt like their work mattered. Allow me to explain. 

What Is Serious Play? 
I cannot continue my explanation of serious play without properly introducing you to Ray 

Rood. Ray was a professor of mine at Azusa Pacific University and we kept in contact after 

I moved to Kenya, back to Taiwan, and on to Indonesia. In 2011, after I had left Indonesia 

to focus on completing my doctoral studies, I went to visit with Ray in California about a 

business proposition. Ray made an off-the-cuff remark about serious play. As someone 

with the strength of positivity,11 the concept of serious play immediately resonated with me. 

I asked him to tell me more.  

                                                
11 See my earlier comments about StrengthsFinder. My five key strengths are positivity, maximizer, 

responsibility, connectedness and activator. 
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Ray explained serious play as the idea of enjoying what one does so much that it 

feels like you’re playing, except that it is meaningful and adds value to society (hence, it is 

considered serious). Although it is enjoyable, it still is work. You’re able to enjoy what you 

do (and who you are) because you’re doing what you’re uniquely gifted to do. 

Robert Frost, in his poem, “Two Tramps in Mud Time,” touched on the idea of 

serious play. In the poem, the tramp’s desire was to split wood both for exercise and as an 

emotional outlet. The lumberjack, on the other hand, does so only for pay. The eighth and 

ninth stanzas of the poem read, 

But yield who will to their separation, 
My object in living is to unite 
My avocation and my vocation 
As my two eyes make one in sight. 
 
Only where love and need are one, 
And the work is play for mortal stakes, 
Is the deed ever really done, 
For heaven and the future’s sake. 

What if, through the work you do, you are able “to unite avocation and vocation”? 

What if you are able to do the tasks before you not only because you need to do them, but 

because you love doing your job? In doing so, you move closer to living a fully blended 

life! You are able to combine your hobbies with your work, while that which you do for 

mere fun actually has purpose.  

This blending of vocation and avocation, career and hobbies, professional and 

personal life, leads to a greater understanding of life as a whole as well as to the satisfaction 

of living out life properly. As in Frost’s poem, although you see with two eyes, you see just 

one picture. 

In essays he and his colleague, Brenda Menely, had written on the topic, Ray 

suggests that inasmuch as people are able to do what they love because they choose to do 

so to be congruent with their self-identity, those persons will be serious players.  

This is not just a pipe dream, nor is it something only attainable in sports, 

entertainment or the arts. Ray has been able to combine his career and his hobbies for much 

of his life as an educator and a consultant. Similarly, for the past 17 years, I have been able 

to combine my love for teaching, writing, photography and travel in my work. 

My curiosity was piqued insofar as a possible connection between calling and 

serious play goes. Could it be true that in living and working in a way that reflects God’s 
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design for our lives, and living fully-integrated lives where we have the same values for 

work, for relationships, gender and for matters of faith, we can find ourselves at a place of 

convergence, where there is less tension between the different areas of our lives? I 

wondered.  

Considering my career journey and my desire to serve and honor God no matter 

what job I am in, I simply had to look into the theory and theology behind serious play. 

Ray encouraged me to resurrect his original research. His thoughts became the springboard 

from which I launched my own research, which eventually become my dissertation.  

The Serious Play Equations 
So, here’s how I would define serious play: 

Serious play is a lifestyle based upon the 

assumption that the majority of an individual’s 

time—both in the workplace and in life—is not 

only spent doing what you are naturally gifted to 

do (using your skills or aptitude) but also doing 

what you love to do (your passion or burden) so 

that work is enjoyable and thus becomes play. 

You can also look at this as working with both 

your head and your heart. 

While living out this chosen lifestyle, if 

the play has significance and value (it has 

purpose or is meaningful), it is considered 

serious. You can also look at this as working 

with your head, your heart and your spirit.  

Furthermore, if the serious player grasps 

how life and work fit into the greater context of 

God’s meta-narrative, this Story forms a fourth 

dimension of serious play. Serious players 

embrace their role in God’s Story in light of the 

call toward God, and the call to serve God in a 

specific context. This adds the dimension of not 
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only working with your head, your heart and your spirit but also within the context of your 

soul.12 

The Four Dimensions 
In the world of science, a single dimension is merely a dot. The second dimension turns the 

dot into a flat object. Add a third dimension, and the object gains depth. In the past few 

years, we have become accustomed to 3D entertainment, where an ordinary picture pops 

out at you. In the 4D world, you can feel the wind or smell the blossoms. The experience 

comes alive in a whole different way altogether!13 

Insofar as life and work go: If a person operates merely from the scope of one of 

these dimensions—typically only working in their skills—work and life tends to be rather 

uninteresting. Add the second dimension of passion, and work becomes play. With the third 

dimension of purpose thrown in, life is a bit more meaningful. 

When you are able to see how your life and work fit into a far bigger picture, one 

that God has had in mind from eternity, the entire experience becomes fulfilling in a way 

that simply isn’t possible without understanding the fourth dimension of God’s Story. But 

we’ll get to that in Chapter 8. Let’s first look at the concept of play. 

Playful Play vs. Serious Play 
Dr. Stuart Brown, in his book Play (Penguin, 2009) uses the concept of play in the 

traditional sense of the word when he refers to its power to shape the brain, open the 

imagination and invigorate the soul.  

But what if we similarly applied play to the idea of work as depicted in serious 

play? Most of Brown’s insights are still right on, even if it’s in the context of selling tires 

rather than seesawing in an old tire swing.  

Just like “playful play” looks differently for different people, serious play does, too. 

What constitutes play for one person may be pure torture for another, no matter what you 

might enjoy doing so much that you get into “a zone” (or experience what 

                                                
12 It is important to point out that gender plays no role within this definition. However, since there are 

still many limitations upon women within the realm of evangelical Christian ministry, we will turn to the 
meta-narrative in Chapter 7 and 8 to see whether or not these limitations are founded. 

13 From this point on, I shall refer to serious players who embrace their place in the Story as 4D serious 
players. In Chapter 7, I will give an overview of the Story to which I refer here. In that chapter, I will also 
expand on the spiritual concept of the fourth dimension. 
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Csikszentmihalyi calls flow). When we engage in play, whether playful or serious, we 

usually completely forget about time.  

Seen this way, work and play are not opposites. “The opposite of play is 

depression,” Brown says, adding, “Our inherent need for variety and challenge can be 

buried by an overwhelming sense of responsibility.”14 

Not that serious players lack a sense of responsibility. All the serious players whom 

I interviewed for this study were hard working, responsible people. But they also had a 

healthy level of independence in their work. Perhaps this sense of independence harks back 

to self-organized play children used to enjoy.  

Other common denominators between playful play and serious play are a sense of 

creativity and a sense of community. What lacks in playful play, however, is an element of 

meaningfulness.  

Being in Your Element 
Robinson, in his book The Element (Penguin 2009), refers to the connection between 

“natural aptitude” and “personal passion,” suggesting that a person’s element is found 

where these two components connect.  

“When people are in their element,” Robinson says, “they connect with something 

fundamental to their sense of identity, purpose, and well-being. Being [in their element] 

provides a sense of self-revelation, of defining who they really are and what they’re really 

meant to be doing with their lives.”15  

Discovering your aptitudes and passions often depends on opportunities. As such, 

not everyone is able to discover his/her element. In the same vain, without the right 

exposure, you, too, might not be able to discover your own giftedness. You might never 

know that you would actually love doing something, nor that you may simply have a knack 

for it.  

“Our lives are defined by opportunities—even the ones we miss,” says Benjamin 

Button (Paramount Pictures, 2008). Some opportunities we make, and some we miss. Some 

we blatantly ignore out of fear. This willingness to make or take opportunities brings us to 

this issue of risk.  
                                                
14 Ibid.126. 
15 Ken Robinson, The Element: How Finding Your Passion Changes Everything. (London, Penguin 

Books. 2009), 21. 



 99 

The Role of Risk and Attitude 
Becoming a serious player requires overcoming a common obstacle: your fears. It requires 

the willingness to go against the advice of some individuals who might be uncomfortable 

with the risk you are taking. Not everyone will encourage you to follow your passions. In 

fact, some people may flat-out discourage you.  

In The DreamGiver (Multnomah Books, 2003) Bruce Wilkinson calls these 

individuals “border blockers,” saying that you need to employ the help of “border busters” 

to overcome your fears. 

Although some people face more challenges in their lives than others, we all face 

challenges. “It’s not what happens to us that makes the difference in our lives. What makes 

the difference is our attitude toward what happens,”16 Ken Robinson reminds us.  

Facing your fears (and in doing so, taking calculated risks) and maintaining a 

healthy attitude throughout also requires perseverance, another attitude Robinson points to 

for cultivating good fortune. 

Seth Godin, in his book Tribes: We Need You to Lead Us (Penguin, 2008) suggests, 

We live in a world where we have the leverage to make things happen, the desire to do 
work we believe in, and a marketplace that is begging us to be remarkable. And yet, in 
the middle of these changes, we still get stuck. Stuck following archaic rules. Stuck in 
industries that not only avoid change but actively fight it. Stuck in fear of what our boss 
will say, stuck because we’re afraid we’ll get into trouble.17 

To be a serious player, you need the courage to face your fears. Most people avoid 

taking risks at all cost. In fact, they treat risk like a four-letter word. I am convinced that to 

the extent that we resist responding to God’s sometimes-seemingly absurd initiatives in our 

lives, we miss out on reaching convergence. We miss out on becoming serious players. 

Some risks are small while others are daunting. Some might feel like running off a 

mountain hoping that a parachute will open, and hoping that someone knows how to steer 

the thing in the right direction. Some other risks simply lead to small moments of pleasure, 

moments that add to the enjoyment of life in general. 

Trying out for the Taipei Philharmonic Choir was a one way in which I dared to 

take a small risk. It’s a risk I’ll never regret taking, though. It didn’t matter that my Chinese 

                                                
16 Ibid., 159. 
17 Seth Godin, Tribes: We Need You to Lead Us. (Penguin, New York, NY. 2008. Kindle Edition), 9. 
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vocabulary didn’t include any musical terms. It didn’t matter that I was the only musician 

in the choir who couldn’t pick up a score and sing it from sight. It didn’t matter that there 

were only two other foreigners in the choir. Singing with the Taipei Philharmonic was one 

of many thrilling experiences of my life. 

The Energizing Effect of Serious Play  
It is clear that for serious players, different roles have a synergizing effect on each other. 

They do not simply add more activities to their lives and become busier and busier. Nor do 

they seek to live “balanced” lives. Instead, the different roles they play in their integrated 

lives offset each other, preventing one area from completely draining them.  

I saw this to be true during my time with the Taipei Philharmonic. Not only was I 

honored to sing with this phenomenal choir; we almost always performed with the Taiwan 

Philharmonic Orchestra. Plus, we had guest conductors to the likes of Jahja Ling—a 4D 

serious player himself! 

During our final rehearsal before performing Mendelsohn’s Elijah, Ling stopped the 

chorus and the orchestra, the sweat dripping from his brow, and said in Chinese, “You’ve 

got to feel this music, ladies and gentlemen! Go with me for a moment to this place where 

the prophets of Baal are desperately calling to their god to bring down fire. Then comes 

Elijah calling to God. Imagine that! Imagine the silence, the faith, the desperation and the 

elation when God answers! This is not just a story. It is real!” 

After singing under Ling’s baton, I had the chance to briefly visit with our guest 

conductor. “This is worship for you, isn’t it?” I said to the man with his huge smile.  

Mr. Ling’s passion was palpable, his faith unashamed, even while he was conducting our 

chorus and orchestra made up of mostly Buddhist and Taoist musicians. 

“Absolutely!” he replied with his strong Indonesian accent. “I cannot think of a 

more exciting way to worship than through conducting. It’s a gift God had given me!” 

To Ling, worshipping through classical music came naturally. For me, I left every 

rehearsal mentally worn out yet strangely energized, ready to take on the demands of my 

day job as a magazine editor. I believe all my serious player friends would be able to relate 

to that feeling. Even when the work is hard, serious play has a way to energize you.  
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The Revised Recipe for Serious Play 
Although the basic equation for serious play is still true, it is clear that there are other 

factors as I’ve mentioned above, concepts that also have an influence on the three 

basicingredients of serious play, as can be illustrated as follows: 

The Difference Between Leisure and Recreation 
By now, you should know that serious play does not constitute a life of leisure. Instead, it 

connects skill, passion and purpose in a manner that compels serious players to actually 

work much harder than reluctant workers do.   

However, does serious play include a sense of recreation? Though at first glance 

leisure and recreation seem closely related, the difference is significant. Robinson explains, 

In a general sense, both words suggest processes of physical or mental regeneration. 
But they have different connotations. Leisure is generally thought of as the opposite of 
work. It suggests something effortless and passive. … Leisure offers a respite, a passive 
break from the challenges of the day, a chance to rest and recharge.   
      Recreation carries a more active tone—literally of re-creating ourselves. It suggests 

   Skill 
       Passion 
       Purpose 
   Serious Play 

Level of  
Independence 

Working to 
Your Strengths 

 
Perseverance 

 

 Willingness  
to Risk  

 
Attitude 

 
Creativity 

 
Opportunity 

 
Community 

 
Exposure 

 Courage 



 102 

activities that require physical or mental effort but which enhance our energies rather 
than depleting them.18 

Leisure is effortless. Recreation, however, includes a level of effort. As such, 

serious play can have a sense of being recreational. Csikszentmihalyi puts it this way: 

Contrary to what we usually believe, … the best moments in our lives are not passive, 
receptive, relaxing times—although such experiences can also be enjoyable, if we have 
worked hard to attain them. The best moments usually occur when a person’s body or 
mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and 
worthwhile. [It] is thus something that we make happen.19 

 
The Role of Rest in Serious Play 

It’s not that serious players are workaholics who rely only on the recreational value of their 

work for rest! Far be it from true. With serious players striving for integrated lives, many 

do not specifically take a Sabbath, one day dedicated entirely to rest and worship. Instead, 

they take moments throughout the day to refocus. 

Some serious players do make a point of ceasing from their normal work for at least 

one day a week but none of them were religiously sticking to celebrating a Sabbath in the 

traditional sense of the word. 

                                                
18 Ibid., 218. 
19 Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, Location 206. 
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Except for Senator Joe Lieberman, that is. Although I didn’t interview him in 

person, I read his book, Sabbath (Howard Books, 2011). As a politician working in 

Washington, D.C., Lieberman’s schedule is a grueling one. Nevertheless, he strictly 

observes the Jewish Sabbath every week, even going so far as walking home on a Friday 

night if a meeting kept him at the office into the time when the official Sabbath observation 

starts. 

For me, Lieberman explains, Sabbath observance is a gift because it is one of the 
deepest, purest pleasures in my life. … It is a time to reconnect with family and 
friends—and, of course, with God, the Creator of everything we have time to “sense” 
on the Sabbath. Sabbath keeping is a gift that has anchored, shaped and inspired my 
life. … Whoever we are and whatever we do, stepping back from the noise and 
confusion of the daily hustle to gain a broader perspective is valuable.20  

The Sabbath becomes a time to focus not only on rest, nor only on God. It becomes 

an opportunity to improve ourselves and the relationships with those closest to us, while 

our labor through the rest of the week is focused on improving the world around us.  

Although there would undoubtedly be benefits to taking a day of rest every week, a 

fully integrated lifestyle promotes spending time every day to nurture our relationships with 

God, with others, and to do introspection. 

Spending concentrated time contemplating events and gaining a broader perspective 

definitely is something serious players do but not strictly on a weekly basis. 

Characteristics of Serious Players 
Serious players tend to have several of the following characteristics:21 

1. They are energized and have an energizing effect on their environment. 

2. They are psychologically self-employed. 

3. Serious players have what they need—perhaps a little more. 

4. They have high self-esteem.  

5. Serious players are able to and choose to swim upstream or go against the tide. 

6. They live in the reality of positive, self-fulfilling prophesies so that good things keep 

happening to them. 

                                                
20 Joseph Lieberman, The Gift of Rest: Rediscovering the Beauty of the Sabbath. (New York, NY, 

Howard Books. 2011), 3, 212. 
21 Adapted from the original list by Ray Rood. 
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7. They do not allow one area to completely drain them but instead, by living integrated 

lives, allow different areas to synergize each other. 

8. They are willing to take calculated risks. 

9. They are successful in various fields.  

10. For serious players, work is a natural, enjoyable expression of self. 

11. They take time to invest in relationships. 

What Difference Does Serious Play Make? 
Becoming a serious player can become the difference between merely making a living and 

making a life. Imagine the difference it would make if more people actually enjoyed work, 

if more people embraced serious play. Let’s meet some individuals for whom this is true. 
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Kurt Warner: Football Professional 
• Co-Founder of First Things First Foundation 
• Analyst for the NFL Network 
• Retired NFL quarterback for the St. Louis Rams, the New York Giants, and the Arizona Cardinals, two-

time NFL MVP, Super Bowl XXXIV MVP, recipient of the 2008 NFL Man of the Year, 2008 Good Guy 
Award, 2009 Most Caring Athlete Award, 2010 Bart Starr Award 

“What’s with this Kurt we keep praying for,” I 

whispered to a friend during our weekly Bible 

study. Like all the other moms in the room, Sue, 

Kurt’s mother, would from time to time share a 

prayer request or a praise report relating to her 

son.  

“He plays for the Rams,” my friend 

said.  

“Who are the Rams?” I know. Call me 

clueless if you want but I grew up with rugby, 

not football. I can tell you about the Sharks and 

the Blue Bulls. But that’s beside the point.  

It was clear that all the ladies in the 

room knew who Kurt was. Many had known 

him since childhood and had followed his 

journey from our town in Iowa to the National Football League.  

Super Bowl XLIII (the 43rd Super Bowl, the one where Kurt led the Cardinals to a 

near win) was the only complete football game I have watched to this day. I might be the 

only person ever to have interviewed Kurt who hardly knew a thing about the sport for 

which he became nationally famous. In preparing for the interview, I read up on Kurt and 

to be honest, the impressive stats made very little sense to me! 

You can imagine my relief when I read his autobiography and discovered that the 

majority of his kids didn’t care much about the game, either, and that it didn’t bother him 

since he thought there was more to life than football. 

So why would I want to interview the future Hall-of-Famer? He’s a 4D serious 

player, through and through! Through his philanthropic work, Kurt Warner is able to use 
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his skills and his passions in a way that touches lives not only in the US but also around the 

world. 

“What would you say your best skill is?” was one of my first questions to Kurt, 

expecting his answer to be something about being a great athlete, about throwing the ball 

really, really far and with awe-inspiring accuracy.  

Instead, Kurt cited his mental skills as being that which sets him apart. “I am able to 

transfer the knowledge in my head to the playing field. I can cognitively take and apply this 

knowledge in a timely fashion,” he explained. A quarterback, my football-crazy friend 

Connie told me later, has to be able to analyze a situation and make decisions under 

immense pressure. For Kurt, this skill does not only apply to his time on the field; it carries 

through to every facet of his life.  

In addition to being able to apply his mental skills, Kurt has the strength of focus. In 

his and his wife Brenda’s autobiography, First Things First (Tyndale House, 2009), Kurt 

explains, 

When I’m on the field, my mind is totally focused there. I don’t scan the stands looking 
for celebrities in attendance. I don’t notice the jeers being hurled at me from opposing 
fans. I don’t smile at my kids or wave to my wife during the game. When I’m on the 
field, I’m locked in. Even [after a mistake], I [am] laser focused on finding an 
opportunity to make up for my mistake.22 

“What are you most passionate about?” I asked Kurt.  

The man didn’t have to pause and think about his answer. “My passion is to be 

excellent in all I do!” As with his mental skills, Kurt’s passion applied to all aspects of his 

life. His desire for excellence pertained to being a sportsman, a husband, a father, and a 

public speaker. It also pertained to his character.  

Kurt leads a life of convergence. His desire for excellence carries over into his 

recreational times. He is as competitive when playing games with his kids as he is in all 

other area of his life. Similarly, his faith is at the core of every facet of his life—including 

being a sportsman and a family man.  

                                                
22 Kurt Warner, and Brenda Warner. Firth Things First: The Rules of Being a Warner . . . What Works, 

What Doesn’t, and What Really Matters Most. (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.) Locations 
315-318. 
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I love that his wife, Brenda, has the kids recite a mantra before leaving for school 

that concludes with, “I was created in the image of God to do good things and to love 

people.”23 

Back to Kurt’s passions, though. I wanted to know if striving for excellence was 

something he was specifically taught. Kurt thought that he had this passion since the time 

he was young, especially in the area of sports. “I was always willing to put in time doing 

even the tedious tasks to reach my goals,” he said, admitting that he wasn’t a great student 

in high school. As a college student, however, his desire for excellence carried over onto 

his academic achievements. He graduated on the dean’s list. 

As for his life having meaning, Kurt says, “I want my life to encourage others. 

Whether as the leader of a football team, as a husband to my wife, or as a father to my kids, 

I always strive to do my best in hopes that by doing so, the people around me will strive to 

do their best.”24 

Kurt and Brenda embrace their lives as public figures as their calling. Their oldest 

daughter, Jesse, talks about her parents’ “incredible capacity to change lives.”25 That, more 

than his abilities as a sportsman, is what defines this serious player. 

I wondered if Kurt’s percentages would match my theories of serious play. “What 

percentage of your week would you say you love what you do?” I asked. 

“At this stage,” he replied, “eighty percent of the time. When I was playing 

professionally, the percentage would’ve been a bit lower. I didn’t always love the work of 

lifting weights. But I worked hard at it. It was part of becoming excellent.” 

Did Kurt have any advice for people who are entering the workforce or who are 

ready to make a career change? “Whatever you do, be passionate about it,” he insisted. 

“There’s no sense wasting time doing something you don’t love. Choose something you 

love to do, then you’ll be more apt to apply yourself. Set in motion habits that lead to 

excellence and success.” 

You can learn more about Kurt and Brenda’s philanthropic work at 

www.kurtwarner.org.   

                                                
23 Ibid., Location 1099. 
24 Ibid., Locations 1235-1237. 
25 Ibid., Location 76. 
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Sarah Sumner, Ph.D.: Academician, Author, Consultant 
• Dean of A.W. Tozer Theological Seminary at Simpson University, Redding, CA 
• The first woman to have earned a Ph.D. in systematic theology from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School 
• Founder: Sumner Consulting 
• Author of Men and Women in the Church: Building Consensus on Christian Leadership (2003) and 

Leadership Above the Line (2006) 
• Married to Jim Sumner with whom she co-authored Just How Married Do You Want to Be? (2008) 
 

By the time the fourth person asked me if I had met 

Sarah Sumner, and if I were planning on interviewing 

her for my research, I paid attention. Evidently, I can be 

a bit slow sometimes, which is precisely what Sarah 

Sumner is not.  

When I finally got to visit with her, I chuckled at 

my friends’ intuitiveness. None of them knew that my 

favorite movies are about people who were brave enough 

to go against the flow of their culture—not because they 

wanted to stand out but because they could see a bigger 

picture. People who knew they were on the right course, 

no matter what others said. Real-life heroes such as William Wallace in Braveheart, 

William Wilberforce in Amazing Grace, Steve Biko and Donald Woods in Cry Freedom, 

and both the mother and daughter in Temple Grandin. Also fictional characters like Tevye 

in Fiddler on the Roof, and, of course, Barbra Streisand’s character in Yentl. Sarah Sumner, 

like my favorite movie characters, was made to swim upstream.  

She grew up on a ranch in Texas but later moved to “the big city” of Amarillo. 

Sarah graduated from Baylor University and Wheaton College, after which she started her 

career in the publishing industry selling books. As someone who is “super extraverted” yet 

has a degree in Bible, Sarah was soon asked to lead seminars. This early part of her career 

afforded Sarah the privilege of meeting great authors, many of who would become mentors 

to her. “I may be one of the most mentored and the best mentored people,” she laughs.  

What does she attribute this to? Why are people willing to invest in her life? “I 

actually believe,” Sarah explains. “I’m not a cynic. I’m a hard worker. I’ll read the book. 

I’ll jog the miles. I also have a long-term prayer that I will love correction, so I really do 

ask for feedback, and I mean it. That has energized people to help me even more. I ask a lot 
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of questions. I really do want to know the answers, so my mentors have taken a lot of time 

to answer my questions and invest in my life.” 

She points to her parents as being instrumental in laying the foundation for a strong 

identity. “I had a mother who was super encouraging and nurturing,” she smiles. “And I 

had a dad who affirmed me a lot. My dad led me to believe I’d do stuff that a lot of other 

people weren’t going to do—including himself, and he didn’t have a problem with that.” 

Sarah also points to her fourth-grade Sunday school teacher who embraced her 

difficult questions and to teachers who invested extra in her. Over the years as an adult, 

however, there have been a slew of prominent theologians—both men and women—whom 

Sarah calls mentors.  

Sarah became the first woman to graduate with a Ph.D. in systematic theology from 

Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. After Trinity, Sarah went on to be a professor at 

Azusa Pacific University while serving as one of the pastors at NewSong, a church in San 

Dimas, California.  

With regard to work and ministry, Sarah insists, “When you do what you do unto 

God for the sake of people, then any work is ministry.” Having obtained an MBA from 

Azusa, Sarah sees the importance of helping men and women see their role in the business 

world. “It’s so strategic,” she explains, “to be a Christian in the marketplace, ministering as 

a marketplace leader in business yourself.” 

She points to the ideal being to have theologically-trained business people, nurses, 

chemists, teachers. Rather than bifurcating the Scriptures from reality, the goal would be to 

train believers to “think Christianly” about whatever field they are in and about whatever 

task is before them. “We have this whole idea of being Christian as this tiny segment of 

life, and then we don’t know how to relate to people… It really is a very un-Christian way 

of thinking about life!” she laughs. 

Years ago, Sarah wrote her personal mission statement: to build integrity in the 

Church. “A big way to do that,” she says, “is to get theological education into the Church.” 

This mission and vision led her from APU to Tozer. 

“Has it been an easy journey?” I wanted to know. 

“I have been affirmed very much as a leader but because I’m a woman and a 

conservative evangelical, there have been challenges.” Our culture in the Church can make 

it hard for men to affirm women in leadership. However, referring to Ephesians 4:11, Sarah 
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points out, “Christ is the One who has given some as apostles, some as prophets, some as 

evangelists, some as pastors and some as teachers.”  

Other than elders who are appointed, we don’t get to determine who is given what 

calling. “So, if you’re a woman and you’re a pastor, or if you’re a woman and you’re an 

apostle, nobody can do anything about it. They can’t un-apostle you. They can’t un-pastor 

you. They can’t undo you. You just are who you are. We’re supposed to be who we are in 

Christ, and do it all for the sake of building up the body of Christ.” 

And that is what Dean Sumner seeks to do at Tozer. She simply is who God created 

her to be. She pours into the lives of the students young and old, into programs, into 

systems. “I totally love what I do. … I love it so much that people tend to tell me that I 

need to take a break. What they don’t understand is the work is the break.” She adds, “It’s 

because I am very contemplative. For me, part of the job is being still for two hours, 

praying, thinking about what it is I am supposed to be doing that day. I call that serious 

play!” 

Planning down to the hour, writing curriculum, meeting with donors, with church 

leaders, dealing with the budget, having good meetings, advising students—Sarah calls it 

all fun precisely because it is meaningful. 

Despite her packed schedule, Sarah insists that her work is not tiring at all. How 

does she recharge? “I rest as I go. I blast praise music in my car. It’s very refueling. When 

we’re having people over to our house for dinner, it’s not draining to me; it’s resting. I read 

a lot, and when I’m reading, I’m getting refueled. Is that resting? To me, laying around 

watching a TV show would be draining and stress-inducing.” 

Instead of compartmentalizing work and rest, Sarah makes it her point to work in a 

rested way, trusting God as she goes. But she also makes a point of staying physically 

rested by exercising and getting a good night’s sleep. 

What advice does Sarah have for someone who desires to make their life and their 

career meaningful? “If you are trying to find a God-assignment,” she says, recalling 

wisdom she had read some years ago, “it has to be something you cannot do without God. 

You cannot do it in your own talent and your own strength and ingenuity. It also has to be 

something that would be healing to you, where God will heal something in you through you 

doing this assignment. Lastly, it also has to be something that is healing to other people.” 
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Listening to what our mutual friends have to say about Sarah Sumner, it is clear that 

she has taken on many a God-assignment in her life. She does so not in an in-your-face 

kind of way, but with grace, with intelligence and with fortitude. 

To learn more about Sarah’s books and her work at Tozer, visit 

www.tozer.simpsonu.edu/Pages/About/Tozer-Dean.htm. 

Discussion Questions 
1. Whom do you know that’s definitely a serious player? What about their lives stand 

out for you? 

2. Has the thought, “There’s got to be more to life than this boring job!” ever crossed 

your mind? If so, what did you do to change your circumstances? If you have thought 

this of your current situation, what would need to change in order for you to enjoy 

your work more? 

3. On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being the most clearly compartmentalized and 10 being the 

most fully integrated), where would you place your life in terms of convergence? 

What do you think the benefits are to living an integrated life? And the downside? 

What needs to change in order to live a more integrated life? 

4. Consider the Michener quote. To what extent does your life fit this definition? 

5. Under which circumstances to you think compartmentalizing is good? 

6. Without mentioning any details about others, can you share about a time in your life 

when there was discrepancy between in how you presented yourself to be in different 

circles? How did that turn out for you? 

7. What percentage of your day (in work and life combined) do you love what you’re 

doing? What can you do to increase the percentage? 

8. Are you familiar with, or have you taken any of the StrengthsFinder tests? What are 

your five strengths? What correlation do you see between working in your strengths 

and being a serious player? If you’ve not yet done the Strengths assessment, consider 

purchasing StrengthsFinder 2.0 (Gallup Press, 2007).  

9. To what extent are you able to combine your vocation and your avocation? 

10. Considering the serious play equations, are you able to say that your work is play? 

How about serious play? If your work meaningful? Are you able to say that you work 

with your head, your heart, your spirit and from within your soul? 
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11. Have you ever considered how your life fits into a larger Story? 

12. Dr. Stuart Brown suggests that when we stop playing, we start dying. Do you agree 

with him, or not? If you agree, would you say you’re alive and well or on the verge of 

keeling over? 

13. Do you see any correlation between your level of independence at work and the level 

of enjoyment you get from your work? How about the level of creativity? And 

community? 

14. Do you feel like you’re doing what you’re meant to be doing with your life? If no, 

what needs to change in order for you to answer this question in the affirmative? 

15. What opportunities in life have you had that helped you make new discoveries about 

things you liked doing or things you were good at? 

16. How might you be able to create similar opportunities for someone else to discover 

new truths about themselves? 

17. Describe your attitude toward taking calculated risks. 

18. If you are in need of some “border busters” in your world, whom can you turn to? 

How can you act as a “border buster” in someone else’s life?  

19. Insofar as attitude goes, do you tend to mope around and complain, or do you try to 

maintain a positive attitude, even through difficult times?  

20. How would you describe the difference between leisure and recreation? What do you 

do for leisure? And for recreation? 

21. Do you celebrate the Sabbath? If yes, what have you found the benefits to be? If no, 

what do you do in order to carve out time for resting as well as for reflection? 

22. Of the ten characteristics of a serious player, how many would you say are true of 

you?  What can you do to increase that number? 

23. What about Kurt and Sarah’s stories stands out for you as it relates to serious play? 

24. What would it take for you to write your own serious play story?
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3. Reluctant Work:  
Feel ing Trapped 

I think my jaw may have dropped. Despite the fact that my parents had trained me never to 

stare, I couldn’t avert my gaze. I was, after all, asked to pay attention to the flight 

attendant’s safety routine. I usually don’t pay attention to that, quite frankly. Except after 

the Singapore Airlines flight that I had a ticket for, crashed into construction equipment 

while taking off during a typhoon. Of the almost 180 passengers and crew, more than 80 

died, and many suffered from severe burns. I had been spared the accident, having moved 

my travel plans ahead just days before my departure. So, for a very brief period, I used to 

actually even read the safety instructions, just in case . . . 

But here I was, eleven years and maybe 50 flights later, en route to Borobudur, 

Indonesia, watching my flight attendant’s every move. The reason? I have never, ever seen 

anyone be so blatantly bored with her job—as in, rolling-her-eyes-and-sighing kind of 

bored. Not the I’m-having-a-really-hard-day-and-will-do-my-best-to-ignore-the-fact-that-

most-passengers-aren’t-paying-attention kind of bored.  

Her airline’s slogan is “We make people fly.” That day, it might as well have been 

“We make people cry.” The only passion she showed was the passion with which she hated 

her job. I felt so sorry for her! It’s got to be hard when you hate what you do, day in and 

day out. 

Not that all reluctant workers hate their jobs so passionately. Some just don’t like 

what they do; yet they do it their entire lives. One such person (let’s call her “Judy”) is 

someone I interviewed for my research. Judy and her husband own a successful business, 

and I thought she might be a serious player. 

“Do you love what you do?” I excitedly asked, obviously expecting her to answer in 

the affirmative. She was, after all, nominated for a nationwide award for her fundraising for 

cancer research. 
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“No!” Judy blurted. “It’s a hard business. It’s about keeping a lot of little balls in 

the air… We have a staff and a lot of responsibility. I guess there are good days and bad 

days.”  

There was no sense of enjoyment in work for her. I thought I’d turn my questions to 

her fundraising. Judy has been very successful in that, raising the equivalent of close to one 

million dollars for cancer research. “Do you enjoy the fundraising?” I asked.  

Though she thought that part of her life was really meaningful, that it might be the 

very reason for which she was still alive (having battled various cancers for several years 

now), Judy still couldn’t say she enjoyed it. “Some days I wonder what the hell I’m doing it 

for,” she said quite frankly. “But when you see the results, you know it’s worth it. … 

Hopefully what we’re doing is going to save lives. That’s the aim!”  

That, plus to show others that even when you have cancer yourself, “you don’t have 

to curl up and die. You can have a normal life.”  

That is phenomenal indeed, as is her attitude toward life. When I met Judy the year 

before (I was on a steal-of-a-deal, three-week cruise through Asia), I never would have 

known that she was indeed very sick. Nor that she didn’t love her job as director of her and 

her husband’s company. She didn’t complain. Nor would she. It just wasn’t who she was. 

Reluctant workers, I realized, don’t all look the same. Some—like the flight 

attendant—are noticeably miserable people. Others, like my friend, work very hard, day in 

and day out, possibly hoping for a few more good days rather than bad days.  

What Does a Reluctant Worker Look Like? 
On good and bad days, you find reluctant workers in restaurants, hospitals, classrooms, 

stores, offices, gas stations, or coffee shops. However, were you to ask them the lottery 

question (If you won 10 million bucks today, would you still do what you’re doing?) they’d 

retort with an emphatic, “Not a chance!” Some serious players may also opt for a change in 

scenery, to do something even more meaningful. But they won’t have the same sense of 

get-me-out-of-here-STAT-ness to their answer.  

For some, reluctant work is a temporary stage. Others have an incurable case of it, 

one that would likely follow them around no matter what they did for a living. 
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Reluctant workers are the polar opposite of serious players. They usually feel 

trapped in the workplace and see work only as a means to an end—the end being either 

making money or the end being a career move. 

For them, work remains a painful reality of daily life rather than a natural, enjoyable 

expression of self.  

The Lifelessness of Reluctant Work 
Speaking of regular, playful play, Dr. Stuart Brown says, “Play is what lifts people out of 

the mundane. I sometimes compare play to oxygen—it’s all around us, yet goes mostly 

unnoticed or unappreciated until it is missing.”1  

It may be that reluctant workers are suffocating and not even noticing. They simply 

grow listless at work and in life and come to think of this languid life as normal.  

“Life without play is a grinding, mechanical existence organized around doing the 

things necessary for survival,” Brown adds.2 Substitute the first three words with reluctant 

work, and the rest of the sentence remains true! He continues, “We can get pretty far 

through sheer willpower, and some people have prodigious powers of perfectionism, self-

denial, and suffering. Ultimately, though, people cannot succeed in rising to the highest 

levels of their field if they don’t enjoy what they are doing.”  

Unfortunately, reluctant workers come to the conclusion early in life that work is 

not really meant to be a satisfying experience, and therefore it is not wise to expect it to be. 

They wholeheartedly believe that not enjoying work is normal and there’s nothing you can 

do about that, except maybe, someday, they might be able to do something they like.   

Case in point: When I told a cousin of mine about my research, even before I said 

anything about reluctant work, he blurted out, “No way! I’ve long ago made peace with the 

fact that work’s not supposed to be enjoyed.” Sadly, this engineer is only in his late 

twenties. Unless he chooses to make some changes, he still has a long, miserable career 

ahead of him.  

Often, reluctant workers lack the courage to take the necessary steps to change their 

situation. They remind me of people I met in Jakarta who hated the city with a vengeance, 

yet rarely left it to do anything fun! Or colleagues in Taipei who should have left long ago, 

                                                
1 Stuart Brown, Play, 6. 
2 Ibid., 11. 
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yet stayed year after year, being held back with “golden handcuffs.” The payment they got 

for the work they hated was just too good to leave and do something they liked. 

Before you judge them, though, allow me to point out that even the most devout 

serious players have some tendencies toward reluctant work.  

The Missing Element 
Sometimes, a person can be oh-so-close to being a serious player, yet with just one of the 

elements of serious play being missing, they’re stuck in the rut of reluctant work. Some 

people, for example, work from a framework of purely skill (background, training and 

experience) rather than from aptitude, and thus don’t enjoy what they do.  Others might 

have a natural giftedness in an area (they may even enjoy employing those skills) but they 

lack passion for the field they are in. For even others, they might be good at something and 

might even like doing it (or have passion for the field they’re in) but without the work 

being meaningful beyond a means for making money, they soon slip into the monotony of 

reluctant work. Take my friend, Nina, for example.  

Nina is a gifted and passionate teacher with an uncanny ability to make the most 

challenging concept understandable. Right now, however, Nina’s working as the director of 

a large language center in Johannesburg, South Africa. The position allows her to use all 

the business skills that she has gained over the years. Her role is also meaningful on several 

levels. However, Nina has zero passion for managing a language center.  

As a result, Nina finds herself going to bed at night praying, “God, please don’t let 

tomorrow be as boring as today.” She tries her best to build meaningful relationships, to 

serve her staff well, to grow the business. Despite being successful in all these areas, Nina 

has given the owner notice that she can start the search for a new manager. And so, Nina is 

moving on. Where to? She doesn’t know yet. “I can’t waste my life like this,” Nina 

confesses. She knows she has to face the risks of moving on regardless of what common 

wisdom says.  
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Characteristics of Reluctant Workers 
Reluctant workers can have any of the following characteristics:3 

1. They have little energy and have a de-energizing effect on their environment. 

2. For them, work is a painful reality of life. 

3. Reluctant workers lack the courage to take risks and face their fears. 

4. They see themselves as powerless and blame others for their lot in life. 

5. They lack passion for what they do. 

6. They tend to live in the reality of negative, self-fulfilling prophecies so that bad things 

keep happening to them. 

7. Reluctant workers focus on surviving rather than thriving. 

8. They feel trapped and see work as a means to an end. 

9. They often lack good self-esteem.  

10. Reluctant workers might work in the realm of their education, background and 

experience but none of those are areas that they are passionate about. 

Life doesn’t have to be that way, though. Let’s meet some serious players who 

didn’t always love what they did or didn’t always dream of doing what they are doing 

today. 

  

                                                
3 Adapted from the original research by Ray Rood. 
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Jayne Davies: Restaurateur  
• Master chef and owner of InFood organic restaurant in Jeffreys Bay, South Africa 
• Previously worked with Jamie Oliver in London and was the caterer for Prince William’s 21st birthday at 

Windsor Castle. Owned a successful catering business in Cape Town, providing the food for Cape 
Town’s North Sea Jazz Festival. Also previously a self-confessed reluctant worker. 

 

Jeffreys Bay, South Africa, is 

known for its waves. It’s an 

international surf destination and 

host to some of the most 

prestigious surf contests. More 

recently, though, it has become a 

popular destination among 

people seeking an unforgettable 

dining experience. 

While I was visiting my 

parents in J-Bay and working on this book, I found a comfortable spot on the verandah at 

InFood, where the breeze from the Indian Ocean would bring respite from the summer heat. 

I came to crave their smooth coffee (their baristas have won national competitions) 

and may have gained a few ounces from some of their incredible pastries and dishes. Over 

the span of a week, I watched the restaurant fill up meal after meal while other coffee shops 

in town were feeling the pain of tourist season having ended.  

I also watched the soft-spoken Jayne visit with customers and staff. It was obvious 

that staff wanted to do their best—not out of fear of her; they seemed to take ownership for 

the customers’ dining experience. 

After several days of writing, watching, eating, drinking and reading at InFood, I 

visited with the famous chef, telling her about serious play. I asked her if I were right in 

thinking she’s a full-fledged serious player.  

“Absolutely!” she said as she sat down with a shot of espresso. “Listen, I cannot 

imagine doing something that isn’t meaningful.” She told me about the years during which 

she was in the business for the money.  

As a caterer, Jayne was very successful on many levels. (I learn from the 

restaurant’s promotional materials that Jayne was the caterer for Prince William’s 21st 

Jayne (in pink) with deli dog Eskimo and some of her team 

©
 A

dé
le B

oo
ys

en
 2

01
2 



 119 

birthday party at Winsor Castle, and that she used to work with Jamie Oliver.) Despite the 

apparent success, Jayne no longer loved what she calls the “hullabaloo of the catering 

world.” So, she sold her business and home in Cape Town and came to her mom’s place in 

Jeffreys Bay to figure out her life. She was 38 and wanted to start over. 

“I walked these beautiful beaches day in and day out, looking for answers…” she 

shares. At the very core, Jayne had to figure out again who she was. “Any spiritual journey 

has to start with knowing who you are,” Jayne says. “Unless you know who you are, you’ll 

chase after anything!” 

While seeking answers to life’s questions, Jayne also looked for some good coffee 

and bread. She couldn’t find any in J-Bay. So, she started a small kiosk inside a large fruit 

and vegetable market. The place was a hit, and Jayne rediscovered her passion for the 

world of food and beverage. She soon moved to a larger location, outside the same market. 

Kitty-corner from the greengrocer sat a large, art-deco farmhouse that was about to 

be demolished. Jayne enquired into purchasing the place but the owner would hear nothing 

of it. Instead, he offered to renovate the home, turning it into Jayne’s dream restaurant—at 

his cost! 

In the three years since the move, the business and its reputation has grown 

exponentially. It’s obvious why: Not only is the food world-class; the atmosphere is a 

balance of tranquility and life. 

Ask Jayne about her most memorable moments in business, and she does not refer 

to the “big” moments from before. Instead, she mentions little moments of magic, things 

that happen every day: Customers raving about simple pastries. Trying out a new bread 

recipe and discovering that it is heavenly! Meaningful interactions with staff. 

Did she learn from a business mentor to cherish such moments, I asked. Jayne 

smiled as she said, “No, that came from starting over at 38.” She continues, “The peace of 

mind I have now, I never had before! It comes from having walked away from everything I 

had before. Looking back, I am thankful for the circumstances that led me to where I am 

now. I had to find peace of mind having nothing, first.” 

What can would-be serious players learn from Jayne? No matter how successful 

you are, if you’re in it just for the money, you won’t enjoy your work. 

Jayne learned this lesson the hard way, but also from paying attention to what her 

heart was saying. She is a spiritual person who takes time every day to reflect on things she 
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may have done better. She also believes that she and her staff should take a Sabbath and 

rest. The restaurant is closed on Sundays.  

Staff also gets a second day a week off, and everyone has to take their full quota of 

annual leave. “You’ve got to rest to be fresh,” she says. 

Jayne also emphasizes the importance of knowing yourself. “Unless you know who 

you are, you’ll chase after anything!” 

If you find yourself somewhere close to the coast of Southern Africa, be sure to stop 

by InFood. Go hungry. Stay long. Try their lemon meringue. Savor their coffee. And find 

yourself reflecting on the meaning of life. 

You can find Jayne’s restaurant at www.infood.co.za.  

  



 121 

Melody Graham, Ph.D.: Academician 
• Acting Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs, Mt. Mercy University 
• Founder/President of House of Hope, a 501(c)3 in Cedar Rapids, Iowa 
• Single mom of two amazing young adult daughters 
• Previously psychology professor 
 
Wise. That’s how I would describe Melody Graham. Very 

wise. When she speaks, people pay attention. More than 

speaking with words, though, Melody allows her life to 

speak.  

I’ve known Melody for close to a decade now. 

I’ve listened to her teach, watched her lead, and 

philosophized over life while floating around her pool. 

And in the years since I met her, I have seen this to be 

true of Melody: She truly cares about people. From students in her psychology classes, 

women at House of Hope (the non-profit she founded 10 years ago), or friends and family 

facing tough choices, Melody sees life as “an opportunity to encourage, inspire and 

motivate [people], to help them be who they were created to be.”  

What I love about Melody, though, is that despite her being really good at helping 

people, she describes the idea of saying, “I am helping people” as obnoxious. Instead, 

Melody approaches all of life—including family, work and ministry—in the same way and 

sees every relationship as ministry “in the sense of loving people, connecting with them, 

truly caring about them, and helping them see God in the situation, and helping them see 

there’s something greater going on.”  

Melody explains that we are called to a “ministry of reconciliation, helping people 

reconcile their lives with Christ.” As such, it is impossible for her to assign her faith to the 

sidelines, nor can she divorce herself from her problem-solving nature. “I really love 

bringing order out of chaos,” she admits. 

Whether at home, in the classroom, at House of Hope, Melody sees work as “the 

opportunity to serve people.”  

As she has moved up in the administrative world of tertiary education, Melody 

discovered that she was able to do all the things she loved to do for even more people than 
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she could while being in the classroom. “I don’t teach students any more, but I help 

teachers teach students by mentoring them,” she explains. 

With all the success behind her, I asked Melody if this was what she had always 

dreamed of doing. “No… I don’t know that I had big dreams. The only thing I really saw 

myself doing was being married, and I’m not,” she laughs. “The one thing I dreamed didn’t 

work.” She points out, however, that about 20 years ago, when her marriage ended, she felt 

like she could be the person God had created her to be rather than the person she tried to be 

for her spouse. 

Melody does have dreams now, though. She’d love to run a non-profit organization 

that helps the poor of the world in some way, admitting that part of the reason she has taken 

the role she is in now, is to learn skills to do just that someday, to get good at really 

complex problem solving.  

No matter what career you find yourself in, Melody believes “our work is to love 

well. If I’ve loved well—if I’ve loved the people who come into my office and yell at me, 

if I can still love past that anger, if I can help them to figure out what that anger is, then 

I’ve been successful. That’s my career and that’s my calling.” 

With regard to some of the most satisfying things she has experienced in her career, 

Melody says, “For me, the best moments were never about … the work of being a teacher. 

It’s always about moments when I felt like I was able to connect with a person. It would be 

that moment in my office when they came and talked to me, and they really opened up, and 

for a moment they were vulnerable, and I could be vulnerable, and they allowed me to 

experience with them some of their heartaches or joys or pain, and we really 

connected . . .” Melody refers to these as “holy moments” at work. 

What can serious players-in-training learn from Melody regarding sharing their 

faith at work? Nineteen years ago, as a young faculty member, Melody was terrified of 

sharing her faith on campus. A student had come to her and bluntly asked questions about 

God, which Melody averted. A week later, the student died in an accident. 

Melody has since learned that sharing her faith is an ongoing process and a long-

term investment into people’s lives. It starts with working with excellence, but also 

includes showing yourself to be someone who truly cares and can be trusted.  

“It’s often in times of pain that the Lord draws people unto himself,” Melody says. 

So, if she notices that a colleague or a student is having a hard day or is facing a crisis, it is 
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easy to invite the individual to visit over coffee or over a meal and see how God works 

through the relationship.  

People are willing to share their struggles with her because she consistently cares 

and shows herself to be someone who can be trusted. Because of an existing relationship of 

trust and care, it is easy to share whatever God lays on her heart.  

Though Melody won’t necessarily put it this way, I would argue that she’s able to 

discern God’s promptings because she has grown to recognize God’s voice. She spends 

focused time every day talking to and listening to God, and she maintains a conversational 

relationship with him throughout the day. 

People are often afraid of those opportunities to share the hope they have in Christ, 

though. They think, “I’ll mess up or I won’t saying the right thing.” Melody says that we 

will at times miss an opportunity, or we might say the wrong thing. But God is faithful and 

will work in other ways to draw that individual unto him. It’s not up to us—we merely 

become part of a bigger picture, one where God—not you or I—is the main instigator. 

The bottom line of how you can live out your faith in the workplace? Be an 

example of a Christ-like person. Work hard. Seek to show kindness and concern. Be 

honest. Be yourself. Stay focused on God’s work. Be a person of integrity.  

You can learn more about Melody’s non-profit work at www.houseofhopecr.org.  

Discussion Questions 
1. Without revealing their identity (unless it’s yourself), whom have you encountered 

that’s definitely a reluctant worker? What about their lives stand out for you? 

2. Where have you noticed a tendency toward reluctant work in your own life? 

3. What needs to change for you to move from being a reluctant worker to being a serious 

player? 

4. Of the 10 characteristics of a reluctant worker, how many would you say are true of 

you?  What can you do to decrease that number? 

5. What inspiration do you find in Jayne and Melody’s stories?
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4. Intrinsic Motivation:  
Impetus for Serious Play 

“Do you like your job?” I asked the manager at a blown-glass store in one of Nairobi’s 

suburbs. We were waiting for another worker to carefully wrap a vase I had purchased, and 

thus I found myself engaging in conversation with this lady named Irene. The exchange 

took place more than three years ago but her response still haunts me.  

“What’s there to like?” she said. “In Kenya, we are just happy to have a job . . .” 

Not that this attitude is exclusive to the East African context. I’ve also seen it expressed in 

the way some people work in Indonesia, Taiwan, South Africa and the USA.  

But having lived and work among people for whom earning as little as dollar a day 

is not even always a given, I know full well that for some people, work is purely about 

survival. Daniel Pink in his book, Drive (Riverhead Books, 2009), calls this need for 

survival Motivation 1.0.  

Motivational Upgrade 
The next level of drive, not surprisingly called Motivation 2.0, is based on the assertion that 

work is not inherently enjoyable, that people need to be coaxed with rewards and 

punishments—carrots or sticks. The motivation to do the right thing (or not to do the wrong 

thing) is based purely on external forces or extrinsic motivators.  

Although carrots and sticks can work in the case of routine tasks, in a creative 

environment, they diminish performance. Motivation 2.0, Pink points out, depends on and 

fosters Type E behavior—behavior fueled by extrinsic 

desires. The focus in this approach—the preferred 

framework of many companies and individuals—is to get 

the maximum profit. Type E behavior does not recognize 

purpose as a motivator. And in doing so, a crucial point 

of who we are is neglected. 

A better alternative is something Pink calls Type I 

behavior—behavior fueled by intrinsic desires. Intrinsic 
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motivation is often the drive behind deep-seated, lifestyle changes. Type I behavior 

requires three critical ingredients: autonomy, mastery and purpose.  

Mastery is one of the most basic components of a fulfilled worker. At its most basic 

level, it’s simply skill. This skill could be natural giftedness or aptitude. It could be grown 

through exposure and education.  

Add autonomy, and work starts to look like play. Although all of the serious players 

in my study enjoyed a significant level of autonomy in their work, few had complete free 

reign. Nevertheless, some level of autonomy does go a long way insofar as fueling intrinsic 

motivation.  

Then comes the issue of purpose. This element especially bears significance insofar 

as serious play goes.  

What’s the Purpose? 
“Purpose provides activation energy for living,” Csikszentmihalyi says.1 In other words, if 

you are clear about why you want to do something, you are more likely to do it. You see 

this concept in action with fitness and weight loss programs, where participants are asked 

to verbalize their reason for enrolling. 

Pink puts it this way, “Autonomous people working toward mastery perform at very 

high levels. But those who do so in the service of some greater objective can achieve even 

more.” He continues, “We’re designed to be active and engaged. And we know that the 

richest experiences of our lives aren’t when we’re clamoring for validation from others, but 

when we’re listening to our own voice—doing something that matters, doing it well, and 

doing it in service of a cause larger than ourselves.”2 

Choosing a career that actually matters—one that has purpose beyond basic 

survival—can have a profound influence on whether or not you love what you do. 

Parenthood and Purpose 
One serious player whom I interviewed is a stay-at-home mom of two. Although Amy 

Hoppock has a graduate degree and has been a successful businesswoman, she has chosen 

to spend this season of being at home, “doing what moms do.” Amy describes her choice to 
                                                
1 Daniel Pink, Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us. (Riverhead Books, NY, NY. 

2009),133-134. 
2 Ibid., 146. 
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stay at home to raise their son and daughter both as a privilege and the hardest thing she’s 

ever done.  

For Amy, raising her two young ones is an opportunity to touch eternity as she 

helps to shape and mold her children. She tries to keep this long-term vision for what she is 

doing, remembering that she is raising the children to hopefully have an impact of their 

own in the world that will carry on. 

Amy sees being at home as something she gets to do (not something she has got to 

do) and though there are tough phases and moments, Amy claims to enjoy every bit of the 

job. Whether she’s working through challenges with the four-year-old, or getting up in the 

middle of the night to tend to the needs of a year-old baby, Amy says, “I count it all as 

joy,” adding that through the ways she loves and corrects and attends to her children, they 

learn to trust and love. 

Amy makes it clear, though, that being a mom is just a part of her calling and that 

there’s more to life. Relationships are crucial, the young mom says. They energize her. As 

such, she tries to be intentional about encouraging other young moms, especially, but also 

connecting with friends and family in the area. In addition, Amy and her husband are also 

involved in their church and their community. 

I specifically include Amy’s example as I know enough young moms who find this 

season of life challenging and who lose track of the passion and purpose part of the serious 

play equation.  

So, how do you maintain proper perspective on purpose? You surround yourself 

with people who help you remember when you start to forget. 

Motivation and the Role of Community 
Frederick Buechner writes, "My assumption is that the story of any one of us is in some 

measure the story of all of us."3 In that sense, I believe my experience with community—

and the lack thereof—might indeed be the story of all of us, though the details will differ. 

I’ve always been blessed with amazing friends and a supportive family. And 

although I had already lived in three different countries, nothing could prepare me for the 

lessons I would learn in Kenya regarding community. 

                                                
3 Carol J Kent. When I Lay My Isaac Down: Unshakable Faith in Unthinkable Circumstances (Kindle 

Edition), Location 2015. 
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The people among whom I lived were amazing. I came to love some of them like 

they were my own family. I spent long hours at the children’s home in the evenings, going 

from one home to another, reading to the children and trying to answer their oh-so-many 

questions. My work was undoubtedly serious play. 

By the time I had been in Kenya one year, however, I no longer loved what I was 

doing. I withdrew more and more and spiraled into depression, something I had never 

experienced in my life. 

Although I felt loved and needed, I never felt understood. And though intrinsically 

motivated, I desperately needed community in order to flourish.  

Yes, God was with me, and the times when I was aware of his presence and 

guidance were undoubtedly what kept my afloat. Yes, I could sometimes call or e-mail 

friends. But I needed community right there with me: people with skin and bones who 

understood me, who didn’t need anything from me but friendship and a listening ear, 

people who could appreciate my cooking and sometimes my questions, people who got that 

as an external processor, I simply needed to talk things through sometimes.   

I ended up returning to the US for a short season of counseling and to obtain, in the 

process, some life skills that would help me with living in relative isolation. One of the 

things I learned through counseling was how badly I needed community. Despite the fact 

that I recharge by being alone (I describe myself as an outgoing introvert), I needed to 

make some adjustments to my world if I were to stay in Kenya. 

In a letter to friends, I equated my first year’s experiences to scuba diving, writing, 

“You never scuba dive alone. You always have a buddy: someone to look out for you.” Not 

having had a “dive buddy” my first year was a painful experience, but one that I treasure 

for the lessons I had learned from it. 

By the time I returned to Kenya, I moved to our other training center and children’s 

home, where there were a handful of other Western staff. Along with amazing Kenyan 

friends, they became my community for the next two years. 
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A Tribe ≠True Community 
Seth Godin speaks about belonging in Tribes (Penguin, 2008). “Human beings can’t help it: 

We need to belong,” Godin asserts. “One of the most powerful of survival mechanisms is 

to be part of a tribe, to contribute to (and take from) a group of like-minded people.”4 

My experience has taught me that true community is more than just belonging to a 

tribe. I was part of a tribe at my first base in Kenya. But I still lacked close community.  

This false sense of community may be one of the biggest challenges that Facebook, 

Twitter and blogs present. You may have hundreds of friends, followers, readers or fans, 

yet be desperately alone. Being part of a tribe simply is no substitute for true community. 

Richard Alves once said, "Hope is hearing the melody of the future. Faith is to 

dance to it now."5 From my experience, community provides the music to which we dance. 

And with that music, they cheer us on when we’re weary. They might even be the voice of 

reason when it’s time to rest. 

We were created for community. It’s in our DNA. (More about that in Chapter 7.) 

Without life-giving community, we whither.  

True Community ≠ Pollyannaism 
I’m sure we’ve all tried at some stage or another to break out of the vortex of negativity 

kept alive by our tribe of colleagues, friends or in some cases, by family members.  

I listened the other day as a dear friend poured out her heart regarding what it is like 

to have a mom who suffers from bipolar disorder. There was no way my upbeat friend 

could just smile her way out of her reality. With the help of a skilled professional, some 

other key people within her close community, and the foundation of her faith—albeit 

wavering at times—my friend has learned to distinguish the difference between truth and 

lies and gained skills to cope with her unpredictable mother.  

 Similarly, I have experienced what it’s like when a small group of colleagues sees 

it their responsibility to keep reminding everyone about how bad the work environment 

was while others were desperately trying to be positive about what was undeniably a 

difficult situation. It got to a point where I had to remove myself from the kvetches in order 

                                                
4 Seth Godin, Tribes: We Need You to Lead Us. (New York, NY, Penguin. 2008), 1-2. A tribe, according 

to Godin, is “a group of people connected to one another, connected to a leader, and connected to an idea.” 
5 Carol J Kent. When I Lay My Isaac Down. Location 2117-2118. 
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not to be dragged down. I choose instead to hang out with individuals who were able to 

engage in conversations about everything from Scrabble to spirituality, people with whom 

one could process the challenges of our workplace without the conversations spiraling out 

of control. 

Don’t get me wrong: I’m not promoting a false sense of positivity. Nor am I 

suggesting that we bury our heads in the sand. There’s no need to pretend, for example, that 

everything in the country of my birth is hunky dory. Crime is rife. Corruption is spreading 

like the worst weed. But as my friend Hettie Brittz says, “Why focus on Malema (a 

political and societal troublemaker in South Africa) and have God way in the distance, a 

small entity? When you focus instead on God, Malema shrinks back down to the little man 

he really is.” 

Hettie, a speech therapist, well-known writer and wife of a national music icon in 

South Africa, knows what she’s talking about. In 2009, their home was broken into and she 

was raped. But because of their faith, Hettie and her family have been able to get back up 

and allow God to redeem the situation. 

Listen to her talk or read her books and you’d know that for Hettie, her motivation 

stems from her identity; it comes from deep within her soul. Her life has purpose. She’s 

intrinsically motivated to carry on her work as a mother, wife, writer, speaker, and speech 

therapist. No rapist could take that from her.6 

Does Your Work Matter? 
You need not have gone through life-threatening trauma and write about it to qualify as 

having purposeful work. Nor do you need to quit your job and go and volunteer at an 

orphanage. You also need not own your own business or make a lot of money.  

If you look at switching from extrinsic motivation to intrinsic motivation as the 

starter blocks to becoming a serious player, even the lowliest service job can become a 

platform for serious play!  

Perhaps, like Amy, you can find purpose in raising your children. Like Jayne, you 

can turn from the pursuit of money and rediscover your passion for whatever your field of 

                                                
6 At this time, Hettie’s book about the rape has not yet been translated into English. Her books on 

parenthood, including Growing Kids with Character and Growing Kids Through Healthy Authority as well as 
her Tall Trees Leadership Profiles are available in English. 
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expertise is. Or you may simply realize anew that the services you provide through your 

work make a difference in people’s lives. 

Dennis Bakke, author of Joy at Work (PVG, 2005), suggests, “The most important 

questions in business are often never asked: What is our motive? What is our purpose? Are 

they worthwhile? Motive and purpose guide behavior, color decisions, and add or subtract 

joy from work. Keep asking these questions, and use the answers to measure success.”7 

Figuring out whether your work actually matters is something only you can do. It 

may help you determine if you’re actually successful—not just in the eyes of your 

employer (which is an extrinsic measure), but based on your own (intrinsic) goals. 

This leads us to the sticky challenge of motive and purpose in Christian missions. 

But before we do so, let’s meet some serious players who are not only clear about the 

purpose of their work but who have also experienced the life-giving role of community. 

  

                                                
7 Dennis W. Bakke, Joy at Work: A Revolutionary Approach to Fun on the Job. (Seattle, WA, PVG. 

2005), 168. 
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Juli McGowan: Hospice Nurse 
• Founder/International Director of Living Room International  
• Family Nurse Practitioner at Kimbilio Hospice in Kipkaren, Kenya 

 
There used to be a time when Juli and I would 

hop into my Land Rover every week and visit our 

dear friend, Hannah. Hannah had a benign facial 

tumor that had already advanced too far for 

treatment by the time she came to see Juli at our 

clinic.  

And so, week after week, I’d take Juli to 

deliver morphine to Hannah. “This is church, 

Adéle,” Juli would remind me as we crawled 

over rocks in my Land Rover. “What we do on 

Sundays is just corporate worship.”   

We’d either visit in the shade of Hannah’s simple mud hut or sit cozily around the 

cot in her room, a single ray of light coming through a wooden window. We’d bring her 

some food, laugh at her stories, or tell of the things going on in the world outside. With 

Hannah’s family, we’d sing worship songs in Kiswahili, share what God has been teaching 

us, and pray together.  

Back at our training center along the Kipkaren River, Juli and I, along with other 

friends from our community, would grapple with the problem of suffering, laugh at the 

challenges of village life. And sometimes, we’d cry over loss of life. 

Juli left our ministry shortly after I did and founded a hospice in the same village. 

At Kimbilio (the Kiswahili word means refuge), Juli and her staff make it their goal to 

create an environment where residents can live out their last days, weeks or months 

surrounded by laughter and singing, by beautiful gardens and a staff who truly care about 

each individual. 

Together, they celebrate breakthroughs, such as a 5-year-old who is finally strong 

enough to learn how to walk, an 8-year-old who was able to fulfill his dream of continuing 

with school because another resident, a former teacher, spent his days teaching the boy 

before both of them passed away. Juli and her staff don’t focus on the fact that five or six 

patients die every week. They focus on making their place a “living room.” 
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Juli with our friend, Hannah 
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Kimbilio is the only hospice in Western Kenya, and one of just 200 medical 

facilities in the entire country that dispenses morphine. “In Kenya, doctors often think that 

someone died prematurely or in vain if there was no pain,” Juli explains. “For them, pain 

simply is part of the process. But it doesn’t have to be that way.” 

Although Juli didn’t always see herself as doing hospice work in rural Africa, she 

has always known that she wanted to serve God using whatever gifts he had given her. As 

such, she is in fact living out her dream.  

One of the many pivotal moments in Juli’s career was in 2008, when she got to 

know two highly malnourished toddlers in our community. She started a small treatment 

center specifically for those two children, and along with staff from our HIV/AIDS 

program, began feeding, loving and caring for the two. Sadly, the boy passed away, while 

the girl, Flovia, lived. (Nowadays, Flovia thrives in the safe world of the Empowering 

Lives International children’s home.) 

Her journey with the two young ones became the impetus for setting up a hospice in 

the community. Juli points to her parents as being early influences in her life. Her dad, a 

pastor, has the gift of mercy—being able to comfort and console people who are grieving. 

As a child, Juli used to accompany her father on hospital visits. Her mom, Juli says, is a 

person of prayer and faith and has always encouraged her daughter to make choices based 

on what she believed God was asking her, not on what made the most sense. 

Another person of great influence is Dr. Joe Mamlin, a physician of great vision. 

“Dr. Mamlin hasn’t been afraid to try to do what other people say is impossible,” Juli 

explained to me during a visit to Iowa. “He started from [working with] one patient to 

working with 150,000 patients who were treated for HIV/AIDS.” Juli had worked with Dr. 

Mamlin on a weekly basis, and he inspired, challenged and helped her to do what she is 

doing today. 

Similarly, David Tarus, a Kenyan community leader has encouraged Juli in 

pursuing what God has placed on her heart. “David has so much passion for his 

community,” Juli says. “Because of his leadership, I’ve been able to thrive in my work.” 

 Insofar as serious play, Juli says she loves what she does. “It’s not easy work,” she 

admits. “But when I go to bed at night, I don’t question whether I’m doing what I’m 

supposed to be doing. And I take great joy in doing my work.”  
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Though the phrase serious play might seem preposterous in the context of hospice 

work, Juli explains that when you consider how much joy they experience at Kimbilio, it’s 

easy to describe what she does as indeed being serious play, saying, “When you’re doing 

what you’re called to do, even when it’s hard and you’re surrounded by death, loss and 

grief on a daily basis, there is something so sacred about it. There is a sense of hope. There 

is joy amidst the loss. It’s probably about purpose! There’s so much purpose within it that it 

gives me the strength and courage to keep going. I cannot imagine doing anything else right 

now.” 

Her love for the people whom she serves—people who have been forgotten and 

rejected, people who the world would say are useless—is what energizes her. “Because I 

believe with all my heart that they were created in the image of God, and because we get to 

help to restore dignity, I love that I get to do that,” Juli insists, adding, “This role and this 

job is not who I am, though.”  

She describes her identity as being found in God, and as such, she tries to be 

disciplined in staying connected with God, otherwise it would be easy to get overwhelmed 

by the losses—especially the loss of children. 

In order to recharge, the 32-year-old runs, writes, reads, composes music, or, 

occasionally escapes to nearby Kakamega rainforest. It’s impossible to really remove 

herself from the work she does, though, especially since she lives in a small, rural 

community. Life, work, friends and community are all intertwined.  

At the heart of Juli’s work with end-of-life care are issues of compassion, mercy, of 

empowerment, of doing her work with integrity and excellence. What sustains her through 

the day-to-day work, Juli says, is the mercy of God, and working in community—whether 

it be her immediate community and staff, or the larger community of supporters of The 

Living Room, people who write her and help her to remember that she’s not alone in this. 

At the time when I interviewed Juli, she and her staff were looking into building a 

mortuary in order to cut costs and to meet a growing need in the community. How does a 

mortuary fit into serious play? “I’m called to love God and love others,” Juli explains, 

“[running a mortuary] is part of doing just that. You can be a part of comforting grieving 

families. That’s something that matters to God. It’s not that I love the morbidity. It’s just 

part of the job of loving God and loving others.” 
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Juli’s advice to people entering the workforce? Follow your passions. “There are 

people who come up to me and say they’re inspired by what I do and want to do something 

similar. I tell them, ‘You don’t need to necessarily go into hospice care, or nursing, or 

move to Africa. What you need to do is follow the things that you are passionate about and 

gifted in. As long as you continue to seek God in those things, he can do incredible things 

through us if we’re willing to step out and follow him.’”  

Juli adds that this is not always in a direction that is bold. It can simply be doing 

something that may seem simple. “Everything we do with love is holy,” Juli says. 

“Wherever you are and whatever you do on a day-to-day basis, don’t forget to see the 

things that are right in front of you. God can be within those very things.” 

You can learn more about Juli’s non-profit work at 

www.livingroominternational.org.  
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Makoto Fujimura: Artist & Cultural Influencer 
• Founder and Creative Director of the International Arts Movement 
• Author of River Grace (International Arts Movement, 2007) and Refractions: A Journey of Art, Faith 

and Culture (NavPress, 2009) as well as numerous essays on art, faith and culture 
• Commissioned artist for The Four Holy Gospels, a celebration of the 400th anniversary of the King James 

Bible (Crossway Publishing, 2011) 
• Presidential appointee to the National Council on the Arts (2003-2009), and recipient of the Chairman’s 

Medal upon completion of his six-year term 
• Husband, and father of three 

 
Have you ever just sat and watched an 

artist create? Whether it’s a musician, a 

painter, a sculptor or a dancer, watching 

the creative process unfold can be a holy 

experience. 

American-born artist Makoto 

Fujimura would agree. In fact, says Mako, 

“When I am alone in my studio, I feel 

God’s presence most.” An artist and a 

follower of Christ, Mako doesn’t call 

himself a “Christian artist,” though. 

Instead, he explains that he is “a Christian 

first, and artist second. What I do and how I live is God’s artwork created through my 

brokenness and limitations.”8   

In the world of modern-day art galleries, where paintings have a lot of zeros on their 

price tags, crossing the line between art and worship is unheard of. New York gallery 

owner and curator Valerie Dillon makes it clear, “If you step over that line, you’re in 

essence setting yourself up for crucifixion.”9  

Yet Mako has crossed this line in a way that has not had him scoffed by the art 

world, but instead, he has restored “art’s good name among Christians and [given] 

Christians a good name in the arts.”10  

                                                
8 Tim Stafford, Discipleship Journal (September 2008): 20. 
9 Makoto Fujimura: The Art of The Four Holy Gospels. http://vimeo.com/16501697. 
10 Mindy Belz, World Magazine (December 17, 2003): 31. 
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But in charting new paths, Mako has often felt out of place. So, Mako did what a 

true serious player would do: When he saw no community where he could fit, he created 

his own. In 1990, Mako founded IAM, the International Arts Movement as, what he calls, 

“an island of misfit toys,” a place where artists could join the conversation as well as the 

pursuit of melding art and worship, a place where he could invest in the lives of young 

artists and “help them to be serious players.” 

This is true of serious players: They can all point to individuals who played a major 

role in shaping their worldview. And they all have individuals into whose lives they are 

making deposits, whether as a mentor or merely a cheerleader. Mako especially invests in 

young artists through IAM globally, but also describes his studio as a guild where he 

delights to help people who intern and work for him. In fact, Mako describes this call to lay 

the groundwork for the next generation as the fuel that has kept him going. 

Is Mako a serious player? For sure! He is able to use his skills (as a gifted artist) 

along with his passion (to communicate through art, through writing, and through 

community) in a manner that has purpose (laying the groundwork for the next generation of 

artists). What’s more, Mako understands that his serious play fits into God’s Story with 

humankind, that he gets to communicate the gospel through the way he approaches art and 

artists, through the way he expresses the message in a way that is not only unique to his 

skills, it also reaches his unique and diverse audience the world over. 

As for the influential people in his own life, Mako points to his parents, his 

“generous brother,” professors and his wife as being inspirational in his life and his work. 

“These formative relationships are important to keep going consistently. They pointed me 

in the right direction, encouraging me to persevere.” (In River Grace, Mako discusses more 

pivotal moments and key people who helped shape his life.) 

Born in Boston to a scientist father and a mom who was a teacher, Mako’s family 

spent his elementary school years in Japan. After graduating from Bucknell, Mako returned 

to Japan to obtain a Masters in fine art, mastering the ancient Japanese technique of 

nihonga.  

For the past twenty years, Mako has been a successful full-time artist. He had his 

first solo exhibit in Tokyo in 1987, with close to fifty solo exhibits since that time. His 

largest painting, measuring 17 by 23 feet, adorns CNN Asia’s headquarters in Hong Kong. 
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Cultural critic and curator Alissa Wilkinson explains, “Even people who don’t understand 

painting look at his work and … go, ‘Wow!’”11 

Insofar as career highlights go, Mako cites the commissioning to do the art for The 

Four Holy Gospels, the 400th anniversary version of the King James Bible, as “historic, 

and very fulfilling.” Being asked to take on this project was a bold and unusual move by 

the publishers, seeing that Mako’s art is not the stereotypical Bible art. His are neither 

paintings of Jesus, nor of crosses. Instead, his works are large, shimmering, abstract 

paintings. (Learn more about this particular project at www.vimeo.com/16501697.)  

Mako’s description of the frontispiece for the gospel of Luke especially pertains to 

the matter of 4D serious play. Mako calls this piece “Prodigal God,” explaining,  

The title of this work, based on a well-known tale of the lost son in Luke 15, is taken 
from my pastor Timothy Keller’s book, Prodigal God. The visual complexity of the 
work depicts my own inner struggle between legalism of religion (the elder brother) 
and the “recklessly spendthrift” nature of the Father’s love in the story. 
        In the art world and culture in which we celebrate the wayward, but not having the 
language to bring the lost (myself included at times) back home, these series of works 
probe deeply into the tension that exist within my heart to love deeply—in spite of the 
legalism and the waywardness that prevails in the wider culture.12 

A project such as The Four Holy Gospels isn’t something that just happens 

overnight. Ask Mako how he got where he is today, and he says it’s “by God’s direction, 

my parents’ encouragement, my wife’s sacrifice, by creating a community around 

creativity . . . and by sheer hard work.”  

He acknowledges that there have been many failures along his path to where he is 

today, pointing out, however, “Failure is critical for future success.” You have to learn 

what you can each time you fail. And you have to move forward, working toward goals. At 

this time, Mako is working on creating a larger studio and doing a series of retrospective 

paintings to help promote generative thinking and to help IAM grow. 

Insofar as advice for budding serious players goes, Mako says, “Be flexible. Be 

opportunistic. And be resourceful.”  

Learn more about Mako’s work at www.makotofujimura.com and 

www.internationalartsmovement.org  

                                                
11 Makoto Fujimura: The Art of The Four Holy Gospels. http://vimeo.com/16501697 
12 Makoto Fujimura. http://www.makotofujimura.com/works/the-four-gospels-frontispieces/ 
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Discussion Questions 
1. Not everyone can function well without carrots and sticks. On a scale of 1-5 (with 1 

being “None at all,” and 5 being “I am my own boss and am the only one who 

determines what I do every day,”) how much autonomy do you have in your 

workplace? 

2. How about mastery—how well do you think you’ve mastered your area of expertise? 

What can you do to grow more? 

3. What drives you to get out of bed every day and go to work? 

4. Considering your answer to the first question, are you extrinsically motivated or 

intrinsically motivated? 

5. What’s the purpose behind your work? (Survival? To make lots of money? To make 

money and make a difference in the world?) Is your work worthwhile? If no, what can 

you do to change that? If you cannot change jobs, are there things you can do outside of 

work that are meaningful? 

6. If you’re a parent, let your mind go about the purposes behind the way you parent your 

children. 

7. What are some “tribes” to which you belong? (Book clubs, community/church groups 

etc.) What to you gain from belonging to these different groups? 

8. Do you have a strong community, close friends who support you and whom you 

support? 

9. Share about time in your life when you lacked strong community. How were you able 

to change your circumstances? 

10. Are there areas of your life where you might benefit from shifting the focus from the 

bad to the good? 

11. What can you learn from Juli and Mako’s stories?



 139 

5. Kingdom Perspective:   
A Paradigm Shift 

When I walked out of that museum, I was a different person from whom I was a few hours 

earlier, when I had walked in. I knew more than I had ever wanted to know: more about the 

power of propaganda, the danger of tribalism, the depravity of humankind.  

I really didn’t want to go to the Genocide Museum in Kigali, but I knew I had to go. 

I had to look at every photo, read every story, try to make sense of the row upon row of 

human skulls of all sizes, many visibly cracked by machetes. I had to allow the immensity 

of the events that unfolded on my continent to sink in.   

Starting late April 1994, almost a million people were killed—brutally killed—in 

just 100 days. I was still living in South Africa at the time, working at a bank. I vaguely 

remember hearing about it on the local news. Was I simply too engrossed in my own world 

of reluctant work to take notice?  

And why did the world turn a blind eye, I wondered? Because it’s just another war 

in just another African country? More than being dumfounded by the world’s apathy, I was 

haunted by the fact that one people group could hate another with such unadulterated 

loathing. 

A few years after my eye-opening visit to the Land of a Thousand Hills, I sat in a 

hotel in Jakarta, Indonesia, visiting with Mats Tunehag, the husband of a friend of mine. 

Mats was in town for meetings and I took advantage of the opportunity to meet the man 

whose columns I had been reading for a while. Among many things, Mats and I talked 

about Rwanda, where he had been doing some consulting. 

“Did you know, Adéle,” the soft-spoken Swede asked, carefully weighing every 

word, “before the genocide, Rwanda was considered the greatest success story in Christian 

missions on the continent of Africa? It was said that 90 percent of the country had been 

converted to Christianity. And yet, they had the genocide. It’s not very different from the 

rest of Africa, where a large percentage of people are Christians, yet Africa is plagued with 

corruption and poverty. Where is the transformation that the gospel is supposed to bring?” 



 140 

I know, I thought. The very same was true for Kenya after the 2007 presidential 

election.1 There’s something profoundly wrong with the way we “do missions,” I thought 

later, recalling the events from Kenya’s post-election clashes (described in the introduction 

of this book).  

There’s a systemic problem not only with the ways in which we have been 

promulgating Christianity, but also in our practices. Along the way, we have watered down 

the gospel into a “get out of jail free” card, an unfounded promise that following Christ will 

lead to an easier life. We’ve packaged Jesus as some cheap potion, a quick ticket to heaven.  

Being a follower of Christ is not about “someday, when we’re in heaven.” We live 

in the kingdom of God here and now, and that is supposed to have a profound impact on 

the way we live and work. 

What’s This About a Kingdom? 
Having a king or queen is something Americans aren’t used to. The country was born from 

the desire to get out from under the rule of the British monarchy. But like it or not, Queen 

Elizabeth is still the head of state of the UK as well as 15 other commonwealth countries.  

Other monarchies include, among others, Sweden, Spain, Norway, the Netherlands, 

Japan and Jordan. In many of these places, people’s sentiments vary greatly regarding the 

Crown. This is something I also found to be true in Thailand. When I was in Bangkok in 

2010 for business (and for some diving, of course), much of the city was in uproar due to 

political unrest. My dive buddy, Connie, and I had hired a guide for a couple of days, a 

gentleman named Pipat (his name indeed sounds like the less sophisticated term for a 

chamber pot).  

Pipat spoke with utmost reverence of King Bhumibol Adulyadej. “My king,” he’d 

say, stringing the two words together as if they were one. It never was just “the king.” 

Myking, it was, every time he’d mention the man of whom he had a photo in a flashy, 

golden frame sitting right on his dashboard.  

King Phumibol was indeed his king, and he knew what the implications were of 

submitting to his king. Pipat declared that he would do anything to protect his king and his 

                                                
1 After Kenya’s election in 2007, tribal clashes broke out due to vote rigging. The government reported 

more than 2,000 people to be killed, though the numbers were believed to be much higher. In peaceful 
communities such as the one where I lived, Kikuyu neighbors’ homes, businesses and churches were being 
burnt down. 
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kingdom. He had no time for the political protesters in red, men and women who upset the 

otherwise peaceful Bangkok. 

Taking Care of God’s Kingdom 
Christians, likewise, are subjects of a King. Most of the time, though, we seem oblivious to 

what the implications of life in his kingdom are. Nor do we understand our responsibilities 

as people commissioned by the king to take care of his kingdom. According to  

Genesis 1:26-28, we are charged with being stewards of life and of creation. Theologians 

refer to this as the cultural commission. 

As subjects of the Creator King, we’re supposed to be “green.” How could we not 

want to take care of that which our God had made? However, because environmentalists 

sometimes appear to be worshiping Mother Earth, we as Christians have, for the most part, 

abdicated our first responsibility.  

Wanting to grow in awareness regarding environmental issues on campus, I 

attended a lunch meeting at my school in Taiwan. On my way to the meeting, I ran into one 

of my handful of colleagues whom I knew to be a Christian. When she inquired where I 

was off to, I explained that I was heading to the green initiatives lunch meeting. “You 

liberal!” she said, her smile all but hiding her disapproval of my involvement. Sadly, my 

colleague’s harsh response is not unusual.  

Let’s make it clear: God did not make the world for us—he made it for himself. He 

gave us the responsibility and the joy to take care of it. We cannot abdicate that 

responsibility. We cannot turn a blind eye to the environmental crisis and make it out to be 

the liberal agenda. Taking care of creation was God’s agenda to begin with, and we’ve 

done a terrible job of being environmental stewards. 

Many Christians reject environmental issues for fear of “worshiping” creation. If we 

realize, though, that creation is the most natural, most basic place to worship the Creator, 

the problem of nature-worship is solved!  

Edward Brown frames it this way in Our Father's World (Doorlight Publications, 

2006). “We should, and we must, respect [creation] and care for it: Not because it is divine, 

but because it is sacred in the same way that a temple or cathedral is sacred. It is a place to 
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meet God. … [But] God’s temple isn’t just a place for worship—it participates in that 

worship. … Creation is both temple and choir.”2 

When I worked in Kenya, I used to take visiting teams up to a spot we called 

“prayer rock.” We’d sit in silence, watching the sun poke out its head at exactly 6:23. Even 

non-believing team members would leave the rock in awe of God! The same thing 

happened day after day when I would take teams on debriefing safaris. Some of the most 

amazing conversations unfolded as people were struck by the raw beauty of God’s creation 

in Africa. 

That is precisely why it is easier to worship God under the trees, on a mountaintop 

or beneath the stars on a cool summer evening: When you’re in nature, surrounded by 

creation, it’s easier to connect with the Creator, talk to him, and hear his voice. 

Life in an Upside Down Kingdom 
Life as God’s regent, however, is about much more than just taking care of his creation. To 

understand life in the kingdom, we need only turn to Jesus’ recorded words in Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, John and Acts. Jesus constantly brought up the topic of the kingdom.  

But even before Jesus began his work on earth, his cousin John announced, 

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Mt. 3:2). Soon after that, Jesus started 

with his public ministry. 

“From that time Jesus began to proclaim, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of God has 

come near,’” Matthew, a tax-collector and follower of Jesus, tells us (Mt. 4:17). Jesus went 

throughout Galilee—a rocky region in the north of Israel—declaring the good news of the 

kingdom and healing the sick. And in doing so, Jesus introduced a revolutionary new way 

of thinking. 

The kingdom he proclaimed is neither a political system, nor is it about health, 

wealth, and power. It is a spiritual concept, an identity, as well as the thread that connects 

all the events in God’s Story.3 

The kingdom Jesus proclaimed is at its core about a completely different way of 

thinking than what the world promotes. In the world, you’re considered successful if you 

have wealth and power. According to Jesus, however, you are blessed and should be happy 
                                                
2 Edward Brown, Our Father's World: Mobilizing the Church to Care for Creation. (South Hadley, MA: 

Doorlight Publications, 2006), 37, 40. 
3 I’ll elaborate on the overarching storyline of the Bible in Chapter 7. 
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when you’re poor and realize your need for God, when you mourn, when you are humble, 

when you seek justice, when you are merciful, when your heart is pure, when you work in 

peace, when you are persecuted for doing the right thing, when people mock you for being 

his follower (Mt. 5:1-11, Lk. 6: 20-23). 

But why on earth would anyone be glad when you suffer, are poor and persecuted? 

Who in their right mind would follow such a teaching? No wonder many modern-day 

churches steer away from this idea completely, declaring, instead, that that there is no place 

for suffering in the kingdom of God. 

Yet, Jesus promoted this mindset that is “upside down” to what the world expects.4 

Tim Keller makes these important observations about Jesus’ upside down kingdom: Jesus 

is not saying that we should seek weakness, sacrifice, grief or exclusion. (That harks back 

to religiosity.) What Jesus is saying is that when you live according to the values the world 

promotes, driven by the power of immediacy, you will be disappointed. Your joy, your 

comfort, your power, your wealth can easily be taken from you, and then what do you 

have? These things are all temporary.5  

However, when you understand the kingdom values, then power, wealth, success, 

comfort or recognition have no bearing on you. Having—or not having—these things does 

not determine whether or not you experience joy. Your identity is planted in who you are, 

not what you have. If you live according to the values of God’s kingdom—values that may 

seem completely counterintuitive—you are neither controlled nor intimidated by the things 

the world chases after.  

Christian Overman, in his book Assumptions That Affect Our Lives (Ablaze 

Publishing, 2006) echoes this idea. All things can be used either for good or for evil.6 

Business, for example, is perfectly good if it is used in harmony with God’s design. 

Likewise, there is nothing wrong with making money, being a person of power or having a 

degree of comfort in your life. However, your money should not control you. Finding your 

                                                
4 In the Christian church, we have come to know these key teachings of Jesus as the beatitudes. This 

word comes from the Latin word beatus which means happy, fortunate, blissful or blessed. 
5 Tim Keller, "The Upside Down Kingdom", Redeemer Presbyterian Church Podcast. 39:26. 2/1/2010. 
6 Christian Overman, Assumptions that Affect Our Lives: How Worldviews Determine Values that 

Influence Behavior and Shape Culture. (Bellevue, WA: Ablaze Publishing Company, 2006. 5th Edition), 112. 
Graphic adapted. 
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identity in having wealth and allowing the pursuit of wealth to control you stand in direct 

opposition with the kingdom principles presented by Jesus. 

Similarly, if your church becomes the focus of and dictates your life instead of it 

simply being a place of worship, of learning and of fellowship, a place where you are 

drawn closer to God, then even church is bad. The same can be said of a friend, preacher or 

a Bible teacher who may have a stronger influence on your worldview than God himself 

has.  

In the same vein, food (or medication, recreation, or social interaction) can be life 

sustaining and as such, be good for you, while an addiction to any of these is not. You get 

the point. These things are in conflict with the kingdom values if they control you—if you 

cannot live without them and they become the overwhelming desire of your heart. 

Jesus’ message comes down to this: If you were to suffer a loss in any of these 

areas, it will hurt, to be sure, but your life isn’t devastated. In fact, you can still consider 

yourself blessed.  

Later on in the very same sermon—Jesus’ single longest recorded teaching, referred 

to in the church as the Sermon on the Mount—Jesus talks about not worrying about 

anything but instead to trust God; he knows what we need. Jesus adds, “But strive first for 

the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as 

well” (Mt. 6:24-33). Jesus drives home that same idea yet again that God’s kingdom is an 

upside down kingdom.   
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Now, but Not Yet 
Jesus told many stories to illustrate what life in the kingdom is like. In these parables as 

well as in Jesus’ other teachings, there are truths that can be applied to the kingdom as we 

experience it here and now. At the same time, God’s kingdom hasn’t come in all its fullness 

yet. Winn Griffin describes this as living “in the presence of the future, the ‘now but not 

yet.’”7 

Some of what we experience of God’s kingdom has already been made possible for 

us because of Jesus. But this is not all there is to life as a believer. There is the promise of 

more. There is eternity—which is both now and someday. The kingdom Jesus proclaimed 

has come, but at the same time, it has not yet come in all its fullness. 

The best way I can understand this “now but not yet” is to relate it to scuba diving. I 

got my basic dive certification in the icy waters of Jeffreys Bay, South Africa, where I 

bobbed around the water alongside penguins and saw hardly a single fish. I got my 

advanced certification soon after, on the island of Boracay in the Philippines, where the 

tropical waters teemed with colorful fish and beautiful coral reefs. Yet no dive in the 

Philippines could compare to diving in Sipidan (a tiny Malaysian island off the coast of 

Borneo), and Sipidan’s dive experience paled in comparison to diving in Bunaken, off the 

coast of Sulawesi, Indonesia. And I am told there are even more amazing dive spots 

elsewhere off the coasts of Indonesia and Micronesia, not to speak of the Red Sea. 

I was already a scuba diver back in Jeffreys Bay, but as the saying goes, “I ain’t 

seen nothin’ yet!” In the same way, Jesus had ushered in the arrival of God’s kingdom, but 

we’ve neither seen nor experienced what life in the kingdom can be like until the kingdom 

comes in all its fullness, when Christ returns and we have a new heaven and new earth. 

What Does This Have to Do With Rwanda? 
Earlier, I told the story of what had happened in Rwanda, and how, prior to the genocide, 

the Land of a Thousand Hills was considered the biggest success story in Christian 

missions. But the Rwandan church seems to have completely lacked in their understanding 

of the higher values of the kingdom and succumbed instead to tribalism and class wars. 

                                                
7 Dennis Bakke, Joy at Work. 41. 
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I made a case for not presenting Christianity as a dabbling in the futures market, if 

you will, but understanding that being citizens of God’s kingdom emphatically changes 

your identity and as a result, your values.  

The fact is, though, that the discrepancy in kingdom values and the reality of 

Christian life is not something unique to Rwanda. Sadly, because of a lack of understanding 

of the values Jesus promoted, the Christian church the world over has become anemic, and 

there is often little difference between us as followers of Christ and the rest of the crowd. 

After the riots in Kenya had settled down, I had a profound discussion with 

colleagues about this very fact. “What does it mean to be a Christian?” I asked during a 

staff Bible study session. My wonderful colleagues brainstormed long lists of 

characteristics that included being born again, caring for the poor, caring for widows and 

orphans, forgiving one another.  

I tried to help my friends understand that people of other faith convictions also care 

for the poor, for widows and orphans, and seek not to hold grudges. “The difference comes 

in understanding and embracing what God has done for us,” I suggested. “Being born again 

means that we start to think differently altogether about the way a man treats his wife and 

children, the way we work, the way we approach life.” 

The fact is, having lived in and traveled to various contexts, I had seen the adage to 

be true that in some places, the church in Africa is “an inch deep and a mile wide.” But the 

very same can be said of churches in the West as well as in the East.  

“Christianity has an image problem,” David Kinnaman says.8 This sentiment is 

echoed in a slew of books that have been published in the past five years by authors such as 

Michael Frost and Alan Hirsh. Fixing our image problem requires far more than cosmetic 

surgery.  

How Then Do We Change? 
Fixing Christianity’s image problem requires that we ask God to show us where we’ve 

gotten off track, where we have built dogma upon an incorrect understanding of the Word 

and of God’s heart. It requires holding loosely to that which we may have clung to as the 

                                                
8 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons. Unchristian: What a New Generation Thinks About Christianity … 

and Why It Matters. (Grand Rapids, MI, Baker Books. 2007), 10. 
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gospel truth. It requires asking the Holy Spirit to show us the truth and being willing to let 

go.  

It requires being born again in the sense of asking God to calibrate our beliefs, our 

lives and our values to the truths of his kingdom. It also requires inviting trustworthy 

individuals to hold up a mirror at times to help us see which habits would be best 

unlearned. 

The problem is that we all tend to have blind spots when it comes to the issues that 

go against the grain of the kingdom culture. Discovering those spots and eliminating those 

behaviors takes courage and humility—a willingness to admit that we’ve been wrong. 

Here’s an example: As you can imagine, growing up in South Africa, I was taught, 

both overtly and covertly, that people of color were inferior to white people. (Today, I 

cringe even typing those words, but I want you to understand part of my journey of 

breaking with one very obvious cultural code.) 

Changing my mind about race came from my journey with God, but also from 

seeing my culture from the outside (I was an exchange student to Long Island, NY, in 

1987, when apartheid was still firmly in place). It also came from reading materials that 

were not available in my country, from befriending people of various races when I lived 

overseas, and from befriending people of color when I went back to a racially divided 

South Africa.  

Despite the fact that I thought my thinking had changed, I realized 10 years later, 

when I lived in California, that some of my early cultural values were still part of my 

thinking, and poked their ugly head out through the way I sometimes thought about other 

people.  

I can thank my friend Sue Clark (who also happened to be my boss and my 

landlady) for helping me see some of my blind spots. During deep conversations about 

faith, life and work, I’d sometimes say something to which Sue would just tilt her head and 

look at me with an expression that read, Really? Did you just say that? Do you really think 

that way? A simple look from Sue was enough to make me do some introspection and bit 

by bit, remove remnants of the prideful ways of my culture. Pride. The root of so many of 

our issues, isn’t it?  
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A dear friend of mine, Loïs (Lu-WEES), had worked very closely with a prominent 

serious player: Nelson Mandela. She traveled around the world with him and speaks with 

utmost respect and affection of Madiba (Mr. Mandela’s Xhosa tribal name).  

I spent about a month with Loïs and her family during my writing hiatus in South 

Africa. She and I would spend hours talking about that which we were writing about, (she 

is currently finishing up an Afrikaans novel), and grappling with the more serious issues of 

life and faith. 

With regard to respect for others, Loïs shared this poignant thought about life in 

South Africa, “Our tendency is to look at people who are different from us as being less 

than us and thus unworthy of our respect.” Loïs shared how Mr. Mandela would invite 

clergy from different faith communities to participate in the opening of events. Though this 

was—and still is—a very controversial change in South Africa, Mr. Mandela supported his 

actions by saying, “How can we expect people in our country to respect one another if we 

aren’t willing to show them respect?” 

This is something that is often very hard for us as Christians to grasp. Over the last 

few years, I specifically sought to understand what other people believe—not only through 

reading about other faiths, but by making friends with people whose beliefs radically 

differed from mine.  

My primary reason for befriending people who are different from me has not been 

to convert them, but simply because they were individuals whom I wanted to get to know 

as friends, people whom I came to respect. Along the way, I have had some fascinating 

conversations.  

Would I love to see these friends come to know Jesus and the richness of his 

kingdom? You bet! Nothing would give me greater joy. However, I know that I can never 

change my friends. I can love them. I can laugh with them. I can respect them. I can engage 

in banter as well as in deep conversations with them. I can differ from them. I can pray for 

them. I can listen to them. I can share life with them. I can learn from them. But I cannot 

change them. It is God who does the work of wooing people.  

But What About the Great Commission? 
Please don’t get me wrong: I am passionate about seeing people come to know and love 

Jesus. But how this happens is where my problem lies. Neither you nor I can convince 
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people of their need for God. We can, if we want, tell them what they should believe. We 

can argue with them till we’re blue in the face. We can scare them into praying “the 

sinner’s prayer.” We can promise them a better life if they turned to God. 

The problem is, none of these approaches typically produce lasting fruit. Case in 

point: Rwanda. And Kenya. And much of the rest of the world, really. 

“But what about the Great Commission?” you may say. (The charge Jesus gave in 

Matthew 28, after his death, burial and resurrection, has come to be known by this phrase. 

It is where Jesus tells his followers to “go and make disciples of all nations.”) 

Good point! When we take a closer look at Jesus’ words, it becomes evident that we 

may have been missing one critically important detail. Jesus says, “All authority in heaven 

and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 

them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to 

obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the 

end of the age.” (Mt. 28:18-20, NRSV. Emphasis mine.) 

The authority belongs to Jesus. At its core, mission starts with God. He does the 

sending. And yes, he sends us as his followers. He gives us the authority to go and do what 

he asks us to do. We are indeed his kingdom representatives, and we are on a mission with 

God. But the mission is his. Theologians refer to this as missio Dei. 

If then it is God’s mission, then it takes the responsibility off our shoulders to try 

and change people. He is the one who can change people. If we live seeking to be attentive 

to his voice, we will know when he prompts us to enter into a deeper conversation with 

someone, and we get to participate with him in what he is doing.9 

Soon after his resurrection from the dead, Jesus appeared to his disciples and after 

calming them down and assuring them that they weren’t seeing a ghost, said, “As the 

Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.” (Jn. 20:21)  

God the Father sent Jesus. Jesus sends us. Mission does not start with us. With that, 

Jesus also said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” (Jn. 20:22). God does the sending. He gives the 

power. We simply have to go—in his power, his strength, not our own.  

It’s not about having ulterior motives for being nice to people.  It’s about 

demonstrating God’s love rather than dictating it. As 4D serious players, we need to seek 

                                                
9 For practical ways on doing this, refer to Melody Graham’s story in Chapter 3 as well as to Danette 

Brooks’ story in Chapter 6. 
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ways to demonstrate this love in ways that are unique to our gifts, unique to the way God 

created each one of us.  

We’ve Always Done It This Way 
Not everyone is keen to embrace new ways, however. “I was reading a passage in  

John 12 one evening,” a retired pastor shared with me. “It’s the passage where Jesus says, 

‘Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also…’ And 

I started thinking, ‘If Jesus were to come to my town for a year or five, would he be where I 

was, doing what I was doing?’”  

The guy and I were having coffee in a beautiful part of my country, talking about 

serious play, among other things. He continued, “I figured that Jesus probably wouldn’t be 

doing half the stuff that had been keeping me busy as a pastor. So I asked God to show me 

what he really cared about. That very week, one invitation after another came for me to be 

involved in community work in my city. I accepted every one of them.  

“But my enthusiasm about that which God was doing and the way he was leading 

me (and, by extension, my church) wasn’t met with the same enthusiasm by our board. In 

fact, they set before me an ultimatum to drop the volunteer work and focus on that which 

they were paying me to do and on that only: preach, teach, visit people—those are just 

some of the tasks laid out in Article 9 of our church order. 

“I tried my best to convince them that I was trying to lead our church into the 

direction I believed God was leading me, but there was no budging from their side. 

Effectively, I had to choose between obeying the board and obeying God. I ended up taking 

early retirement. 

“One of the good things that came from this experience, though, was that I was able 

to challenge Article 9 before the General Synod. Though it had literally been in place since 

the Dutch landed in our country [in 1652], it has now been changed to read that a pastor’s 

gifts and passions have to be considered insofar as his job description goes. Of course those 

still have to be in line with the kingdom work. But at least there is leeway.” 

My friend had literally run smack into the wall called “We’ve always done it this 

way.” Breaking through these walls and allowing God to bring change is an immense risk. 
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Alan Hirsch would applaud my friend. He says, “I simply do not believe that we 

can continue to try to think our way into a new way of acting, but rather, we need to act our 

way into a new way of thinking.”10  

Changing the way we’ve always done things starts with a change in the way we 

think. The real change, however, only occurs only once we start acting in new ways, no 

matter how uncomfortable it feels at first. 

The Kingdom Mindset and Convergence  
Director of World Vision, Richard Stearns, in his brilliant debut, The Hole in Our Gospel 

(Thomas Nelson, 2009), asks not only what the Christian faith is about, but also what God 

expects of us. Stearns insists that God asks us more than to believe. “God asks us for 

everything. He requires a total life commitment from those who would be his followers.”11 

Stearns takes it a step further. Using James 2:18 as a foundation, he says, 

Being a Christian “requires much more than just having a personal and transforming 
relationship with God. It also entails a public and transforming relationship with the 
world. If your personal faith in Christ has no positive outward expression, then your 
faith—and mine—has a hole in it.” By contrast, however, the “whole gospel is a vision 
for ushering in God’s kingdom—now, not in some future time, and here, on earth, not 
in some distant heaven.”12 

Neither Stearns nor I am suggesting that complete commitment requires you to quit 

your job and go into vocational ministry. Far more than a call to remove ourselves from our 

world, it is a charge to engage in our culture in a way that will transform it. That requires 

convergence, allowing the kingdom mindset to permeate every facet of our lives. It starts 

with loving the king, nurturing our relationship with him, and allowing that relationship to 

transform every other aspect of our lives. 

The traditional missions mindset is to go and tell people about Jesus, to get them to 

pray the sinner’s prayer, and to then send them to church. In doing so, says Stearns, “We 

have reduced the gospel from a dynamic and beautiful symphony of God’s love for and in 

                                                
10 Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating The Missional Church. (Brazos Press, Grand Rapids, 

MI. 2006),122. 
11 Richard Stearns, The Hole in Our Gospel: What Does God Expect of Us? (Nashville, TN, Thomas 

Nelson. 2009),1. 
12 Ibid., 2, 5. 
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the world to a bared and strident monotone. … We have also stripped it of much of its 

power to change not only the human heart but the world.”13 

The challenge is to return to the very basis of our faith, which is love. When some 

Pharisees14 tried to corner Jesus by asking him which of the Jewish laws were the most 

important, the revolutionary carpenter didn’t quote the original Ten Commandments given 

to Moses on Mt. Sinai around 1445 B.C. Nor did he recite the more than 600 other laws. 

“You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 

with all your mind,” he said instead. “And you shall love your neighbor as yourself”  

(Mt. 22:34-40).   

Jesus commands us to love God with our heart (our emotions), with our soul (our 

spirituality), and with our mind (our intellect). He also tells us to love everyone around us 

just as we love ourselves. It’s that simple. It’s that difficult. It can also be that rewarding! 

And one of the most natural places to demonstrate God’s love is right at our place of work 

and in our regular walk of life.  

Paul Stevens says that the church fully participates in the mission of God “not only 

in its gathered (ecclesial) life but in its dispersed (diaspora) life as members fan out into the 

world as agents of the kingdom of God, Monday to Saturday.”15 It’s about us coming 

together for worship (being “gathered”) and then going (being “scattered”) as God’s 

representatives in his kingdom. But many of the people with whom we share our 

workspace, or those who are parts of the various tribes and communities to which we 

belong, are oblivious to the fact that there’s an entire kingdom waiting to be discovered. 

Serious Play as the Road to Narnia 
I see our roles as being like that of Lucy in The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch 

and the Wardrobe (Walt Disney Pictures, 2005). Lucy discovers the door to Aslan’s 

kingdom, called Narnia, and unwittingly becomes an ambassador of sorts, inviting her 

siblings to come and see the world beyond the closet door for themselves. Lucy could not 

argue her older siblings into believing that Narnia existed—although she tried. She couldn’t 

                                                
13 Ibid., 18. 
14 Pharisees were members of a Jewish group who held tightly to the observation of written Jewish laws 

as well additional oral laws. 
15 R. Paul Stevens, Doing God's Business: Meaning and Motivation for the Marketplace. (Grand Rapids, 

MI, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 2006), 87. 
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force them to come and see the place for themselves—that produced a mere closet, not an 

open door. She simply carried on playing with them and in the process, they all ended up in 

Narnia.  

But simply getting to Narnia wasn’t the goal! They had to go and find Lucy’s 

friend, Mr. Tumnus. In their explorations, the children became protagonists in the battle 

between good and evil. 

Just like Lucy simply went on with life, playing with her siblings knowing full well 

that Narnia was not a figment of her imagination, nor trying to trick her siblings into going 

with her, serious play likewise becomes part of the road to God’s kingdom.  

And just like the closet became the door into Narnia, Jesus is the door into the 

kingdom of God. Theirs would have been a completely different experience had Lucy and 

her siblings decided to simply hang around at the closet door, happy to be in Narnia. 

Likewise, it does us no good to hang out at the cross—socializing exclusively with 

likeminded individuals, reading only people we know we’d agree with, never allowing 

anyone to challenge our thinking. Stagnating.  

Seriously Serious Play 
Life in the kingdom is one of adventure! Being an upside down kingdom, however, 

adventures might look differently than what the world may promote.  

If you are able to grasp how incredibly significant your work is—almost any work, 

from actuary to zoologist and everything in between—it all becomes even more 

meaningful. If you get that your arena for serious play can be the road toward the kingdom 

of God for a colleague or a client, you click into that fourth dimension of serious play I had 

described earlier.  

It is the difference between honoring God right where you are rather than struggling 

to figure out whether or not you should quit your job and “go into full-time ministry” to 

“serve Jesus.” 

Allow me to interject and clarify: Although the idea of full-time ministry is 

entrenched in Christian lingo, I strongly oppose the use of this phrase, as it would imply 

that being a part-time follower of Jesus is also an option, and that serving him in the secular 

marketplace would inadvertently make you a part-time disciple. Some may say it’s a matter 
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of semantics. I would argue for using “vocational ministry” rather than full-time ministry 

when referring to positions where people get paid for their Christian service.  

Back to my point, though. Any place can be the perfect place to honor God through 

your work. Or almost any place, at least. You’ll want to change careers if you met Christ 

while you were a prostitute, a drug dealer or the like. In some other areas, you may simply 

need to reconsider how you do your work.  

My friend Adré (AH-dray), for example, is a very successful attorney. She 

specializes in family law and deals with high profile divorce cases. When we spoke about 

the meaningfulness of her work, Adré shared how she sees herself as an advocate for the 

children of these broken families. 

Paul of Tarsus (the guy who wrote most of the New Testament and whose 

teachings, other than those of Jesus, have had the single biggest influence on the church as 

we know it) says in his letter to one of the early churches, “Whatever you do, give it all 

you’ve got. Though your employer signs your paycheck, you know that ultimately, your 

work and your life is an offer to God. God will reward you for your work. Work well, and 

God takes delight in the way you use the talents with which he created you.” (My 

transliteration of Col. 3:23-24.) 

So, let’s meet some serious players who serve God with the gifts with which he had 

created them.  
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Jember Teferra, D.Div.: Community Developer 
• Founder and Director of The Integrated Holistic Approach Urban Development Project (or IHA-UDP) in 

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 
• Political prisoner from 1976-1981 
• Recipient of the 2001 MaAfrika Award for African women who work for the improvement of the living 

standards of their community 
• Mother of four 

She sits behind a desk that dwarfs her. Her polite smile and 

soft-spoken demeanor hide what a phenomenal woman Dr. 

Jember Teferra is. Ethiopians call her Sister Jember. Not an 

ordinary nurse, this is. “Ethiopia’s Mother Theresa,” she’s 

been called. 

Jember’s late husband, Dr. Haile-Giorgis, was an 

heir to Emperor Menelik II, a direct descendant of King 

Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. But Jember, too, is of 

royal descent, being the niece of Emperor Haile Selassie—

Ethiopia’s last emperor. As such, their wedding was a royal 

one that lasted five days. 

Despite the fact that they were considered royalty, Jember always had a keen 

awareness for some of the challenges her city’s poor faced, specifically because of a beggar 

lady who had made an impact on Jember’s life when she was just a young child. 

Jember’s husband was a man with a Ph.D. in architecture. He had designed some of 

the most phenomenal hotels and parks in Addis Ababa and was also the mayor of their city. 

But in 1974, the Marxists took power. Her husband was detained as a political prisoner and 

incarcerated for 12 years. Jember faithfully took her husband two meals a day but was 

never allowed to see him. When I met her during a class in Addis, Jember affectionately 

shared how her husband kept requesting more food because he was sharing his food with 

the others in his cell. 

By 1976, Jember herself was imprisoned without any formal charges having been 

brought against her. Since she had had a Masters degree in nursing, she thought she’d take 

the opportunity to start training her fellow inmates. However, they would hear nothing of it; 

she was an inmate just like them and they didn’t need to listen to her. 
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So, Jember learned to listen to the women around her. After a year of listening to 

the other ladies in the women’s prison, they asked her to do what she had originally wanted 

to do: Teach them. Jember kicked into serious play mode and started a Red Cross training 

program for inmates and guards. In 1981, when the government announced that she would 

be released, she insisted that she’d only leave if they would allow her to come back in to 

complete the training! They complied. Upon release, she was assigned as a health worker to 

one of the eight poorest of the city’s 251 slums, called kebeles. (More than 80% of her city 

consists of kebeles.) 

Sadly, Dr. Haili-Giorgis was executed as a political prisoner. Jember and her 

husband’s four children were living as exiles in England, and their sons were not able 

attend the funeral since they would immediately be drafted into the Marxist army. As a 

result, their youngest son, Abi, committed suicide by jumping off the 20th floor of a 

building.  

One of her husband’s dying wishes was that Jember be challenged to get a doctoral 

degree, which she completed in 2001 through Philadelphia’s Eastern Baptist College. Part 

of her D.Div. work included compiling a Handbook for Poverty Alleviation. 

A devout member of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, Dr. Jember returned to 

Ethiopia and opted to do serve the city her family had loved in a way that would honor 

God. She started a development program in Addis Ababa. Jember’s organization (the IHA-

UDP) has as its goal to break the cycle of poverty. 

At the head of the IHA-UDP is the most humble Dr. Jember, the woman who 

learned long ago to listen well. She points to Jesus as doing the same when he asked the 

blind man what he wanted Jesus to do for him. Despite the obvious, Jesus wanted the man 

to say for himself what he needed. 

The first thing her team does is to go into communities and ask questions to 

determine the needs within the kebele. By asking the people what their needs are, they are 

able to identify for themselves what the systemic issues within their community are.  

Dr. Jember and her team have found that as outsiders, we tend to address symptoms 

rather than the root issues. We also tend to stare at problems rather than at solutions. Her 

team thus makes it their goal to identify the assets in a community and use those as the 

springboard for addressing the interwoven, systemic issues. 
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At the time when the IHA-UDP started its operations in Addis Ababa, the political 

situation was as such that they were not able to engage in traditional-type evangelistic 

ministry. As a result, they took Matthew 25—the parable of the goats and the sheep—as 

another Great Commission, a way in which they could reach the people of their city. 

Nowadays, however, they are able to also openly teach the Bible, which they do in tandem 

with their social outreach.  

Insofar as gratitude, Dr. Jember does not expect any to come from the people she 

serves. Due to the injustice they have experienced, it takes a long time to change their 

attitude and win their trust.  

“The poorest of the poor don’t expect to be loved,” she explains. It means little to 

hear that God loves them. Dr. Jember is adamant that she and her team can never be 

patronizing as that is dehumanizing. Instead, they seek to serve in a way Christ would serve 

the people, making sure that they do not train the people to be dependent upon them, but 

instead, to be self-sufficient. 

Their programs require immense funding, much of which is raised through 

European non-governmental organizations. Despite their need for funding, money is the 

last thing the IHA-UDP staff worries about. They choose to trust that God will provide for 

the work he calls them to do. He always has.  

Being a servant leader does not mean you stand by and watch atrocities being 

committed. It requires that you use the power to which you have access to fight for those 

who are powerless. One such time was when her government decided to come into the 

kebeles and destroy 10 years’ worth of development work by bulldozing buildings. Dr. 

Jember had to call on international donors to leverage their power and the power of their 

governments to convince the Ethiopian government not to destroy the work. 

Perhaps more than anyone I have had to honor to meet, Dr. Jember represents what 

it means to live in God’s upside down kingdom. She knows what it means to suffer, to 

listen, to serve, to allow God to bring healing, to stand for what is right, and to be quiet 

when it’s not yet time to speak. She is a giant in the body of a frail grandmother, a seriously 

serious player. 

For more information on Dr. Jember’s work, visit www.ihaudp.org. 
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Jessica Herold: Cosmetologist 
• Owner of Moods Salon in Cedar Rapids, Iowa  
• Wife, and mother of one preteen daughter 

 

The first time I walked into Jessica’s salon, a client 

had just had a major emotional outburst. That day, 

life was just too much for the young lady, and 

Moods Salon, she decided, was the place where she 

would explode. It was amazing to watch the 

transition in her mood, though. When she walked 

out of there with a new haircut, it was as if the 

young lady had a new perspective all together. 

“God planted the name in my heart long 

before I owned my own salon,” Jessica smiled as we 

sat down weeks later, visiting during a quick lunch 

break in her back room. How clients feel about 

themselves—about their hair, but also about their 

hearts—affect their moods. And thus, Jessica sees it as her calling to make the world a 

better place through helping one client at a time to feel better about herself, to “help them 

become beautiful people.”  

She considers each person who walks through her salon doors and who sits in her 

chair as someone entrusted to her. Realizing, however, that not everyone can afford a 

treatment at her salon, Jessica seeks to do a community project every once in a while. On 

community days, she closes the salon doors to the public while inviting select groups in 

town to come and be pampered. She explains how these community days have become 

something her stylists have also come to love. 

Insofar as the nitty-gritty details of business go, Jessica admits that being a small 

business owner is not always easy, but she also knows that worrying about things does not 

help. Instead, she prays about every business decision, asking God to give her the wisdom 

she needs to manage staff, to help clients, and to deal with day-to-day issues of running a 

successful small business.  
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 Dealing with the risks of stepping out from renting a chair to starting a salon has 

been a journey of absolute trust in God, she says. Jessica points to God opening doors, but 

also to mentors speaking into her life, giving her the courage to take calculated risks.  

But even looking further back to the days when she just started out as a hair stylist, 

Jessica says that there were mentors who took time to invest in her. As such, she is 

deliberate about “paying it forward” in the lives of young stylists. She is also very 

intentional about teaching her preteen daughter good business ethics. “My daughter knows 

that I love what I do. She never hears me complain about my work or about the stylists who 

work with me.” 

Jessica also talks about the journey of joy—finding the balance between the drive to 

grow and contentment with being where you are. She has seen it to be true that only when 

you’re happy right where you are, that God opens up the door for something even greater. 

She does not believe that joy is something to be found down the road. “You’ve got to be 

happy right where you are,” she says, admitting that not everyone who walks through her 

doors thinks that way. That’s why she seeks to allow God to “shine through her” in her 

salon, both with her clients as well as with the contractors who work with her. 

“I love what I do,” Jessica says. “I feel like I get to have a slumber party each day! I 

get to change people’s hair and play with color. I look at a haircut as a sculpture that I get 

to do. … There has not been a day that I’ve regretted going into cosmetology,” Jessica 

insists. “Not a day.” 

Originally from the small town of Swisher, Iowa, Jessica used to dream of her 

career taking her someplace big. Working at her parents’ businesses in nearby Fairfax as a 

child, Jessica learned at a young age the discipline of working hard. Today, she smiles, 

saying that she gets to go to places like New York and Chicago for training and learn from 

the big names in the hair industry. But then she gets to come back to Cedar Rapids and 

apply—and pass on—that which she learned.  

Jessica’s advice for people entering the workforce? When she first went to art 

school, Jessica wasn’t content. However, she prayed, asking God to show her what he had 

in store for her.  

Next, she paid attention to what she liked doing and what she didn’t like. When 

cosmetology school came up as an option, Jessica interviewed a number of hair stylists, 
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asking them what the pros and cons were of what they did. As such, she could make a 

decision not only with her heart, but also with her mind.  

“Before you jump in full force, do research,” she says. When you know both the 

good and the bad of the career you are entering into, you don’t get caught off guard.  

Since hairstylists tend to hear what goes on in people’s hearts and lives, Jessica 

points to the fact that there are people who keep complaining about how they hate their job. 

“If you don’t like what you do, change jobs! Don’t just keep complaining. Do whatever 

you need to make the necessary changes.” 

That Jessica loves her job shows. It also rubs off. Even if you walk into Moods in a 

really, really poor state of mind, you’ll walk out feeling better. Guaranteed.  

You can find Jessica and her team at www.moods-salonandspa.com.  

Discussion Questions and Further Reading 
1. What does it mean for God to be our king and for us to be his regents? How should 

this knowledge and responsibility shape our lives? 

2. What changes can you make in your life to be a better steward of God’s creation 

3. In response to a question from her son, Susanna Wesley, John Wesley’s mother, gave 

the following definition of sin, “If anything weakens your reasoning, impairs the 

tenderness of your conscience, obscures your sense of God, or takes away your relish 

for spiritual things, in short, if anything increases the authority and the power of the 

flesh over the spirit, that to you becomes sin, however good it is in itself.”    

        Choose one of the concepts from your life and consider how this particular area 

might currently be controlling you and thus be in conflict with God’s design for your 

life. What changes do you need to make to bring this area of your life into harmony 

with God’s design? Which of the other areas stand out as problem areas for you? 

What steps do you need to take to make the necessary value adjustments? 

4. For you, is being a Christian about making an investment in the hereafter, or does 

your faith have an impact on the way you live here and now? What changes do you 

need to make in order for your faith to make a difference in your world today? 

5. Consider your circle of friends. Does it include anyone who looks, thinks and believes 

differently than you do? What changes can you make to diversify your friendship 

portfolio? 
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6. Which people in your world are the hardest to love? Ask God to teach you how you 

can love them, how you can “act your way into a new way of thinking.” 

7. Is there an area in your life where you sense God asking you to step out in total 

obedience, just as my pastor friend did, and follow him regardless of the response of 

people around you? What will it take for you to obey? 

8. What are your thoughts regarding your faith and your workplace? How do these two 

areas mesh? Are there ways in which you may need to be less religious and more 

relational insofar as inviting your colleagues to “play along” in your adventures in 

God’s kingdom? 

9. What lessons can you take from Jember’s life? And from Jessica’s work? 

10. Consider reading Left to Tell (Hay House, 2006), Immaculée Ilibagiza’s first-person 

account of surviving the Rwandan genocide. Also consider reading Abi’s Story 

(Chipmunkapublishing, 2006), where Dr. Jember Teferra addresses the psychological 

trauma that victims of war face. 
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6. Ministry & Call ing:  
I ’ve Never Been a Nun 

We had hardly sat down in a corner of the international departures hall at Chicago’s busy 

airport when my friend blurted out, "Adéle, are you a nun?" Manoj sounded as Indian as he 

had when we first became friends in 1987. (In fact, it sounded more like he was saying, 

Adelaruanun?) His wife and daughter had commandeered him to ask that question, and my 

buddy wanted to make sure to have the answer when he went home.  

When I explained that I was indeed not a nun, but had been a missionary in Kenya, 

Manoj (ma-NO-j) asked a poignant question that exposes our dual lives as Christians. 

"Vait!” he said. “SoyoucanCHOOSEnottobeamissionaryanylonger?" (I love the way he 

weaves all his words into one.) 

"Ah, actually," I explained, "you can't. At least, not the way I see it. I'll always be a 

missionary at heart." 

Manoj thought that it sounded similar to being a spouse and a parent. "I'm not fully 

me without my wife Medha or without Sannika, my daughter. They're such a critical part of 

who I am now..." 

Relationship Is Key 
There are key events and key relationships in our lives that have a profound impact on who 

we become. My friendship with Manoj was one of those in my life. He and I both did an 

extra year of high school as Rotary Youth Exchange Students. We were posted at the same 

school and the Bellport Rotary club on Long Island, NY.  

As my first friend of color, Manoj unknowingly tore down many lies stemming 

from my upbringing in South Africa. Remember, it was 1987, and back at home, Nelson 

Mandela was still in prison, schools and neighborhoods were still segregated, and people of 

color could not vote.  

What struck me as I reflected on our friendship as teenagers was that Manoj never 

forced his ideas on me when we were younger. His being Indian did not change how he 
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interacted toward me as a Caucasian African. Yet by simply being his vivacious self, 

Manoj radically influenced the way I've looked at people of other races ever since.  

Here we were, 22 years later. I had a brief layover in Chicago, having just left 

Kenya, and was heading back to Taiwan. Our two-hour visit wasn't nearly long enough to 

catch up and to visit about how our year abroad as teenagers had shaped our lives. 

As I pondered our conversation during my 14-hour transatlantic flight, I decided to 

try and be a little bit more like my Hindu friend. Just like he caused me to think differently 

about people of other races, I wanted people to think differently about Jesus because of 

what they experienced through their interactions with me. 

Imagine the impact it would have if all of us as followers of Christ treated other 

people with the respect they deserved for the mere fact that they, too, were created in God’s 

image. Imagine what could happen if people caught a glimpse of God in us, allowing them 

to feel loved and respected and causing them to be open to what his Spirit inadvertently is 

doing in their hearts. Imagine if those people responded to God calling them into 

relationship with him because of how they experienced his love through us. Imagine . . .  

What Do You Enjoy Doing? 
Fast forward a few years from my meeting with Manoj, and you’ll find me back in South 

Africa, where I had the honor of sitting down for a visit with Floyd McClung, author of, 

among other books, The Father Heart of God (Harvest House, 1985) and Follow (Struik, 

2010). This tall man with his kind smile had moved to Cape Town with his wife, Sally, 

making the Mother City home base for All Nations, their Christian ministry. I had just one 

question I wanted to ask Floyd.  

“I’ve been a follower of Jesus for many years now,” I told him. “I unequivocally 

believe what I say I believe. There are times when I walk with God from a cognitive 

perspective, which I don’t necessarily see as bad. When it comes to writing a book, though, 

I don’t want it to be merely a cognitive exercise. I want my writing to be Spirit-breathed. I 

want it to flow from an intimate relationship with God. You’ve written several books. How 

do you foster an intimate relationship with God?” 

We were sitting in their backyard of the All Nations compound, tucked between 

Table Mountain National Park and where the Indian and Atlantic oceans meet. Floyd 

smiled as he asked, “What do you enjoy doing?” 
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His question caught me off guard. “I like to write. I love taking photos. I love 

reading. I enjoy teaching and influencing people’s thinking—also through my photography 

and writing. I enjoy being with people, but I am not an extrovert. I like traveling and 

learning new things,” I rattled off what came to mind first. 

“Then do that with God,” Floyd said. “That’s the way God created you. He created 

you with these gifts, and he enjoys it when you use them. Relate to him through your gifts.” 

Floyd proceeded to tell me of a time when a wise, older lady mentored him. She had 

a close walk with God, and it was obvious. “This lady basically taught me how her 

personality works is how God works. How she related to God was how I had to relate to 

God. But it struck me one day that I cannot try to be like her. I needed to walk with God in 

a way that was authentic to who I was. That was so freeing to me!” 

Intimacy, Identity and Destiny 
Floyd continued to explain how one’s identity is understood through looking at the past and 

the present. “Intimacy,” he said, “is anchored in identity, while your destiny, which is in the 

future, flows from your identity. Without a strong sense of identity, it is not easy to discern 

your destiny.” 

“Ask God to show you who you are in him.” Floyd unpacked what identity entails, 

making sure that I get that there’s no crash course in understanding who God created you to 

be. “Understanding who God made you to be takes struggling toward him. It takes time in 

his Word; time just listening to what he’s saying. It takes journaling so you can keep track 

of the things you’re learning.” 

Struggling toward God vastly differs from striving. Striving presupposes that this 

intimacy-identity-destiny trio depends on us. Striving feeds us the lie that unless we work 

hard to know God and understand who he is and who we 

are, we won’t know what he has in store for us. Struggling 

toward God, on the other hand, makes knowing God the 

focus. It helps us to discern his voice as he guides us 

along.  

Serious Play as Your Destiny 
If our destiny flows from our identity, and if identity is 

where intimacy with God is found, it is critical that we 

 

 

Destiny 
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understand who God created us to be. Perhaps, then, our identity becomes like the bearings 

or the lubricant that makes a wheel turn well, while intimacy with God becomes the cog 

that connects us to God himself. When the first two components work well, the wheel itself 

can turn and take us toward our destiny. 

Here’s another way of looking at it: It’s moving from your intellect (understanding 

who God made you to be) to your emotions (your heart being intimately connected with 

God) to your spirit (embracing your destiny as a soul calling) which takes us right back to 

Jesus’ command:  “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all 

your soul, and with all your mind. And you shall love your neighbor as yourself”  

(Mt. 22:34-40).  

For some people, God might speak to their 

intellect first. For others, a walk with God begins as a 

spiritual experience. Yet for others, God grips their 

emotions. However, in the end, loving God is not just 

a one-dimensional experience. It is a combination of 

all three spheres of our being. 

Being a 4D serious player not only provides 

the perfect environment through which to live out 

Jesus’ command to love God with our skills, passions 

and with purpose; it also provides the perfect environment to obey the second part of the 

equation, to love our neighbor as ourselves. In doing so, we become protagonists in God’s 

Story. As 4D serious players, we need to grasp not only who God created us to be, but also 

what our roles are in God’s Story. We need to understand that we have a role to play in 

God’s mission. 

And you need not be a nun (or a missionary, a pastor or a reverend, a priest or a 

minister) to do that. Simply serve God with the talents he has given you. Relate to him 

through the gifts with which he had created you. 

Serious Play: Bridging the Sacred/Secular Divide 
Imagine the difference it can make, should Christians everywhere grasp that how we work 

can draw others to Christ, and how loving our neighbors as ourselves—at work and in our 

neighborhoods—can have on helping people understand God’s love for humankind.  

…with all your soul/spirituality. 
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This mission is not limited to “professional 

Christians,” people who get paid to do vocational 

ministry, whether through a church or a parachurch 

organization.  OK, I know, we don’t quite call people 

professional or amateur Christians. Not in those 

terms, at least. We do so, however, through terms that 

would perfectly fit into Plato’s view of the higher and 

lower planes of life: sacred versus secular, ministry 

versus work, and clergy versus laity.  

Ken Robinson, in The Element, argues that 

the professional/amateur divide goes beyond who earns a living doing what they do versus 

those who don’t. The terms imply a level of quality and expertise.  

People often think of amateurs as second-rate, as those who perform well below 
professional levels. … Sometimes, it’s perfectly reasonable to draw sharp distinctions 
between professionals and amateurs. … But often the differences between professionals 
and amateurs have less to do with quality than choice. Many people … perform at 
professional levels in the fields they love. They simply choose not to make their living 
that way.1  

Although people in vocational ministry may get paid to focus on the spiritual 

aspects of life, it does not mean that those of us in regular jobs should disengage and 

relegate God to the Sunday slot.  

In a bifurcated worldview, ministry can be work but work is not necessarily seen as 

ministry. This view stems from the chasm between clergy and laity, which, in turn, stems 

from our incorrect view of calling. 

What Is Calling? 
Most people speak of their jobs as their vocation, while pastors and missionaries speak of 

their calling. While I was a vocational missionary in Kenya, seeking financial support from 

churches and individuals, I was often asked, “How do you know you are called?” Some 

people would want to know, “When did you first sense God calling you to full-time 

missions?” Yet others asked, “How did God call you to move to Kenya?” 

Now, I have had several job interviews in my life, especially in the past few years, 

since I had left Kenya. Not once during any of the interviews was I asked if or how I know 
                                                
1 Ken Robinson. The Element. 209.  
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whether God wanted me in the position. I know that I certainly prayed about my decision, 

and in some cases, I know the interviewers were also seeking God’s guidance regarding 

their decision.  

In my experience, only in positions where churches or parachurch organizations 

were involved in the interview process was the term calling used. Herein lies the problem: 

Not only people in vocational ministry are “called.” This is a completely dualistic view, 

with “religious” careers being seen as ordained by God while “secular” careers, well, I 

guess those are up to us to decide, no?  

I cannot help but wonder how it would go over if, say, during an interview for a job 

as an engineer, the HR representative would ask, “So, when did you first sense God calling 

you into engineering?” 

We just don’t do that, do we? But it would be legitimate (though probably not legal) 

to ask that. And the answer could be something to the effect of, “Well, it started when I was 

about two years old. I just couldn’t help but take my toys apart. I just had to figure out what 

made them work.” 

When you realize and acknowledge that God created you with certain gifts and 

talents, it’s easier to discern God’s will for your life. God’s will is woven into the very 

fabric of your being. Simply pay attention to what you enjoy doing. Think back to what 

you’ve always loved doing. Now, go ahead and do it with God. 

  

People with a “Calling” 
Pastors, missionaries and people in 

vocational ministry (that is, people who 
work for Christian ministries, non-profit 
organizations, parachurch organizations; 
also Christian singers, Christian authors, 

Christian speakers) 

People with a “Vocation” or a “Job” 
Teachers, nurses, attorneys, baristas, janitors, 
salespeople, plumbers, engineers, singers, food 

scientists, artists, musicians, garbage collectors, IT 
professionals, doctors, optometrists, dentists, 

designers, gardeners, politicians (in other words, 
everyone else) 

Unbiblical 
Distinction 
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Called to God 
The idea of God calling humankind runs from Genesis through Revelation. In most cases, it 

is used in terms of God calling us to himself. It has to do with salvation rather than with 

occupation.  

God calls us into a personal relationship with him. In that relationship, even our so-

called secular occupations find meaning. If you have responded to God calling you toward 

him, inviting you into relationship with him, you are called. No matter what your job is. 

In responding to God’s call, the ordinary Christian joins God’s mission at work, at 

home, and at church. Mission becomes an act of everyday worship, where we don’t set out 

to get the world to come to church, but instead, we go into the world with God. 

One of the best ways to do this is through working. The Bible connects a number of 

verses to work, but, as Stephen Graves points out,  

Fewer than half of these verses have anything to do with a full-time Christian vocation. 
Most refer to God’s calling of somebody to the marketplace: to cut jewelry, dig ditches, 
build roads, nurse the sick, take notes as a scribe, play music, shepherd, rule a kingdom. 
God still calls us to design websites, decide court cases, deliver copy machines.2 

Surely, It’s Not That Simple 
For a class I took in graduate school, as well as for research on this book, I have had to read 

a number of books on calling. Many of them are written in such a way that it may feel like 

you need at least a seminary degree to understand God’s call on your life. The topic of 

calling is often shrouded in mystery. No wonder people struggle to discern God’s will for 

their lives!  

When I look at examples in the Bible of careers and how people figured out how 

they were to serve God, it seems pretty clear: They just did what they were good at. 

Abraham was a real estate developer; Jacob a rancher. Joseph was a high government 

official in charge of agriculture, welfare and interior lands, similar to a modern-day prime 

minister, in a nation led by a Pharaoh who did not acknowledge the sovereignty of the 

Hebrew God. Esther was a beauty queen. Lydia was a small business owner who 

manufactured cloth. Gideon was a military man. Daniel was an exiled refugee, an 

immigrant who entered the king’s university. In an environment hostile to his faith, Daniel 

                                                
2 Stephen R. Graves. “Pick Up the Phone: Will You Answer God's Call in Your Life?” Life@Work 

GroupZine. (Nashville, TN, Thomas Nelson. 2006), 60. 
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rose to the rank of prime minister and may have served as interim king when 

Nebuchadnezzar had to step down because of insanity.3 

Do you think we could learn more from, say, the story of senior pastor/bishop/the 

very high reverend Eli than from each of these characters? I would argue that we have 

learned much from each of these individuals, not despite their secular roles, but exactly 

because of their serving God in their roles.  

This was partly because the Hebrew worldview held all of life as holy—both the 

lives of the priests who were set apart from ordinary worshipers as well as the lives of 

everyone else who worshiped the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  All of life was holy, 

and as such, you could serve God in any role. 

Jesus Worked 
“But those were all people in the Old Testament,” you may object. “Jesus changed all 

that!” Yes and no. Jesus was both a carpenter and a rabbi. Before Jesus set out to turn the 

world upside down through healing the sick, teaching about the kingdom of God that has 

come, and reconciling humankind to God, he was a tradesman.  

Bakke points out, “The word translated as carpenter, is also the word for builder, 

someone in the construction trades (since there was little wood in the area, construction 

trades probably meant stone or masonry work.)”4 Imagine owning a chair made by Jesus. It 

would undoubtedly have been without any flaws. Jesus worked. He worked hard.  

By the time he carried the cross along the path to Calvary, Jesus was familiar with 

the touch and the smell of different types of wood. He may have even chiseled numerous 

rocks into perfect cobblestones to lay other paths.  

                                                
3 Dennis Bakke, Joy at Work. 249. Bakke puts some modern nametags on the careers of some of the 

people in the Bible. 
4 Ibid., 250. 

Primary Calling or Vocation 
We are all first and foremost  

called to God. 
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Whatever work you do. 

ALL work serves the Lord. Biblical  
Calling 
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By the time the nails were driven into his hands, those hands were familiar with the 

touch of iron nails and with the swing of a hammer. His nail-scarred hands were calloused 

from his work in the construction trades. 

Jesus Also Preached and Called People to Follow Him 
After Jesus entered into public ministry, he preached, healed the sick, drove out demons, 

and he called ordinary people to follow him. Jesus’ small group of disciples included a tax 

collector who was also a part-time priest, and two politicians, and some small enterprise 

businessmen who made their living in the fishing industry.  

You may want to argue that the disciples’ example are the model for quitting a 

regular job and going into vocational ministry when you have a revelation of who God is. 

But then you run into Paul of Tarsus. 

Before God turned Saul’s life upside down, changing not only his name but also his 

heart toward Christians, he was a Pharisee—a religious teacher. But then Paul took up a 

“regular” job and became a tentmaker! Paul states in several of his letters that he worked as 

to not be a presumptuous burden on his hosts (1 Thess. 2:9, 2 Thess. 3:7-8).5 What’s more, 

being a tentmaker would have allowed Paul to be strategic in networking to the outcast 

tanners (the poor) and at the same time, reaching even the wealthy Bedouins purchasers. 

It would seem to be true, then, that in some cases, God leads people to change 

careers. However, remember the passage from Paul’s letter to the church in Colossea that I 

quoted at the end of the previous chapter, where Paul encourages believers to do whatever 

they do with all their heart, as working for God, not for an earthly boss? Paul similarly 

wrote to the church in Corinth, saying, 

Stay in your business but go deep. Your work station, your office, your position will 
teach you everything and will be a means of growth in faith. Don’t think that going into 
religious work will be a spiritual advantage. Your life is not a bundle of accidents. All 
the things that led you to where you are now—birth, education, interests, advantages, 
and opportunities—are part of God’s providential leading in your life. Where you were 
when God called you is significant and is taken up into the all-embracing summons of 
God. Your life and daily work are significant and, if done not for yourself but unto the 
Lord, will not be in vain. (Paul Stevens’ version of 1 Cor. 7:17-24.6) 

                                                
5 Paul did, at times, receive support from churches. An in-depth contextual study of when he received 

payment from churches and when not, or why and why not exceeds the scope of this study. Fact is: Paul, the 
most influential writer of the New Testament texts, had a career in which he was able to work, earn money, 
and build relationships with others. 

6 Stevens, Doing God’s Business, 35. 
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So, Why Is It That We Have a Dualistic View of Calling? 
I never used to enjoy history. But that changed in 2008, when I took my first class from  

Dr. Ray Bakke, best known for his book Theology as Big as a City (InterVarsity Press, 

1997). Thanks to Ray’s uncanny way to make history come alive, I became fascinated with 

stories from the past.  

Whether you walk through an obscure village in some foreign country, or along the 

mission trail that meanders through the woods on his Washington property, Ray connects 

the past with the present. I learned from Ray the importance of understanding the past (at 

least a bit of it) in order to chart the way forward. And so, as I am calling for convergence, 

it is good to glance back and seek to understand whence our tendency to separate the sacred 

from the secular stems from.  

Although the Hebrew worldview held that all of life was holy, that you could walk 

with God no matter what your station in life may be, the Greeks looked at things quite 

differently. They basically argued that life was divided into two levels—an upper level 

(consisting of ideas) and a lower level (activities), with the first undeniably being superior 

to the second.  

Plato, who lived during the time between the Old and New Testaments (theologians 

call this the period of Second Temple Judaism) was the clearest on this teaching. Plato 

called the upper level form, saying that the ideas therein (including philosophy and 

religion) were eternal. He called the lower level matter, explaining that activities (including 

work) were both temporal and inferior. 

The Greek Worldview 

Form Philosophy 

Religion Ideas 
Eternal 

Temporal 

Work 

Activities Occupations 

Matter 
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Today, this notion of seeing work as something lowly may seem unfathomable. Yet, 

in Christian circles, we perpetuate this idea by treating careers in vocational ministry as a 

higher calling.  

Plato’s teachings had to have been carried on through culture during the New 

Testament era, when Rome’s Caesar Augustus ruled Israel. The Romans thought like the 

Greeks, and one can just imagine the arguments at the city gates—those days’ version of 

people visiting in coffee shops. Would Israel hold to their Hebraic ways, or will they 

succumb to the Greek way of thinking?  

Judging by the stories Jesus told, often using work-based illustrations, and by Paul’s 

letters to the various churches where he addressed work-related issues, the people of Israel 

held tightly to their Hebraic ways. They seemed to still believe that working was good, as it 

had been in the garden, before the fall. 

Nevertheless, with the early church fathers being steeped in Platonism before 

converting to Christianity, they perpetuated this tension between the Greek and the Hebrew 

worldviews. Desiring to make Christianity stand out as a respected religion, they held that 

in order to be spiritual, believers had to separate themselves from the things of the world as 

much as possible. 

By the early 1200s, when the church was an institution, work was firmly 

compartmentalized as “sacred” (the work of church leaders, especially monks) and 

“secular” (the mundane work of laity and peasants). The teachings of Thomas Aquinas 

firmly established this separation. Based upon Jesus’ response to Martha (Lk. 10:38-42), 

Aquinas held that the contemplative life of Mary was sacred and preferable to the active, 

secular life of Martha. Consequently, the church presented the calling to church work as the 

only genuine calling. 

Then Came the Reformation  
By the 16th century, Martin Luther and the champions of the Reformation succeeded in 

correcting this view of calling. Luther had come up through the ranks of the Catholic 

Church and was steeped in the sacred/secular divide. After the Reformation, however, 

Luther insisted that every profession and every daily activity was a calling and an 

opportunity to serve both man and God. It is what Luther called the priesthood of all 

believers. 
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John Calvin took things a step further by lending stronger support for business than 

Luther had. Calvin also stood for convergence of the sacred and secular, arguing that any 

work that was done “as unto God” was spiritual. 

During the Counter-Reformation of the 1560s, a hundred thousand Protestants were 

forced to flee their countries, settling in important trade centers throughout Europe and 

North America. They took with them their strong work ethics. Among these British 

Puritans, labor was promoted as a spiritual discipline.  

The Puritans divided calling into the general call (a call to salvation and 

discipleship) and the particular call (a call to service), believing that both are from God. 

They also held that every person had both a general call as well as a particular call. After 

the English Civil War in the mid 1600s, the Puritan commonwealth collapsed. Sadly, this 

led to a separation of the general and the particular call, which in turn led to the 

secularization of the latter, and thus, a return to the sacred/secular divide. This divide was 

further perpetuated during the Industrial Revolution (1750 onward), when the desire to 

make money was pursued at the expense of everything else. 

The Moravians had a similar work ethic to the early Puritans, though they placed an 

even greater emphasis on the practice of Christianity in the workplace. They specifically 

valued the apostle Paul’s model of self-support. Theirs was the first large-scale missions 

movement from within the Protestant Church, and they sent business people rather than 

clergy as missionaries.  

The Moravians taught on a unity of business and missions, calling their members to 

live lives “committed to making disciples and modeling a lifestyle in which their work 

ethic was very prominent.”7 Regrettably, at their General Synod in 1899, the Moravian 

delegates moved to a philosophical separation between business and mission, effectively 

ending more than 200 years of a Moravian business as mission movement. 

John Wesley’s teachings were more in line with that of the Reformers and that of 

the early Puritans and Moravians. Wesley promoted a belief that work (whether business or 

service) was done as an act of good stewardship. This was not to be a somber act of 

worship, however. To Wesley, a Christian’s life was to be marked by both holiness and 

                                                
7 Yamamori, On Kingdom Business. 188. 
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happiness, as God portrayed both these characteristics. Furthermore, the Salvation Army, 

founded upon his teachings, was the first to empower laity, including women.8 

In the early 20th century, however, Swiss theologian Karl Barth declared that 

secular work existed only to support “those who were totally and exclusively occupied in 

rendering true obedience for the salvation of each and all.”9 Sadly, Barth’s attitude persists 

within much the church today, leaving us with a huge gap between Sunday and Monday.  

The result of this dualistic view of work firmly established the incorrect notion that 

only pastors or missionaries do “God’s work.” For too long, the church has been seen as 

being apathetic toward business—except for the funding that business people can provide 

or for the expertise they may bring to church boards.  

Calling Today: Bridging the Gap 
John Beckett, international businessman and author of Loving Monday (InterVarsity Press, 

2006), points out how the Greek mindset continues to influence and distort our perceptions 

of work. 

For years, I thought my involvement in business was a second-class endeavor—
necessary to put bread on the table, but somehow less noble than more sacred pursuits 
like being a minister or missionary. The clear impression was that to truly serve God, 
one must leave business and go into “full-time Christian service.” … The reason is 
clear: Our culture is thoroughly saturated with dualism. In this view, business and most 
occupations are relegated to the lower, the worldly, the material realm. As such they are 

                                                
8 Chris Armstrong, “How John Wesley Changed America.” Christianity Today, June 20, 2003. 
9 Yamamori, On Kingdom Business. 44. 
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perceived to lack dignity, spirituality, intrinsic worth, and the nobility of purpose they 
deserve.10 

Things have started to change, though. In the past decade, especially, there has been 

a marked shift toward faith/work integration. This change seems to be driven from within 

the business ranks rather than the church or seminaries.  

My research found that among the top fifteen seminaries11 in the United States and 

Canada, only three seminaries offer classes related to marketplace ministry.12 It is 

encouraging to see, however, that as recently as 2011, LeTourneau University had launched 

a Center for Faith and Work.  

A further sign of change is seen in churches such as Tim Keller’s Redeemer 

Presbyterian in New York City similarly starting a Center for Faith and Work in response 

to the church’s ill understanding of work. Keller insists that Dorothy Sayers is absolutely 

correct in saying, 

In nothing has the church so lost her hold on reality as in her failure to understand and 
respect the so-called “secular vocation.” The church has allowed work and religion to 
become separate departments, and therefore, the church is astonished that work in the 
world has been turned to purely selfish and destructive ends, and also is astonished that 
many have become uninterested in religion. But is this astonishing? How can anyone 
remain interested in a religion or a faith that has no concern for nine-tenths of his/her 
life?13   

Similarly, at the past few Urbana conferences, there was a Business as Mission 

(BAM) track, as there was at the 2010 Lausanne Conference in Cape Town. A number of 

                                                
10 John D. Beckett. Loving Monday: Succeeding in Business Without Selling Your Soul. (Downers Grove, 

IL, InterVarsity Press. 2006), 68. 
11 (2010). "2009-2010 Annual Data Table." Retrieved November 22, 2011, from www.ats.edu. The top 

15 largest seminaries in North America are Fuller Theological Seminary, Southwestern Theological 
Seminary, Southeastern Theological Seminary, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Dallas Theological 
Seminary, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, Asbury Theological 
Seminary, Golden Gate Baptist Theological Seminary, New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, Bethel 
Seminary, Talbot School of Theology, Reformed School of Theology, Princeton School of Theology, and 
Seventh-Day Adventist Theological Seminary. 

12 Data based on phone calls to the top 15 seminaries. Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary offers a 
graduate certificate in workplace ministry, while Gordon Conwell offers a masters degree in workplace 
theology, ethics and leadership. Both these programs were only launched in the fall of 2011. At the Reformed 
Theological Seminary, occasional electives and seminars are offered in this field due to the Washington, DC 
director having had training in and a vision for theology of work. 

13 Tim Keller. “Our Work and Our Character.” Timothy Keller Podcast. (October 17, 2010), 39:13.  
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BAM groups and networks have sprung up.14 It would seem that the call to BAM is being 

promoted as the new normal.  

Mats Tunehag, a serious player from Sweden and a man who has been at the 

forefront of the global BAM movement for several years, points out that businesses create 

jobs, and job creation is not only one of the more effective ways to fight global poverty, it 

also and addresses crises such as human trafficking. As a law professional, a journalist and 

a cultural influencer, Tunehag has been able to witness the difference that BAM can make 

in opening the door for a wide variety of Christians to be involved in God’s work to a far 

greater extent than traditional missions and ministry. Treating business as mission is just 

one way in which a person can bridge the gap between doing “God’s work” and doing 

“ordinary work.”  

The Critical Difference 
Despite talk about BAM and marketplace ministry not being uncommon today, we still 

default to polarization. Brett Johnson points out that there still is a gap between the impact 

people wish to have through their work and the reality of a less-than-legendary life.15 

Here’s why I think this is true: Time and again, we slip back into religious 

tendencies, and religion focuses on our efforts rather than on the object of our worship. 

That is why Paul speaks so strongly against religion in his letter to the Galatians, going so 

far as to say that when we return to religion, we fall away from grace. As such, even new 

movements such as BAM will fall flat on their face unless it goes hand in hand with our 

call to God. But when we respond to the call to turn to God, we are compelled to love the 

people God brings into our world (Gal. 5:2-14). 

No one says it better than Os Guinness in The Call (Word Publishing, 1998). 

Guinness points out that “God calls us to himself so decisively that everything we are, 

everything we do, and everything we have is invested with a special devotion and 

dynamism lived out as a response to his summons and service.”16 (Emphasis mine.) 

It makes no sense trying to understand calling outside of the context of 

understanding that it is first and foremost God who calls us, and calls us toward him. Like 
                                                
14 Links to their Web sites can be found at the end of this chapter. 
15 Brett Johnson, Convergence. 11. 
16 Os Guinness, The Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life. (Nashville, TN: Word 

Publishing, 1998), 1. 



 177 

two sides of a coin, you cannot separate the two calls. And God’s face—not yours or 

mine—has to be on the “heads” side of the coin! 

Remember what Aristotle said about all of us being alike in that we seek happiness? 

Where we differ is insofar as the objects from which we seek happiness. We will continue 

to be taunted by the question, “Who am I?” until we discover the answer in the One who 

created us and is calling us to him. 

Simply turning to God without doing meaningful work will not lead to happiness, 

however. We find happiness when we are able to live out our unique giftedness woven into 

the fiber of our very being.  

God’s Mission > Missions 
This is why 4D serious players can say that they love what they do 80 percent or more of 

the time. They are who God created them to be. They are able to serve God and make a 

difference in the world by using their gifts and talents without having to feel like they are 

not fulfilling their calling. In struggling toward God, they don’t work for God, but with 

God. Their purpose is grafted into God’s mission, the larger Story of God’s love for the 

world. And God’s mission is far, far bigger than the concept of what “missions” has 

become. 

While I was a missionary in Kenya, I grew a slight aversion to the concept of 

missions and being a missionary. Here’s why: All of Christ’s followers are supposed to be 

involved in the work of loving God and loving our neighbors. While people still treat those 

in vocational ministry as having a more sacred calling, they will inadvertently abdicate 

their responsibility to the “professionals.” 

Another reason I don’t care for the missionary label is that when people hear you’re 

a missionary, you get one of a few reactions: Non-Christians typically exhibit varying 

degrees of aversion, afraid you might start trying to convince them any moment that their 

lives are on an eternal downward spiral. Christians, well, their responses vary from respect 

for being willing to “go the extra mile” to fear that you’re going to ask them for monetary 

support any moment, and a slew of reactions in between. 

While speaking to visitors in Kenya as well as at churches back in the U.S., I 

became painfully aware of the distorted view among Christians regarding the concept of 

work, calling and Christian ministry. Some individuals strongly disagreed with my views. 
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“No, really, Adéle,” one person blatantly objected. “You don’t get it. Your work is 

meaningful. Mine simply pays the bills. Plus, I work so I can go on missions trips!” 

For several reasons, this response saddened me. Firstly, I could not understand that 

anyone could spend day after day in a career that gave them little satisfaction. It also made 

me contemplate stewardship in the workplace. I wondered if God cared if we enjoyed what 

we did with the majority of our day. (I figured he did.)  

During all the conversations I’ve had on the topic, I can count on one hand the 

number of people who agreed that they felt called and equipped to serve God in and 

through their careers or in their community. Several admitted that they wanted to serve God 

in their workplace but had no idea how to do it. They felt like they failed for not knowing 

how to share the gospel with coworkers.  

Another sad phenomenon I encountered in Kenya, especially, was meeting pastors 

and missionaries who seemed to understand and embrace their calling, yet didn’t seem to 

actually like what they did! They were, in more ways than one, “suffering for the Lord.” 

Their worlds were serious, to be sure, but there was no evidence of play. Perhaps they 

could learn from John Wesley’s notion of “holiness with happiness.” To me, these 

dichotomies were a sad reality that reflected poorly on the state of the church. 

Let me make it clear: Not all missionaries are miserable. I know some amazing 

missionaries, people who not only have a deep love for God, but also a profound love for 

people, a great dose of humor as well as excellent social skills. People people. Funny 

people. People who are a rare mix of anthropologists, linguists and theologians. People who 

are willing to live a life that’s less convenient than what they would have had in their home 

culture because God pressed on their hearts to do so. 

Yet the word missions “may imply that some people do the activity of missions and 

some do not,” Floyd McClung suggests. A better word to use is simply mission. “God does 

not call just some to be ‘missionaries,’ leaving some not called. He is the God of all of life; 

He has one mission, and that is this: His kingdom ruling over everything!”17   

Traders and Serious Players 
“You say to-MA-to. I say to-MAH-to.” I actually do pronounce the word in the British 

way, but that’s beside the point. My point is this: To simply move from missions to mission 
                                                
17 Floyd McClung. Follow: A Simple and Profound Call to Live Like Jesus. (David C Cook. Kindle 

Edition. 2010), 54. 
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seems like much too small a change. You can still see only some people as being called to 

be on God’s mission. We need a new word altogether. 

Of course I’d like to suggest that we all just start calling ourselves 4D serious 

players. In fact, several of the people I’ve interviewed have started to use the phrase. But 

they really do love what they do in life and at work. 

I also like the term a group called RightNow coined: Be a trader. Says Brian 

Mosley, founder of RightNow: 

I believe that where you live doesn’t make you a missionary. The mission we are on 
makes us missionaries. For those who follow Jesus, we have a mission to love God and 
love others. That mission takes us into our homes, our neighborhood streets, the halls of 
our school, the offices at our work and to the nations. Yet as we live, so much competes 
for our time and attention. That’s why I love challenging people to become traders—
trading in the energy we spend on ourselves in order to serve others for the sake of the 
Gospel.18 (Emphasis mine.) 

RightNow challenges people to be traders in their community, in their family, at 

church, overseas, and at work. For them, work is an opportunity to worship. 

A serious player can be a trader, and a trader can be a serious player. Although I’d 

like to argue that all 4D serious players would pass the trader definition, not all traders are 

not necessarily serious players.  

Serious Play and Calling 
Whether you describe yourself as a trader or a 4D serious player, the context of your calling 

or where God calls you is nowhere as significant as the fact that God calls you. However, 

when you are able to use your skills and passions in a way that brings God honor and 

establishes his kingdom in your family, your community, your workplace, your church, or 

the world, then your entire view of life and work changes. You become engaged in God’s 

Story.  

Before we look at what that Story is, let’s meet some serious players who 

understand that their call to the marketplace is no less important than a call to vocational 

ministry. 

  

                                                
18 Brian Mosley, http://www.rightnow.org/about-us/founders-story. Accessed February 29, 2012. 
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Danette Brooks: Medical Sales Professional 
• Skin/wound/ostomy/continence product specialist  
• Acute territory manager for skin/wound/ostomy/continence sales 
• Corporate appointee to the corporate advisory council of the National Pressure Ulcer Advisory Panel 
• Retired nationally-registered Emergency Medical Technician-Paramedic 
• Board member at House of Hope Cedar Rapids  
I had never been to an ostomy support group meeting 

until Danette invited me along. “If you want to see 

what I do and how I do it, come to the meeting,” she 

said. So, there I was, listening to questions being 

fielded about living with an ostomy or ileostomy, about 

adhesives and stomas—and a slew of things I had never 

had to think of in my life.  

Although some patients started off being 

guarded due to the sensitivity of the subject, every 

person in the room was soon joining in the 

conversation as well as in the laughter. While being 

absolutely professional and courteous about the matters 

at hand, Danette was indeed able to make every 

individual feel both respected and relaxed.  

After the meeting, wound and ostomy care nurses (WOCNs) from the area hung 

around. “How’s your mom?” one asked. It was evident that Danette had a very good 

relationship with these nurses. She, in turn, asked questions about their families, recalling 

specific details from previous interactions.  

Several of us went to a nearby Thai restaurant for dinner, and the nurses wanted to 

know about my research. They all agreed that Danette fit my definition of serious play. We 

talked about the impact that serious players seem to have on their environments, and one of 

the clinicians equated it to what they call “contagious calm” in the hospital world. “Just like 

a person can have a calming effect on a crisis, Danette’s energy is contagious. We love 

seeing her. Danette makes work more fun for all of us,” she smiled.  

Danette sees life as a tapestry, and God as the artist who does the weaving. We 

simply need to yield to him. In such a tapestry, the different components of a person’s 

life—the spiritual, work and social components—are all interwoven. This is clearly true of 
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Danette’s life. Add to this her relational nature, and you understand why people share 

stories with her.  

“I genuinely care about people,” Danette explains, “which leads them to trust me. 

It’s simply the way God created me. He created me very relational. I’m passionate about 

engaging with people on a much deeper level than just selling them a product. My passion 

is really to get to know people.” 

Being relational is also something she learned from her mother and her sisters. 

“When you’re the youngest of six girls, you learn to be more interested in others than 

demanding that they’re interested in you,” Danette says with a smile. 

Early in her career, Danette was a paramedic. As such, she has an uncanny ability to 

perform very well under immense pressure, to ask critical questions to assess a situation, 

and to sift through the information very fast to determine the best way forward. Hence, 

Danette also has very strong analytical capabilities.  

Add to this the intimate nature of her work, her caring character and relational 

focus, combined with her view of all of life as being interwoven, and you find that Danette 

is able to very candid with people about life. She becomes what Mike Shamy and Jim 

Peterson would describe as “an insider,” a person who brings the kingdom of God into their 

existing relational networks.19 

She speaks with great appreciation of how God allows her access to people who 

may not ordinarily listen to the gospel, people who may never set foot in church. “God has 

given me this opportunity to speak into people’s lives—including the lives of some 

influential thought leaders. He has allowed me the privilege of integrating my spiritual life 

with my career life, and opportunities to share who God is.”  

“Sharing the gospel” is something that comes very naturally to Danette. For her, 

sharing the gospel is about living out the extravagant grace, the deep joy and the profound 

hope she has in Christ in the most natural ways through her relationships, whether at work, 

in her community or through a conversation on an airplane. 

Ask her how exactly she does that and Danette is quick to say that it’s all in God’s 

hands. All she does, really, is pray and look for the opportunities that God brings before 

her. “When I’m mindful about who God places on my path,” says Danette, “I am so much 

                                                
19 Jim Peterson, and Mike Shamy. The Insider: Bringing the Kingdom of God Into Your Everyday World. 

(Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress. 2003). 
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more open to the Holy Spirit’s guidance insofar as what the conversation is, and where it 

goes. … I listen and wait for his move. It’s a dance, and God takes the lead. … I just ask, 

‘God, what do you want me to do? To say? Do I just need to listen?’ … It’s not up to me to 

see that a person comes to know the Lord. I just play a small part. My desire is to play that 

part well and not try and play a role that God has not asked of me.” 

Although Danette’s work keeps her very busy, she is deliberate about being 

involved at House of Hope, a local charity, and she is as a servant leader at Imago Christi, 

her local church. Rather than seeing these activities as draining, the different components 

of her life have a synergizing effect.  

It would be true of Danette that her board involvement at House of Hope, for 

example, offsets some of the less enjoyable components of her job. Likewise, when she 

was a member of the local chorale and sang at New York’s Carnegie Hall, it didn’t put 

more strain on her already-packed schedule. Instead, it added to her enjoyment of life.  

Danette does take time to relax and recharge, though. During the summers, an 

afternoon getaway to a local fishing hole and doing CPR fishing (catch, photograph and 

release) is one way in which Danette gets rejuvenated. She also finds working in the garden 

or enjoying meals with friends and family incredibly relaxing. She admits, however, that 

even when she’s not “on the job,” she often thinks about and prays for patients or 

clinicians.  

As a 4D serious player, Danette is someone who works with excellence, integrity 

and diligence. But she’s also a ton of fun to be around—even if it comes to having to talk 

about bodily functions.  
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Lize Albertyn-du Toit: Farmer & Small-Business Owner 
• Small-scale farmer: Rooster-in-charge of Ethical Eggs  
• Co-founder of Pêpa Industries 
• Farmer’s wife and mother of two sons  

When you walk into Lize’s farmhouse, 

you immediately feel at home. Perhaps 

it’s the welcoming sound of footsteps 

on the wooden floors. Maybe it’s the 

rays of sunlight breaking through the 

shutters in the solid wooden doors. It 

could be the laughter of friends busy in 

the kitchen, a room filled with things 

that say, “Life’s been lived here.” Old-

school kitchenware, not for the show, 

but for use.  

Everything and everyone—including the farmer and his wife—says, “Make 

yourself at home. Stay a while.” I had planned to visit for a day. I stayed a fortnight. 

Lest anyone fears ever inviting me over for as much as a cup of coffee after this, I 

should point out that Lize’s (LEE-zuh) and my friendship goes back to 1988, when we 

were freshmen at the University of Pretoria and lived in the same dorm for four years. In 

many ways, over those critical four years as young adults, we grew up together. 

With me living overseas, we hadn’t seen each other since 1995, though. My visit to 

their farm happened in 2012, and we had a lot of catching up to do. Plus, the farm turned 

out to be an amazing place to do what I had to do: write.  

You cannot help but be inspired when you fall asleep to the sight of the Southern 

Cross peering in through your bathroom window from a sky filled with stars. And you 

wake up smiling if, from the comfort of your bed, you see the sun poke out its red head 

directly behind the mountains on the edge of the farm. But I digress . . .  

Over many a cup of tea, we talked about issues of faith and family, work and 

worship, pain and pleasure. I learned about Lize’s free-range egg business, called Ethical 

Eggs, and laughed out loud at her farm stories—like the one of how Lize had had it with 

the cocky rooster after he had kicked her yet again, this time, while she was fully focused 
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Lize with Poppie and Sophia, two of the Pêpa ladies 
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on bucket-feeding some calves. So she chased him around the roost and showed him who’s 

the boss. Never had an issue with him or any of the other roosters again. Not once.  

And I learned of Lize’s other business called Pêpa, a Sesotho (se-SOO-too) word 

meaning to carry someone. (Pêpa sounds like pepper, but with and ah sound at the end.) At 

some stage or another, all kids in South Africa are pêpad on someone’s back or on their 

hip. It’s part of growing up on the continent. 

Lize had started the business partly because she had turned 40 and, having spent the 

most recent quarter of her life focused on raising her boys, she felt like she wanted to do 

something new. The real impetus for starting Pêpa, however, was that Lize knew something 

bigger than the egg business had to be started. Farmers in South Africa receive absolutely 

no government subsidies, so it helps to have a side business that is not dependent on just 

the right amount of rain at just the right time of the year, or affected by a drop in wool and 

meat prices. If the farm goes under (not unusual under the current economic climate, nor 

with the weather being unpredictable), it cripples all the farm workers. Hence, Pêpa was 

born, to carry the women of the community. 

Lize and her husband Stefanus (Stuh-FAH-niss)—along with their two teenage 

sons, two dogs, several cats, chickens, sheep and some cattle—live on a wheat farm in the 

Swartland, a lush region just north of Cape Town. Stefanus’ ancestors have worked this 

land since the early 1700s. They have a great staff on the farm, but while they don’t grow 

fruit like many of the other farms in the region, the farm workers’ wives don’t have jobs. 

Few are educated and thus they cannot get good jobs in town.  

Lize wanted to change that. She wanted the women to have something they could 

work for, something they could be proud of. She wanted them to have a way to be able to 

contribute to sending their own children to school. 

In partnership with Liesl, another college friend of ours, Lize decided to start a 

small business. It had to be something fun and creative, they figured. Something beautiful 

yet practical. The quality had to be high. The style had to be both chic and distinctly 

African. And it had to be something that would inspire the farm ladies to be more than they 

ever thought they could be.  

So, with Lize’s cadre of farm ladies, they started making the most beautiful girls’ 

dresses from shweshwe, 100% cotton in earthy hues of red, blue, brown, orange and green. 
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(This fabric has been used in Southern Africa since the Dutch landed here in 1652. It’s 

especially popular for traditional ceremonies among the Xhosa people.)  

They had hardly launched Pêpa when they got an order for 100 girls’ dresses from 

an upscale safari company in Namibia. Although very careful not to grow the business too 

fast, my friends are elated at the effect the business has had on Lize’s community. “There’s 

so much joy on the farm, Adéle,” she told me while cleaning up from kneading a huge ball 

of dough that stood covered cozily in a warm corner, getting ready to be baked. 

Sitting down for some freshly-brewed coffee, she shares more stories of how much 

the Pêpa ladies love what they do. A great photographer to boot, Lize’s got photos up all 

over the kitchen and work areas of the ladies laughing while they’re working.  

Not only are the dresses made with loving care; they’re made with joy. And part of 

that joy is that all the hens on the farm are working hard, honing their skills, changing their 

world—one dress at a time. 

To see photos of the Pêpa collection, visit www.pepaclothing.com.  

Discussion Questions, Further Reading and Resources 
1. What do you enjoy doing? How can you relate to God through these activities? 

2. Might there be an area in your life where you are trying to emulate someone else’s 

personality rather than relating to God in a way that is true to who he created you to 

be? 

3. Think of new ways in which you can practice loving God with your heart (your 

emotions), your mind (your intellect) and your soul (your spirit). 

4. Do you see your career as your calling? Considering Paul Steven’s transliteration of 

1 Cor. 7:17-24 again, how can you serve God right where you are?  

5. Is there anything that resonates with you in Danette and Lize’s stories? 

6. RightNow, in this video, http://www.rightnow.org/videos?v=268, mentions three key 

ingredients in seeing work as worship: Working with excellence, integrity and 

diligence. Consider the difference it may make in your career if you similarly treated 

work as worship.  

7. Also visit the following Web sites for more ideas on how to serve God in a way that 

uniquely fit the skills and passions with which God had created you: 
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The Business as Mission Network  www.businessasmissionnetwork.com 

YWAM’s Business as Mission Site www.businessasmission.com   

The Center for Faith and Work www.centerforfaithandwork.com  

The I Am Second Movement  www.iamsecond.com  
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7. God’s Story: 
The Big Picture   

I heard the drone before I saw the animals: the bass choir of 10,000 cows, counterpointed 

by the clanging of bullet shells against cowbells forged from old USAID oilcans. And I saw 

the dust rise from the horizon.  

“The cows are coming home,” Steven, my South-Sudanese director, announced, just 

in case we had missed the sounds and the dust. The we I’m referring to was a group of 

mostly medical staff from Kenya. Then there was I, the one whose job it was to take photos 

and write stories about the children at our school in the desert. 

Earlier that evening, we walked from Steven’s village to the cattle camp to see 

where the people we had been treating at the clinic all day were living. They are the 

nomadic Dinka people. They are cow herders. I watched as children scurried to do their 

jobs: tying each and every cow to its own stake. Toddlers ran to pick up fresh cow dung to 

add to the drying piles that would be burned that evening. “The cow ash keeps the flies 

away,” Steven explained. Dabbing his forefinger in some ash, he added, “It’s also good to 

brush your teeth. Want to try?” 

I politely declined and stepped aside to watch the village of 700 or so people settle 

into their evening routines. Grandmas were lighting small fires (using sticks and grass, not 

matches) to boil a handful of beans and a cupful of milk—their only meal for the day. 

Except for one tarp stretched out to protect mothers with young babies, there were no 

homes, no latrines, no running water. But there was excitement for the joy of having some 

visitors.  

Trying to take in the sights and sounds, I walked to the rim of the action and 

climbed onto a tree stump. A sea of cattle stretched as far as I could see—cattle and people 

signs of life in an area that had been virtually desolate minutes before. 

As a photographer, I have learned that sometimes, you have to take a step back, or 

widen the camera lens and take in the bigger picture. The photo I took—along with the 

stories that Steven told and the books by some of the Lost Boys of Sudan—help remind me 
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of a people living under the skies of Southern Sudan, people who have few choices in life 

beyond survival. 

Not that I’ll forget. How could I 

forget their vibrant singing and dancing, 

worshiping their Creator? How could I 

forget the sight of old grandmas dancing 

with crosses held high? Do they fully 

understand, I wondered. Do they really 

get the gospel? 

But then again, do we? Do we 

understand what the overarching Story of 

the Bible is? Or do we cling to lots of different stories, rules and regulations, not 

understanding how they do—or don’t—fit into the big picture? 

What Does This Have to Do With Serious Play? 
Before I go any further, allow me to explain why in a book on serious play, I am devoting 

an entire chapter to the Story of the Bible. In order to understand how the bigger picture in 

which our lives—including our serious play—unfolds, it is 

imperative for us to understand our context. 

As a reminder: For serious players, life is about 

using our skills and our passions in a way that has 

purpose. But those who believe that God has a greater 

purpose with life and work realize that our serious 

play fits into the context of God’s Story with 

humankind. As such, our serious play has a fourth 

dimension, one that is tangible and exhilarating, one that 

gives eternal meaning to our life and work.  

The Fourth Dimension  
Paul Younggi Cho, in his classic, The Fourth Dimension (Logos International, 1979), 

describes the spiritual realm of faith as the fourth dimension of life, explaining that this 

dimension can influence our day-to-day lives. Anyone who turns to spiritual practices can 

make things happen from within that fourth dimension. That is why you also see miracles 
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occurring in Buddhist circles, for example, or people citing the success of simply 

exercising mind over matter.  

What makes Christianity unique, Cho points out, is the fact that we link our own 

fourth dimension to that of the Creator of the Universe. As such, with God, we can have all 

the more dominion over circumstances.1 

Imagine the power of seeking not only to fully engage in our work, enjoying what 

we do, but connecting our serious play with yielding to God’s greater purposes with 

humankind, of seeking to usher in God’s kingdom in our places of work, in our families, in 

our communities. To do that, though, we need to understand clearly what it is that we 

believe. 

What Do Christians Believe? 
For a number of years now, I have made it my point to listen more and say less. Though I 

have a very long way to go before I can say that I tend to listen more than I tend to speak, I 

have learned a few things by listening. (Try it, if you dare. Put food in your mouth if you 

need to keep yourself from speaking.) 

One thing that I’ve learned from listening to others is that many Christians really 

don’t understand what our faith is about. Over breakfast with fellow teachers one day, I 

listened to a few of them talk about Christianity. “I get the Jesus part,” one colleague, who 

had grown up as a pastor’s kid, told another, who grew up going to Catholic school. “But 

really, who knows what Christians believe! I’ve long left the faith.”  

The second agreed with a colorful response, and a third, who has since converted to 

Islam, added, “Yeah, until I left home, I thought Christianity was the only religion in the 

world!”  

I don’t think my colleagues’ dilemma is unique. “What if we, the church, were so 

uninformed about the basic foundational teaching of the historic Christian faith that most of 

us could not even attempt to articulate the gospel?” asks Chris Seay.2  

  
                                                
1 Paul Younggi Cho. The Fourth Dimension: The Key to Putting Your Faith to Work for a Successful 

Life. (Plainfield, NJ: Logos International, 1979), 41. I believe it is important to point out that it is God who is 
the powerful one, not us. We are limited. God is limitless.  

2 Chris Seay, The Gospel According to Jesus: A Faith that Restores All Things. (Nashville, TN: Thomas 
Nelson, 2010. Kindle Edition), Location 84. 
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Half and Half 
Derivatives of the Greek word euangelion (or its Romanized version evangelion), as well 

as the German Evangelium have made their way into English. Understanding that these 

words literally mean “good news” (or, in Old English, gōd spel, changed over time to 

gospel) makes it obvious, then, that evangelical Christians believe “the good news” or “the 

gospel.” And when you do evangelism, you share this gospel.  

In speaking of the gospel, we usually mean mean the good news that through the 

death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, our sins are forgiven and we can inherit God’s 

kingdom through faith in Jesus.  

But that’s not the full picture. Mark Batterson points out: “We believe half the 

gospel in a sense, and honestly, it’s a wonderful half of the gospel to know that my sins are 

forgiven. But it’s not even the most exciting half. To me, the most exciting half is that other 

half where we’re on mission and called into the plan that God has for us.”3 

Although the part about being forgiven and saved is a critical part of the good news, 

it still is only half of the gospel. Tools such as the “Four Spiritual Laws” and “The Romans 

Road” have cemented the gospel of sin forgiveness into our culture. Completely valid, 

these are also completely devoid of the greater context of God’s Story, and we are left with 

an emaciated version of the gospel, leaving people confused as where all the stories of the 

Old Testament fit in, let alone why we’d even read the Old Testament. It also leaves people 

insisting that faith is a personal matter that doesn’t have to be shared with others. Period. 

Why Share the Gospel? 
So, why share the gospel? Because we live in a world where people are desperately seeking 

for the meaning of life. Until people understand God’s Story—starting with the fact that an 

intelligent Creator had made us to live in relationship with him—life simply won’t make 

sense.  

Until you discover the purpose of life, you will keep trying to find sense in ways 

that simply won’t cut it. You might keep buying stuff for which you have neither the space 

nor the money—and actually, not even the need—hoping that more stuff will make you 

happy. Or you might go the other way and give up everything to go and live on an ashram 

in India, or go and chant for world peace with the maharishis in Iowa. But you’ll still fall 
                                                
3 Ibid., Location 1420-1426. 
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asleep hoping that you did enough to warrant good favor from the universe, or that you’ve 

done enough good deeds to reach nirvana. 

You might even dive into church and attend every Bible study there is, volunteer at 

every opportunity you can, all with the hope that God will be pleased with all that you do 

and that you’ll get to go to heaven someday, not realizing that God’s cares immensely 

about a relationship with you this side of heaven. To be sure, giving, doing and giving 

things up should be the natural result of the relationship with God, not the other way 

around. You cannot buy God’s favor. 

Jesus said, “Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get 

away with me and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with 

me and work with me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay 

anything heavy or ill fitting on you. Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely 

and lightly” (Mt. 11:28-30, The Message). 

That is why we share the good news. We share it because of the hope that we have 

due to the fact that Jesus not only lived and died, but that he overcame death, and in 

overcoming death itself, Jesus gave us access to an even closer walk with God.  

We share the good news because it makes all the difference in life and at work. Life 

makes sense here and now when you realize that an intelligent God created the universe, 

and he created you with specific gifts that you can use to make this universe a better place. 

Life makes sense when you realize that this intelligent Creator had planted the seeds for a 

plethora of passions in your heart—passions that you can use as an expression of who you 

are as a unique individual. And life makes sense when you realize that this intelligent God 

desires for you to live in relationship with him in your day-to-day activities. 

That is why we cannot help but share the gospel—not as a formula, not as a 

judgment, not as an empty promise of health and wealth, but as a reality that can bring a 

profound level of peace, of enjoyment, of contentment, of hope, of meaning—even in the 

most difficult times. Especially in difficult times. 

How Do You Share the Gospel? 
Sharing this news happens most naturally through everyday living: through the way we 

treat our families, our coworkers, or neighbors, our environment. It happens through the 

way we work with excellence, integrity and diligence. It happens through caring about 
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people who come across our way. Even when we really don’t like them—let alone care 

about them—it can happen through asking God to change our hearts toward these people, 

to help us to see them in the light that he sees them as the one who also created them in his 

image.  

Sometimes, it also happens through conversations where we get to explain the good 

news of the hope that we have because of Jesus. These conversations might sprout from the 

seed of an off-the-cuff remark about God’s goodness or from mentioning to a colleague 

that you’re praying for them in a time of crisis. In my experience, the conversations are 

rarely a theological monologue; instead, they are the natural outflow of a conversation 

where two people listen to one another. 

For example, when I first moved to Iowa some years ago, doing fund-raising to 

move to Kenya, new friends invited me along on their early-morning walks. On the hour-

long daily walk, we’d talk about life, simply sharing whatever was going on.  

Often, one of the other ladies and I would naturally talk about things God was 

teaching us, while the third was listening. Having been burnt by religion, she was in a 

season of life where she wanted nothing to do with church. Unbeknownst to us, God was 

working through our conversations, and this friend came to a place where she started 

looking for a church community and turned to God. A few years later, when she came to 

Kenya on a missions trip, I had the privilege and the joy of baptizing her. Today, she’s 

actively involved in a church—plus figuring out ways in which she can be a serious player. 

Had we tried to convince our friend of her need for God during our morning walks, 

we would not only have lost a walking buddy, but we would have also missed out on 

getting to know an amazing friend. Worst of all, we also may have never had the joy of 

witnessing her life gain meaning as she grew in her relationship with God. 

This reminds me of something Biola professor Steven Rundle had found in his 

research: “What initially draws people to Christ is not the Christian doctrines per se but the 

attractiveness of the lives of his followers.” He points out that most people initially 

understand very little about the doctrines of a new faith they may be converting to. Instead, 

“people are attracted by the communities, the relationships, that exist between the 

disciples.”4 

                                                
4 Tetsunao Yamamori and Kenneth A. (Editors) Eldred, On Kingdom Business: Transforming Missions 

Through Entrepreneurial Strategies (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2003), 225, 233. 
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The Gospel and the New Testament 
The very first person in history to share the gospel knew the people well with whom she 

was told to share it. Jesus told Mary Magdalene—a former prostitute and a woman who had 

become an avid follower of Jesus—to go and share the good news with the disciples that he 

had been raised from the dead. 

Matthew, Mark and Luke speak of Mary Magdalene being with other women, and 

an angel telling them to go and share the news of Jesus’ resurrection (Mt. 28:1-10,  

Mk. 16:1-8, Lk. 24:1-12). John adds to that the fact Mary Magdalene came back to the 

garden where Jesus had been laid to rest, looking for him. Jesus finds her in the garden, 

crying, and entrusts her with the first first-hand account of the gospel, the news that Jesus is 

alive (Jn. 20:17-18). Jesus told Mary Magdalene to go and tell the disciples that he’s alive. 

And before Jesus ascended to heaven, he also told the disciples to go and tell everyone in 

the world the things that he had taught them. (See my comments on the Great Commission 

in Chapter 5.)  

Paul also refers to the gospel in several of his letters to the early churches in Asia 

Minor. His letter to the church in Corinth, for example, gives a pretty good summary of the 

gospel in 1 Cor. 15:1-8. Paul reminds his readers, “I passed on to you what was most 

important and what had also been passed on to me. Christ died for our sins, just as the 

Scriptures said. He was buried, and he was raised from the dead on the third day, just as the 

Scriptures said” (1 Cor. 15:3-4, NLT). 

It is very important to keep in mind that although the good news Mary Magdalene 

was to share focused just on the fact that Jesus was alive and would return to God, and 

although Paul’s description of the good news similarly focuses on the implications of 

Christ’s death and resurrection, both Mary Magdalene and Paul were addressing people 

who knew their own history well. They knew well they had been waiting for a Messiah to 

redeem them from the rule of Rome, just as God had redeemed their ancestors from the 

Egyptians. In short, the original audience of all the letters speaking of the gospel 

understood the events leading up to Christ’s coming very well.  

Pause right here. Think for a moment why the early church would be excited about 

the fact that Jesus was the Messiah. They had been waiting for the Messiah to redeem them 

from political rule, not from sin. The Jewish people were comfortable with their annual 

rituals for forgiveness and atonement.  
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So how was it then that a cultural revolution was under way in Asia Minor at that 

time? Here’s where the entire piece about Jesus’ teachings on the kingdom of God comes 

into play. The people realized that because of the Messiah’s death and resurrection, not 

only were their sins forgiven, their allegiance changed from a flawed, political system to an 

eternal, spiritual kingdom. 

Fast forward 2,000 years, teach people that Jesus had come to forgive their sins so 

they can go to heaven when they die, and the result is that you get people saying, “I get the 

Jesus part, but who knows what Christians believe!” We need a reminder of the context so 

we can understand what the gospel is, and what the Bible is about. Once we grasp the 

original Story in which we find ourselves, we can discover anew what life really is all 

about.  

Like I did in Sudan, we need to take a giant step back, zoom out and take in the 

overarching Story of God and humankind. 

The Gospel: A Story in Five Acts 
Until I took a class from the delightful Dr. Winn Griffin, I never thought of the fact that, 

just like a Shakespearean play, the entire Bible can be divided into five acts. Griffin invites 

the reader to consider the Bible as “a Story to be lived in for the sake of the world,”5 a 

Story that informs our actions and becomes the foundation of our worldview instead of a 

collection of unrelated verses to prove a point.  

In fact, in our hermeneutics class, when a student would throw in a Bible verse to 

support an argument, Griffin would always ask, “Have you considered the context? What 

do you think that verse meant to the original audience?” Time and again, the student would 

come back with an “Oh, wow. You’re right. This verse really cannot be used like that at 

all!” 

The much larger context of every single story, every poem and every prophesy in 

the Bible is the single storyline of the Bible, and the setting where the Story plays out is the 

kingdom of God. Fear not: I won’t be going into detail on all the stories. The purpose with 

this section is merely to get you to reconsider the Story within which we find ourselves. 

                                                
5 Winn Griffin, God's EPIC Adventure: Changing Our Culture by the Story We Live and Tell 

(Woodinville, WA: Harmon Press, 2007), 11. 
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Some of the acts warrant a bit more explaining than others due to the implications on our 

day-to-day living. 

Act 1: The Beginning 
“What are some of the most beautiful places you’ve ever been to, or the most amazing 

things you’ve done?” my sister-in-law asked me not too long ago. We were at their home 

nestled in the heart of my country’s poetry-inspiring Garden Route. Though she and my 

brother had not yet left Southern Africa at that time, their list of places visited and things 

done inspired as much awe as mine did. And they all had one thing in common: They were 

all places of raw nature. 

Our joint list of breathtaking experiences included things like watching the sun set 

over the plains of the Maasai Mara in Kenya, hiking along God’s Window in South Africa, 

doing bird watching in the Kakamega Rainforest in Kenya, gliding along the treetops in 

Tsitsikamma National Park and walking on a glacier in Wrangell-St. Elias National Park in 

Alaska. Creation is simply beautiful. It’s in its simplicity that beauty lies. 

Not that cities and buildings aren’t beautiful in their own way. The formidable Dr. 

Ray Bakke led the first class I took in my doctoral program. A scholar and a storyteller, 

Ray walked us through the slums of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, and reminded us that God 

loves cities. “The Bible mentions cities more than a thousand times,” he told us. “And 

twice the Bible talks about Jesus weeping. Once was for Lazarus, once was when he saw 

Jerusalem would die.”  

Ray reminded us that, as believers, we are called to steward God’s creation—even 

the city slums. “We need to ask how God the Creator feels about the piles of garbage and 

people living among it,” he suggested. “And we need to ask the Healer, the Holy Spirit, 

how we are to take care of the city.” 

Consider the Context 
With all this talk of creation and the Creator, you might object. “How can you even begin 

to say that the creation story is true?” you may say. “Even Moses who wrote the story 

wasn’t there when it happened!” That is true, indeed. But like most ancient cultures, history 

was passed down through oral stories told around fires. Stories with rhythms and repetition. 

Stories that were meant to be remembered and retold verbatim. Nowhere is that style better 

seen than in the creation stories recorded in Genesis 1 and 2. 
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In fact, all the stories from Genesis, the book of beginnings, would have been 

passed down in this fashion first and written down later, shared all along as a reminder of 

their history. In the same way, the stories from Genesis would have been shared around the 

fires at the foot of Mt. Sinai during the Israelites’ eleven-month stay.  

Moses had to remind the people who they were. Just like us, the people of Israel had 

short memories. Just three months after seeing God do one miracle after another, delivering 

them from Egypt, they boldly declared, “All that the LORD has spoken we will do!”  

(Ex. 19:8, 24:3). Yet soon after that, they saw Mt. Sinai covered in clouds, rumbling with 

lightning and thunder while God spoke to Moses, and they sheepishly asked Moses to 

speak to them rather than have God speak to them.  

Whenever God spoke to Moses, the first thing of which he reminded Moses was 

that he—and he alone—was their God. God gave Moses detailed instructions on building a 

tabernacle which they were to carry with them as a reminder of God’s presence. 

Moses had not even shared with the people the plans for the ark of the covenant, the 

tabernacle and all the intricate details surrounding worship of their one, true God, when 

they got impatient and basically told Aaron, “We have no idea what happened to Moses on 

that mountain. He’s gone AWOL on us! Or maybe God killed him. Aaron, make us some 

gods that can lead us” (Ex. 32:1-6). Surprisingly, Aaron obliges, telling his brother later 

that it’s not he who was evil, but the people were. “They demanded that I make them gods 

to lead them. All I did was to take their gold, throw it into the fire, and ‘Poof!’ out came a 

calf” (Ex. 32:22-24, my own transliteration of the last two passages.)  

Understandably, Moses was infuriated. He smashed the two tablets to pieces—the 

tablets written by God, both sides, possibly with all the details related in Ex. 20-31. But 

then Moses seemed to realize that his people lacked revelation. Their faith was a 

superstitious kind of faith. They had been perverted by the Egyptian worldview.  

And so, Moses has to remind the people that they were not like the polytheistic 

Egyptians. They didn’t worship many gods. Nor were they like the Canaanites, the people 

of the land where they were heading, who similarly worship many gods. They were a 

people of the one God who created everything—even the things that the people of Egypt 

worshiped as gods.  
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It’s Theology, Not Science 
Around the fires at the foot of Mt. Sinai—possibly even during the time when the people 

were constructing the tabernacle (Ex. 35:4-40:33)—Moses thus tells the Israelites the 

stories of their God who created everything. Rather than being scientific arguments of how 

the world came to be, the creation stories were originally told as theological arguments 

focusing on the God who created everything. They were to serve as reminders to the people 

of Israel that they were to worship the Creator rather than creation.  

On each of the days of creation, one or more of the Egyptian gods are debunked. 

“We must remember,” Griffin says, “that the first chapters of Genesis predate science. … 

Their only intent is to teach us about who God is, not what he did or how he did it.”6 Every 

single element described in the first creation story was considered a god in ancient cultures.  

When read as theology rather than science, both creation narratives make so much 

more sense. For one, the fact that the order of events is reversed in the second does not 

matter. The point of the narratives is: God is the one who made it all. He created everything 

with a purpose. As such, he is worthy of our worship. Since the very beginning of time, 

God desired to be the only God whom humankind worshiped. 

Remember what I mentioned earlier about rhythms and repetitions? You see that 

well in Gen. 1:3-25: God speaks things into being. He names it (and in naming it, he has 

power over it). He declares it good. The same structure is repeated for each of the first six 

“days” or time periods. And on each of these days, two polytheistic gods are dethroned. 

On the first day, the narrator, generally believed to be Moses, reminds the people 

that the ancient gods of light and darkness are no gods at all, but that their Redeemer was, 

in fact, the one who formed light and darkness. 

On the second day, he boots the gods of the sky and sea by reminding the people 

that their God, once again, was the one who created the sky and the sea. 

Similarly, on the third day, the earth gods and the gods of vegetation are debunked 

when Moses reminds God’s people that Yahweh is the one who created the earth and the 

plants that grow from it. 

On day four, God fills the spaces he created in the first three days. While he created 

light on day one, he now creates the sun and moon, the items that would contain the light 

                                                
6 Winn Griffin, God’s EPIC Adventure, 60. 
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he had created. (As such, his people are reminded that the sun, moon and star gods really 

are merely things he had created.) 

On the fifth day, God similarly fills the sky and the sea (created on day two) with 

fish and birds, thus giving a boot to the fish and fowl gods. 

On day six, God fills the earth with animals and humans, once again a reminder that 

the pharaohs, kings and heroes were not gods, but humans created by God himself. 

Finally, on the last day, God rests. In polytheistic cultures, people would act out 

things they wanted their gods to do. God turns this tradition on its head and rests as an 

example to humankind of what he wants them to do. 

Created in God’s Image as Male and Female 
The Bible is clear about this: When God created humankind, he created us in his image. 

Scot McKnight translates Gen. 1:26-27 as follows: “Then God said, ‘Let us make The 

Adam (human beings) in our own Eikon (image, likeness of God), so that they may rule 

over the fish in the sea, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the 

creatures that move along the ground.’ So God created The Adam in his own Eikon, in the 

Eikon of God he created them.” 

Gen. 1:31 makes it clear that the them of the preceding verses is humankind as male 

and female. McKnight points to the details of this event in Gen. 2:23, though, where God 

“splits The Adam in two, into an Ish (man) and into an Ishah (woman),” stating, “God 

wanted The Adam to enjoy what the Trinity had eternally enjoyed and what the Trinity 

continues to enjoy: perfect communion and mutuality with an equal.”7 Within their perfect 

communion, the man and woman are to produce community by being fruitful and 

increasing in number.  

Created as Equals 
McKnight points to the woman being created from the man’s side as being a symbol of 

mutuality, not subordination. He reminds us that the woman is a companion. Gen. 2:18 

states, “I will make a helper [companion] suitable for him.”  

                                                
7 Scot McKnight, The Blue Parakeet: Rethinking How You Read the Bible, (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 2008. Kindle Edition), 68.  
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The woman was created as a solution to the problem, the declaration that it was “not 

good” for man to be alone. Griffin8 similarly makes it clear that “the remedy is to provide a 

helper who is not inferior or superior, but equal. … There is nothing in the word [helper] or 

in the context of the garden story that would suggest that the woman is a lesser person 

because her role differs from man. … The words suitable helper could be better translated 

‘a helper matching him that supplied what he lacked.’ Diversity complements each other in 

a community.”9 

After splitting The Adam into two, God brings them back together as one flesh, 

using the same word for one as Israel would declare every day, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord 

our God, the Lord is One” (Deut. 6:4). There’s no hierarchy in the oneness.  

Therefore, if we are able to live in communion with one another, we reflect the 

nature of the One God in whose image we were created. In the context of the Church, I 

have seen that happen most effectively when we work together in a mutually respectful 

way, thus reflecting a less distorted image of God.  

Created for Community 
The fact that we have God’s DNA has several implications. Firstly, humankind was created 

for relationship, both with God and with one another. Regardless of the Western value on 

individualism, we were made for community. We were created to love. Until we commune 

with God, our souls will constantly crave that which we were made for, Erwin McManus 

suggests in Soul Cravings (Power to Change, 2009). 

In Act 4 of the Story, this relationship focus is stressed when Jesus responds to a 

question from a Pharisee regarding the greatest command of all. Jesus replied, “‘You must 

love the LORD your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind.’ This is the 

first and greatest commandment. A second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbor as 

yourself.’ The entire law and all the demands of the prophets are based on these two 

commandments” (Mt 22:37-40).  

  

                                                
8 Griffin places the events from Genesis 2 in Act 2 of the Story while McKnight places it in the first act, 

with the first creation narrative. Like McKnight, I think it is less confusing to keep the two creation narratives 
together in Act 1. 

9 Griffin, God’s EPIC Adventure, 86, 88. 
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Created to Multiply  
Although the environment to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen 1:28) is best 

seen within the structure of a family, the command to multiply can be both physical and 

spiritual. Hence, in Act 4, Jesus tells his disciples to go and make disciples, to baptize and 

to teach them to obey all he had taught them.  

And just like physical children cannot come without physical intimacy, making 

disciples, similarly, cannot come without spiritual intimacy. That is why, I believe, Jesus 

ends this commission by reminding the disciples that “I am with you always, to the end of 

the age.” 

Pause: What About Singles? 
As a woman who has never been married nor birthed any children, I have been grilled to no 

end by well-meaning individuals for what they see as a failure to do what God created me 

to do: marry and have babies. (I kid you not.) 

Although I do believe that Gen. 1:31 and 2:23-24 point to the institution of 

marriage, the concept of communion goes far beyond the oneness within a marriage 

relationship. “Life is about ‘oneness,’” McKnight explains, “oneness with God, with 

ourselves, with others, and with the world.”10  

As such, when we are able to live in community with others, we should be able to 

also “be fruitful and multiply,” producing spiritual offspring. As pointed out earlier, when 

we serve together as male and female in such a manner, we similarly produce men and 

women who reflect God’s image. Paul of Tarsus is a perfect example of this in Act 5 of the 

Story. But more about him later. 

Created to Work 
In the opening scenes of Genesis, God is hard at work. In the two creation narratives, He 

creates, hovers, speaks into being, calls forth, blesses, plans, delegates, communes, makes, 

causes, forms, plants, makes to grow, takes, brings, and commands. Just like the one who 

we were made to represent, we were created to work. 

Not only did God create us with physical abilities (such as opposing thumbs) and 

mental faculties to be able to work, according to Gen. 2:15 his first item on the agenda was 

                                                
10 Ibid., 71. 
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for humankind to work. Contrary to popular belief, work was not something Adam and Eve 

simply did when they got bored. They named and cared for the animals. They tilled the 

ground, and they harvested the fruit and vegetables because God said so and because that’s 

what they were created to do.  

Work, at first, was an act of worship and communion with God. Work was 

satisfying, in line with God’s design for our lives. “Work was to be filled with joy. … It 

was one of the most significant ways in which we could honor our Creator,”11 Bakke points 

out. Contrary to the value our Western culture places on leisure, the Garden was a place of 

joy because it was a place of work. 

Created to Be Creative  
When God delegated to man the task of naming the animals, it was a reminder that they 

were made in his image as creator (Gen 2:19-20). And though God freely delegated this 

task to Adam, he did not withdraw, but instead he was still communing with Adam in the 

garden, thus providing the opportunity for Adam to consult with God. Like Adam, we have 

God’s creative DNA within us, and we can ask God for advice regarding projects where we 

may be stumped. 

Created to Rule  
Not only were we made for relationship and for work; we were also made to rule. This 

concept of dominion is the first hint that we have to the Kingdom of God. Although the 

phrase, “kingdom of God,” does not appear in the Old Testament, God is portrayed as the 

Ruler or Lord throughout the first testament. The first hint of this kingdom concept is found 

in Gen. 1:28-31, where God commissions humankind to reign and to rule within his 

kingdom. God is the King. We are his regents. This concept is carried on through the 

historical writings, the wisdom writings, and the prophets. 

It is critical to note that God does not assign us the responsibility of managing other 

people. Bakke points out the difference. The Bible, he says, “encourages humans to act as 

stewards for the world we live in. It does not, however, encourage us to dominate other 

people. It never classifies people as ‘resources.’” 12 

                                                
11 Bakke, Joy at Work. 74. 
12 Ibid., 261. 
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We were to be stewards of God’s creation. In the first creation narrative, God 

describes to Adam what this stewardship entails, and in the second narrative, God reiterates 

that God put man “in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it” (Gen 2:15).  

God created an environment where they could best use the gifts he had endowed 

them with. He gave them freedom to make decisions. But he also communed with them, 

allowing them to ask him for advice. How does that relate to a modern-day workplace? 

Leaders ought to do whatever it takes to allow followers 

to use their talents effectively.  

“Good leaders delegate decisions and 

create an environment in which others 

can manage God’s world.” Bakke 

emphasizes. “Living in relationship to 

God in a manner that is consistent with 

[his] plan for creation is the best recipe 

for a joyous and productive life.”13  

Act 2: The Fall 
As we have seen, the very first environment was described as paradise. Work was a critical 

element of this paradise. It was an act of worship. It was fulfilling and rewarding. It 

included mutuality and equality. Work was neither difficult, nor boring. Neither was the 

relationship between man and woman. 

But things didn’t quite continue as blissfully as they had started in the garden. In a 

chain of events that neither surprised God nor left him without a plan in place to redeem 

mankind, Adam and Eve showed that they did not truly trust God. Paul Stevens points out, 

“Behind [their actions] lay a questioning of God’s goodness and the idea that to survive, we 

must take matters into our own hands. So the root of Adam and Eve’s sin was a desire for 

autonomy—living without communion with God, living independently.”14 As a result of 

this desire for independence, childbirth would be painful, work would be hard, 

relationships—especially those between sexes—would become strained and politicized, 

and there would be death (Gen 3:16-19). 

                                                
13 Ibid. 
14 Stevens, Doing God’s Business. 83. 

We were created… 

… in God’s image as male and female 
… as equals 

… for community with God and one another 
… to multiply physically & spiritually 

… to work 
… to be creative 

… to rule 
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It is of critical importance to note that work wasn’t the curse for mankind’s 

rebellion against God. Work was a blessing that—similar to childbirth and strained 

relationships—would become tainted. Says Griffin: 

The choice to rebel sets up a long and ferocious battle between God and his creation. 
The rebellion caused humankind to blame God for their fallen state. True humanity 
became distorted and could no longer see the divine image of itself, having lost the 
divine presence of God. In its place, humankind set up parodies of that which was real 
by creating other images to bow their knee to. Fellowship with God was lost. 
Humankind became alienated from God; loneliness and brokenness were the result. The 
world plays out this act of the great Story on a daily basis.15 

It Doesn’t Have to Be This Way 
In Act 4 of the Story, we will be reminded of the work Jesus did to break the curse of the 

fall. Although Christ has already paid in full for the consequences of the fall, we live in the 

“now but now yet,” a time when God’s kingdom has come, but it has not yet come fully, as 

pointed out in Chapter 5. Paradise will only be restored in full when Christ returns. The fall 

affects all of society. It is seen in the destruction of the environment, the exploitation of 

people through human trafficking and poor working conditions, in racial tensions and in 

gender inequality. But it doesn’t have to be like that. We don’t need to cling to the curse as 

the new normal. 

Allow me illustrate. You may remember that I grew up in South Africa during the 

height of apartheid. The changes in my country were the result of a number of factors—

prayers being answered, international pressure exerted on the government, dialogues 

between leaders such as President F. W. de Klerk and Mr. Nelson Mandela. 

In 1989, Mr. de Klerk replaced Mr. P. W. Botha as president, and Mr. de Klerk set 

in motion a multitude of changes in the country. In 1990, a musical group of which I was a 

part, went to Libertas16 to pray for Mr. and Mrs. de Klerk and to wish them the best with the 

changes they were leading. Being young and in love at the time, I now find it comical that I 

don’t remember much about having tea at their house other than the fact that it was a 

delightful visit, and that Freddie, the guy I was dating at the time, got permission from Mr. 

de Klerk to pick some flowers for me from the presidential garden.  

                                                
15 Griffin, God’s EPIC Adventure. 79. 
16 South Africa’s version of the White House, the name of the home was changed in 1995 to Mahlamba 

Ndlopfu, meaning “The New Dawn.” 
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More than 20 years later, I had many questions I wanted to ask of the former 

president. Despite his packed schedule as a very active retiree, Mr. de Klerk agreed to be a 

part of my research through e-mail. After reading my definition of serious play, Mr. de 

Klerk agreed that he was—and still is—a serious player.  

In 1993, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded jointly to Mr. de Klerk and to  

Mr. Mandela for their work in peacefully terminating apartheid and laying the groundwork 

for a new democracy in South Africa. A person has to have skill and passion to undertake 

such an enormous task, not to mention the fact that changing the system of a country most 

definitely is a meaningful endeavor. 

I would have loved to also interview Mr. Mandela for this study. However, at the 

time I was doing my research, his health no longer allowed for interviews. As I had 

mentioned in Chapter 2, though, I had had the privilege of visiting with a colleague of his 

who agreed that Madiba himself is most definitely a serious player. 

For me, as a young South African at the time of the biggest changes in my country, 

the greatest lesson I learned from watching Mr. de Klerk and then Mr. Mandela lead the 

changes in our country was the realization that bringing about change often takes 

collaboration.  

When I lived in Kenya years later, I talked to some of the men about the way they 

were treating women in our community. Many of them saw it as acceptable, for example, to 

beat one’s wife. One friend shrugged and said, “Ah, Adéle, it is just our culture to treat our 

women this way!” 

I was able to explain to him that we, also, had things in my culture that we didn’t 

want to change. Through our actions we used to say, “Oh, it’s just our culture to treat black 

people as less important.” But it took us as the oppressors to work with the oppressed to 

bring about changes. I could see the light turn on for my friend. He was able to relate to 

being treated as inferior based upon race, but until our conversation, he had never thought 

of trying to put himself in the shoes of his wife and to consider how she might feel about 

the way she was treated purely because she was a woman. 

A woman in that culture also had neither the right to refuse her husband’s approach 

for intimacy, nor the freedom to approach her husband for intimacy. As another colleague 

put it, “If she can do that in the bedroom, what can she do outside?”  
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“If you can do that in the bedroom,” I challenged my colleague, “what can you do 

outside?” He had never thought of it from that perspective. “Your wife would like to show 

you that she finds you desirable,” I explained. “If she can do that, and if she also knows 

that you respect her enough to accept it when she says ‘no,’ it will make for a stronger 

relationship between the two of you. You can show each other that you trust one another.” 

A few days later, his wife came to thank me.  

I had nothing to gain from stirring the pot about this taboo subject. However, I had a 

voice, and having lived in that community long enough to gain their trust, I was at peace 

about using my voice in a respectful manner. It was also one way that made my work even 

more meaningful. 

Although changes can be brought about through a revolution, things tend turn out 

much better when there’s initiative from the side of the privileged group, the ones who 

stand to lose power by making changes. The irony is that although it may seem at first like 

they are giving up power, they are, in fact, walking away stronger due to the strengthened 

relationships. More about that in the next chapter, though. 

Because of our sinful nature, we tend to turn a blind eye to the plight of others. Just 

like Adam and Eve acted out of a desire for autonomy, we similarly seek to fulfill our 

selfish desires today—often unknowingly. We turn a blind eye to injustices and say, “It’s 

just our culture,” or “We’ve always done it this way.” But it doesn’t have to be this way.  

After the fall, humankind’s relationship with God, others, and with work was in dire 

need of redemption, which is precisely what the cross of Christ provides in the fourth act of 

God’s Story. We cannot skip from “fall” to “redemption,” though. Between the time Adam 

and Eve were kicked out of the Garden until Jesus finally arrives on the scene, there are 38 

books filled with stories of the journeys that God’s people went through. It is to that part of 

the Story we turn next.  

Act 3: The Journey 
In the third act of God’s Story, God set the stage to redeem and restore his creation through 

the nation of Israel and through the family of a Jewish real-estate developer named 

Abraham. Abraham was the descendant of Shem, one of Noah’s sons. God promised 

Abraham that through him, the whole earth would be blessed.  



 206 

In the book of Genesis, we follow the story of how Abraham becomes the patriarch 

of the twelve tribes of Israel. Over a period of almost 2,000 years, events in the Bible 

follow the unfolding history of Abraham’s descendants, the people of Israel. It traces them 

through a process of living on foreign soil and of being brought back to the Promised Land, 

led by another Jewish man named Moses. It is this man, Moses, through whom God made a 

covenant with the people at Mt. Sinai. It is also Moses who reminds the people of Israel 

who they are.  

As pointed out earlier, Egypt was a polytheistic society, as was Canaan, where they 

were heading. Moses reminded the people that God had created them with the ability to 

worship their Creator through the way they worked and that they could be creative 

themselves and do meaningful work rather than the mindless task they had in Egypt of 

making bricks for a false god, the Pharaoh.  

As the Story continues to unfold, God still desires to be King of his people. Around 

1050 B.C., 400 years after the Israelites escaped from Egypt, they turn to their high priest, 

Samuel, and demands that he finds them a king. “Appoint for us a king to govern us, like 

other nations” (1 Sam. 8:5). They got their own king, King Saul, who after 42 years was 

succeeded by King David and then King Solomon, who reintroduces pagan worship. As a 

result, the kingdom split into a northern and southern kingdom, each with their own king. 

This intensified the longing among the Jewish people that God would restore them to their 

past glory, that the kingdom of God would be restored.  

Act 3 follows their move into exile in Babylon and being ruled by foreign kings. It 

relates the messages of several prophets who share a unified message namely to be faithful 

to God’s covenant, to care for the weak, poor and needy, to pursue social and economic 

justice.  

The kingdom message reaches a high point in the apocalyptic message of Daniel, 

with Daniel prophesying “the sovereignty, power, and greatness of all the kingdoms under 

heaven will be handed over to the holy people of the Most High. His kingdom will be an 

everlasting kingdom, and all rulers will worship and obey him” (Dan. 7:13-14). 

The central themes in this act are judgment for the failure to follow God’s ways, a 

promise of restoration, and the people living in expectation of the coming of the Messiah, 

the Christ, who would redeem the people.  
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Act 4: The Savior 
I sat through an amazing rendition of Bach’s “St. John’s Passion” recently. With Easter 

around the corner, I listened to world-class musicians retell the story of Jesus’ arrest, his 

trial and his death on the cross. The narrator and Pilate were especially brilliant. They were 

expressive in their interpretation of the story.  

Sadly, Jesus didn’t impress. The baritone who sang Jesus’ lines was musically 

brilliant. Every note was spot on. His German was flawless. Yet he looked painfully bored. 

As I sat there, appreciating the symphony, the choir and the other soloists, I couldn’t help 

but equate the baritone’s sterile interpretation to the way we sometimes portray Jesus’ 

message to the world. Our theology could be spot on, yet utterly unattractive to those 

around us. 

The other part that was strangely disturbing about the evening was the fact that this 

production ends with Jesus’ death. Without the resurrection, Jesus’ death is merely a very 

brave sacrifice by a good person. It is the fact that Jesus overcomes death that proves that 

he indeed is God. The pieces of the Story click in place. The news is good: Jesus has 

restored our relationship with God. We need to take a step back, to just more than 30 years 

prior to the crucifixion in order to understand the significance of Jesus’ arrival as the crux 

of God’s Story.  

While Israel and much of the modern world of the time were ruled by Rome, a 

virgin gave birth to Jesus, the Christ,17 the Son of God. A carpenter by trade, Jesus’ 

teaching focused on the kingdom of God. When Jesus arrived proclaiming that the kingdom 

of God was near, the people of Israel were elated. The Roman rulers weren’t as excited, 

however. Understandably, they thought Jesus was threatening their governance. What’s 

more, Jesus performed miracles and drew large crowds. A threat to the Roman government 

and the Jewish religious leaders alike, Jesus was crucified and buried. But three days after 

his death, he reappeared, having been raised from death.  

By overcoming death, Jesus redeemed the consequences of the fall. After 

conquering death, Jesus spent another 40 days on earth, continuing his teaching on the 

kingdom of God until he was taken up into heaven, prior to which he commanded his 

                                                
17 Christ is not Jesus’ last name, but rather his title. Christ means anointed one, or messiah. Bill Johnson, 

When Heaven Invades Earth. (Shippensburg, PA. 2003), 79. 
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disciples to take the good news to the ends of the earth. The kingdom message was no 

longer focused just around the people of Israel; it was once again open to all of humankind.  

Jesus not only ushered in a kingdom where all of humankind could once again have 

direct access to the King, just as Adam and Eve had in the garden; he also restored the 

other consequences of the fall. 

Relationships Restored  
The first purpose for Christ’s coming was to restore mankind’s relationship with God. 

Because of Jesus’ atoning work on the cross, we have direct access to God. We can 

approach the throne of our King, enjoying once again a conversational relationship with 

God, like Adam and Eve once did. We can come to him not only with requests, but to share 

in the day-to-day events of life and work.  

At no time in my life have I experienced such a close walk with God as when I first 

moved to Taiwan. It was 1995, before e-mail was commonly used. It was obviously also 

before cheap Skype phone calls to friends and family across the oceans. It was before I 

knew anyone but my first employer on the island, a man who lured me to Taiwan under 

false pretenses, wanting me to start a school for him. 

On weekends, I would hop on the train to Taipei and go and explore the city. I 

could not yet speak Mandarin, and at that time, hardly any street signs were Romanized, as 

they are these days. So I’d walk through the tiny alleyways and down the massive 

boulevards of the city, taking in the culture that would later become like my own.  

The only one I could share the experience with was God. I remember walking past 

Buddhist temples thick with smoke from incense offerings and being overcome with 

compassion for the men, women and children who were worshiping idols. I also remember 

seeing the impressive buildings and gardens at the Chiang Kai Shek Memorial Hall for the 

first time, all along conversing with God about the beauty, the pain and the newness of all I 

was seeing around me. 

I have had several seasons since then when I’ve deliberately turned off the car 

radio, the computer, put away my iPad and my cell phone, and turned back to sharing my 

heart and my thoughts with God. Those are always times of intimacy, where I get to enjoy 

the things I sense God is sharing with me. 

The second restored relationship Jesus came to restore is that with ourselves. People 

often talk about how hard it is to forgive themselves, especially for deliberate acts of 
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rebellion. The Bible doesn’t mention self-forgiveness, though. It talks about God’s 

forgiveness as well as forgiving others. Living at peace with God and with ourselves might 

be as simple as accepting the fact that God forgives us when we confess our sins. In order 

for relationships to be restored, we simply need to accept God’s forgiveness. This frees us 

to forgive others and accept their forgiveness.  

This leads to the third relationship Jesus came to restore: that with other people, 

including the tension between men and women. As mentioned earlier, there is no need to 

cling on to that one aspect of the curse as if Christ had come to restore all other 

consequences of the fall but that one. 

In accepting Christ’s redemption of our relationship with God, with ourselves, and 

with others, it frees us to join hands with other people and work together, which is the 

redemption of the fourth relationship, that with work itself. 

The Joy of Work Restored  
Work, relationships, creation—they were all blessed in the beginning, yet became strained 

and cursed after the fall. But work was never called a curse. It merely became difficult. By 

allowing God to redeem our view of work, we can embrace whatever we are called to do as 

being the Lord’s work. And as we work together to also clean up the mess we’ve made of 

God’s creation, the final relationship is restored, that with our environment. Bakke reminds 

us: 

While we cannot re-create the perfect work environment of the Garden, we can do 
everything possible to make our work environments as close to the Garden’s standards 
as possible. We can approach our work as God designed from the beginning by helping 
create the workplaces that God intended. Despite sin, joy at work is still possible.18 

Act 5: The Church 
After Jesus’ ascension to heaven, the Holy Spirit comes and fills crowds of thousands. The 

early church grows rampantly. The majority of the books in the New Testament are letters 

from Paul to early churches to address questions arising among believers. Paul (previously 

known as Saul) was a Pharisee from Tarsus. He was an avid persecutor of early Christians 

but became the most influential Christian after encountering God en route to Damascus. At 

that time, Paul changed careers and became successful in the tent industry while traveling 

                                                
18 Bakke, Joy at Work. 260. 
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around Asia Minor, teaching the new believers. In Revelation, the final book of the Bible, 

John—a fisherman by trade, and one of Jesus’ disciples—writes an apocalyptic message 

about the time when Jesus would return to create a new heaven and a new earth.  

We find ourselves at the end Act 5, where we are invited to enter into the story as 

fellow actors, and to improvise our lines based on the scenes from earlier on in the play. 

God’s original purposes with us still stand, but Christ has redeemed the consequences of 

sin. We can once again see work as an expression of worship. We can once again work 

together to portray the image of the God who created us uniquely and equally as male and 

female. We can share this hope we have with others around us, also through the way we 

work, whether in vocational ministry setting or in the secular marketplace. We can look 

forward to Christ’s return at a time when he will create a new heaven and a new earth, 

where we will continue working and communing with him, as he had originally intended. 

To the early church as well as to us today, the hundreds of stories, poems, 

prophesies from the Old Testament only make sense when we start to understand where 

they fit into the bigger Story of God’s original intentions with Creation, of the covenants he 

cut with his people, of the establishment of his kingdom “on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt. 

6:10). Likewise, the letters that make up the books of the New Testament gain both 

meaning and depth when we see how they fit into a far bigger picture, into the Story of a 

God who desired communion with his people. 

Walking With God 
You will remember that, in the first act, humankind and God had close communion. God 

walked with them in the garden. But in the second act, this close relationship was broken. 

By the third act, God would make cameo appearances to leaders such as Noah, Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob. By the time the people were led from Egypt, God led them in the form of a 

cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. God also appeared to Moses in many different 

ways and instructed him to build a tent that they would carry with them. The people of 

Israel literally walked with God once more.  

They called the tent the tabernacle, God’s dwelling place. Once they were safe and 

sound in the Promised Land, King David decided to build a temple where the tabernacle 

would stay. In response to the king’s idea to build God a permanent home, God speaks 

through the prophet Nathan, saying,  
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Go and tell my servant David, “This is what the LORD has declared: … I have never 
lived in a house, from the day I brought the Israelites out of Egypt until this very day. I 
have always moved from one place to another with a tent and a tabernacle as my 
dwelling. Yet no matter where I have gone with the Israelites, I have never once 
complained to Israel’s tribal leaders, the shepherds of my people Israel. I have never 
asked them, ‘Why haven’t you built me a beautiful cedar house?’” He continues, 
“When you die and are buried with your ancestors, I will raise up one of your 
descendants, your own offspring, and I will make his kingdom strong. He is the one 
who will build a house—a temple—for my name. And I will secure his royal throne 
forever” (2 Sam. 7:5-7, 12-13, NLT). 

 God did allow King David and his son, King Solomon, to build him a temple in 

Jerusalem, though. Once the temple was completed, the glory of the God filled the temple. 

God sat enthroned above the cherubim in the holy of holies. God was again present with 

the nation of Israel, but now he had a permanent home. But then the temple got destroyed.  

After the temple was rebuilt, God’s presence was no longer in the Tabernacle. The 

people of Israel still went through the motions, doing what religious people do. The 

problem was that God had always desired to walk with his people. Hence, in the fourth act 

of his Story, he sends his son, Jesus, to walk among his people and to establish his kingdom 

on earth. When Jesus dies, there’s an earthquake, and the thick curtain separating the holy 

of holies is ripped from top to bottom. The division between God and his people was once 

again removed.  

There was a new problem, however. Jesus’ work on earth had been completed, and 

he returned to be with his Father. Before his death, though, Jesus assured his disciples that 

he would send the Holy Spirit as the Comforter. Through his Spirit, God would once again 

walk with us, the church. 

Religionless Christianity 
Because we’ve lost track of God’s original purposes, however, the church had lost its 

influence on culture. Writers such as Michael Frost (Exiles, Hendrickson Publishers, 2009) 

and Erwin McManus (The Barbarian Way, Thomas Nelson, 2005) address the challenges 

of living in a post-Christian world. Far from suggesting new programs to be rolled out in 

churches around the world, these men’s ideas seem more like that of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 

who in 1944 famously called for religionless Christianity.  
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“The essence of Christianity is not about religion at all,” Bonhoeffer insisted, “but 

about the person of Christ. … Religion was a dead, man-made thing, and at the heart of 

Christianity was something else entirely—God himself, alive.” Whereas religion is an 

attempt for man to “climb to heaven of his own accord,” following 

Christ is far more. It “demands everything, including our very 

lives.”19  

Following Christ is an invitation to walk with 

God once more in a fully integrated life, a life where 

we take up the roles God had designed for us in his 

Story. As 4D serious players, we act out these roles 

both skillfully and passionately. In doing so, every 

aspect of our lives regain meaning. We no longer have 

to wait for a time when God mysteriously calls us into 

ministry.  

Allow me to introduce you to two serious players who acknowledge that all of life 

is an adventure with God. 

 

 

  

                                                
19 Metaxis, 2010, 83-84. 
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Doris Brougham: Musician, Radio Host, Magazine Editor  
• Founder and CEO of Overseas Radio and Television, Inc. 
• Editor-in-Chief of Studio Classroom, Let’s Talk in English and Advanced magazines 
• Honorary citizen of the cities of Taipei, Hualien, and of Taiwan 
• Recipient of the Republic of China Confucius Award (Teacher’s Award), the Schweitzer Award for 

English Teaching, the Order of the Brilliant Star with Violet Grand Cordon (the highest civilian award 
given by Taiwan) and many others. 

My life changed irrevocably the day I met Doris. I was 25 

and had just resigned from the company that invited me to 

Taiwan under false pretenses, asking me to come and teach 

at a school that didn’t exist. After four months on the 

island, I finally decided to find a new job teaching English 

at a cram school or two. My goal was to work as many 

hours as I could, pay off as much of my student loan as I 

could, and return home after one year.  

Having a day to myself, I traveled to Taipei to visit 

Overseas Radio and Television (ORTV), a company I had 

learned about at Taipei International Church. It sounded like an interesting place, and what 

better way to spend a free day than go visit their studios?  

While one of my new friends from church showed me around the building, we ran 

into Doris. I recognized her from church, where she played her trumpet with the band. 

Suffice it to say that I ended up not teaching at cram schools, but instead, worked with 

Doris for more than seven years. 

Doris turned 70 the year after I started working at ORTV, but rather than slowing 

down as she gets older, she speeds up! To this day, she sets the pace at ORTV’s 

headquarters in Taipei. She is actively involved as the editor-in-chief of three magazines 

and several other publications. Doris leads the discussions on the daily radio programs 

based on Advanced magazine material, the high-level English-teaching magazine that 

ORTV produces. She’s a frequently a guest on Studio Classroom, the daily television show 

that accompanies articles in the magazine of the same name. In addition, she does 

consulting for schools, hospitals, Taiwan's Department of Education and several city 

governments. 

Here’s how it began: Doris grew up in Seattle, Washington, the sixth of eight 

children. (Seattleites would recognize the Brougham name: Doris’ uncle was the famous 
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sports editor, Royal Brougham, for whom a local street and sports pavilion is named.) At 

home, Doris not only learned to work hard; she also learned about God. At a very young 

age, Doris committed to going to China someday to share the gospel with the millions who 

had never heard the good news of Jesus. She kept that promise and at 21, boarded a ship 

headed for China.  

It was 1948, and politically, things were heating up in China. Nevertheless, the first 

item on the agenda for the young American was to learn Chinese. After landing in 

Shanghai, Doris enrolled at China Inland Mission’s language school in Anhui. She also 

lived and worked in Gansu and Sichuan before having to flee China due to the civil war. 

Doris spent about two years in Hong Kong before moving to Taiwan in 1951, not realizing 

at the time that this island is where she would spend the rest of her life. 

The stories of Doris’ early days of ministry can fill books. (Unfortunately, her 

autobiography is only available in Chinese.) Her work in Taiwan started in the East Coast 

town of Hualien, where she worked among the tribal people groups. A great musician, 

Doris would play her trumpet to get people to gather for times of teaching. Doris also 

taught Bible classes at a local seminary.  

Doris soon noticed that most homes had radios. She decided to start radio programs 

in order to be more effective in getting the gospel to the people of Taiwan. She cared 

deeply about the people of Taiwan and soon won their affections, their trust and their 

respect, so much so that President Chiang Kai-Shek, founder of the Republic of China, 

asked Doris to teach English to government officials. Chinese linguist and author, Lin  

Yu-Tang suggested she also have an English teaching broadcast to help all the people as 

the country emerged from an agricultural to an industrial society.    

At the time she was teaching music at the Academy of Arts as well as being 

involved in other training and youth projects. However, since English was such an urgent 

need in the country, she took up the challenge and started a radio program, “Studio 

Classroom,” that later became the way millions claim helped them in business, politics, and 

international living.  

In her early 30s, Doris had started Overseas Radio with local Chinese Christians 

and Lee and Dorothy Haggerty, missionaries from Seattle. By 1962, she began the group's 

English ministry. The first programs had no printed material and soon people began asking 

for it. In response, Doris and the staff produced lesson sheets for people to buy. And she 
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began to invite students to be on her programs to ask questions about the lessons, truly 

making the program a "studio classroom."   

The following year, Doris began a choir called Heavenly Melody, the first choir to 

write its own Christian songs in Mandarin. The choir was started because the Ministry of 

Religion was going to allow one religious group to have a television program. Doris 

thought that music always made a better program, and she was right. For the next several 

years, ORTV produced a weekly television program called Heavenly Melody. Many local 

Buddhist temples had televisions, and ironically, thousands of viewers watched the nation’s 

first Christian television program from packed temple courtyards. 

By the time I joined the ORTV staff, the simple radio program had grown to the 

island’s best-known daily radio show and was one of three produced by ORTV. A slew of 

competitors were copying what Studio Classroom was doing. The work sheets had grown 

into not one but two monthly magazines with accompanying radio shows, the second being 

called Let’s Talk in English. During my time in Taiwan, both these magazines added daily 

television shows. We also split off the higher-level material in Studio Classroom and 

launch Advanced, which became ORTV’s third magazine. We continued its daily radio 

program. In addition to leading the many of radio shows for Advanced, Doris is still 

actively involved in the selection of material and editing of the magazine. 

I will always think fondly of my time of working closely with Doris as a season of 

amazing opportunities and of seriously serious play. In Doris, I saw an example of someone 

who made the most of every moment of the day. From her, I learned how to be a good 

editor. From Doris, I caught on that being a single woman should never stand in the way of 

sharing the gospel, using the gifts and passions with which God had created me. I learned 

from her that it was possible not only to work with excellence but also enjoy work. 

Doris is the person who inspired me to take up scuba diving—she started diving 

after she was 56 years old. I learned from her how to use e-mail before most people were 

using it. And I learned from Doris how to live a fully blended life. Over canasta marathons, 

we would chat about everything from theology to technology, from leadership to music. 

Under Doris’ leadership, ORTV has grown over the past 60 years from a small 

Christian media organization to an internationally known one with over 300 staff and 

offices in the United States, England, Singapore and Malaysia.  
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Over the years, Doris has received numerous awards, several for her contribution to 

education in Taiwan and several for her outstanding work and character—including the 

highest civilian award Taiwan bestows. She holds four honorary doctorates from American 

universities.  

Despite being one of the best-known and loved teachers of English to Chinese 

people worldwide, Doris says, “I don’t think I’m anyone special. I had a willing heart, and 

God has used me.”  

Doris’ advice for those entering the workforce? “Take a job you’ll enjoy. Work for 

something you feel is worthwhile living for. Live for others and not for yourself. Be a 

person who sets the goals and standards for living. Don’t feel like you simply have to 

follow what others are doing. In other words, be a thermostat, not a thermometer. To enjoy 

living, keep learning and loving.” Finally, Doris ends with the mantra she has shared with 

her radio audience for the past 60 years, “Even when things seem difficult, don’t give up.” 

To learn more about Doris’ work, visit www.ORTV.com and 

www.StudioClassroom.com. 
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Robert Lincoln (Bud) Hancock: Philanthropist	  
• Founder/President of Providence International (Grants management for small business development) 
• Formerly Reagan Administration White House Senior Executive Appointee as Private Sector 

Cooperative Development Coordinator for USAID 
• Washington Liaison and VP for World Relief Corporation 
• D.C. Director for SIL/Wycliffe Bible Translators Government Relations 

 At 73, Bud Hancock says he has no regrets. Instead, 

looking back on his life, he is simply amazed at how 

God has brought things together. Bud has had a journey 

from which we can learn much. But he himself is still 

learning, Bud would say, “I am a professional student.” 

He takes every opportunity to hone his skills and be 

challenged to change where he may have started to 

stagnate. 

Bud describes his job as endless opportunities to 

develop sustainable business solutions that can generate 

jobs for the disenfranchised and at-risk 

populations. Bud notes getting to where he is today as a 

vision catalyst/facilitator has been pure providence. He describes his journey as a 

convergence of his skill set, his calling, his purpose and passions within the context of need 

and opportunity. 

As an agricultural graduate student, Bud moved from University of California 

Davis, CA to Washington D.C., and worked with the Johnson Administration on a program 

called Food for Peace. As an outflow of his original research, Bud got involved in foreign 

service sector applications, working on the War on Hunger.  

He ended up traveling the world and spent 30 years in the D.C. area and got to 

know a vast number of servant leaders and heads of state who had a profound influence on 

Bud’s life. The relationships with the caliber of leaders and mentors in his life, Bud says, 

have taught him much about “game changer” principles, people and practices that mold and 

shape the course of events. 

Bud equates life to a tapestry with one key thread that holds everything together—

that which gives substance and meaning to it all—as being his relationship with Christ. As 

such, he does not like to distinguish between calling and career or sacred and secular. “Life 
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is a synthesis and symphony in alignment with God’s unique design of who I am and whom 

I am becoming,” Bud explains. 

When it comes to taking time to rest, Bud stresses once again his outlook of whole-

life integration rather than compartmentalization. He takes time every day with his wife to 

pray and read Scripture. His integrated view carries over into his view of the role of men 

and women in the church. 

In the last year, Bud and his wife Linda changed church homes with the blessing of 

the leadership so that they could be more actively involved in ministering to the homeless 

and recovering addicts through a small storefront church. With much of his professional 

work having an international focus, this local focus has been a great opportunity to also 

serve his community in engaging at-risk people to develop their God-given potential.  He 

sees all he has as belonging to God, saying that his role is that of a steward of the talents, 

skills, training and education that God has entrusted to him. 

Bud adds, “Interest determines motivation, and motivation determines 

performance.” He points out that as a believer, he is freed in being led as opposed to driven 

and that intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivation makes all the difference. 

“There is a whole new dimension of power, wisdom and insight when your concept 

of God is without boundaries,” Bud explains. God is infinite. We are finite. When we live 

in relationship with our Creator, “we have the opportunity and choice to live in the 

paradigm of the infinite…  in alignment with God, you tap into a whole different Source 

and resource for your being and the doing flows from his wellspring spontaneously.” 

Whether you choose to simply live in the realm of the finite, or if you want to tap 

into God as our infinite life source is your choice, though, Bud emphasizes. As an 

agriculturalist, Bud equates this connectedness with God to the life and growth cambium 

layer of a dichotomous plant. This layer carries the very life and substance up and down the 

plant. It carries the product of photosynthesis from the sun on the leaves to the roots while 

carrying nutrients and water of life from the roots back to the limbs and leaves. Without 

that designed “cambium” alignment there is no life. 

Insofar as advice to wannabe serious players goes, Bud suggests that most people 

operate from an identity external to themselves.  
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Seek to know God. “God shows us his will through circumstances, through people, 

through his word, through prayer, and through true friends who ask tough questions which 

need to be asked for us to grow,” Bud says. 

Ask God to help you grasp and embrace who he created you to be—including 

grasping how he accepts, loves and forgives you. Only then are you able to accept, love and 

forgive yourself and you then accept, love and forgive others. It is a vertical top down 

progression with the capacity to love even the unlovely that flows with the order of 

alignment. 

You are who you are because of God—not because of fame, money or position. As 

such, you are a steward (not an owner) of that which God entrusts to you, including your 

talents, skills, training, education and future. 

Looking through the frame of what’s on God’s heart, you start to see what could be 

rather than at what is. But this takes a willingness to risk, a willingness to do things that 

were not or are not currently in your vision as reference points. Therein is the opportunity 

to discover much greater potential and to experience the wonder of God’s grace and 

creativity. 

Align yourself with a purpose that is higher than your own purposes. And then? Let 

go of trying to control your own life. Allow the Holy Spirit to lead you like the wind 

propels a sailboat. Ask yourself, am I my own powerboat or am I a sailboat trimmed to his 

wind to fulfill my potential and destiny?  

This makes life much more of an adventure and a world of difference in both the 

journey and the outcome. 

You can learn more about Bud’s non-profit work at 

www.providenceinternational.org. 
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Discussion Questions and Further Reading 
1. Want to gain a greater understanding of the overarching story of the Bible? Turn to 

Winn Griffin’s God’s EPIC Adventure (Harmon Press, 2007). Or, to read the Bible 

without the disruption of chapter and verse divisions, pick up a copy of either The 

Story: The Bible as One Continuing Story of God and His People (Zondervan, 2011) 

or The Books of the Bible (International Bible Society, 2007). 

2. When was the last time you turned off the music, the computer, and the static noise of 

the world around you to relish in some time with God? Try being silent for a few hours 

while visiting a botanical garden, or while walking through your city, and simply 

asking God to speak to your heart. What did you learn from the experience? 

3. Looking at all of Scripture as one Story, how does this affect the way you look at life, 

at work, at the roles we get to play in the Story as men and women created equally in 

God’s image? 

4. Considering the roles of Nobel Peace Prize winners F.W. de Klerk and Nelson 

Mandela, what might you do to bring about change in your own family, community or 

at your place of work? Are there areas where you might need to relinquish power? 

5. What lessons can you take from Doris and Bud’s lives?  

6. For more on women’s role in the church, consider reading Sarah Sumner’s Men and 

Women in the Church: Building Consensus on Christian Leadership (InterVarsity 

Press, 2003). 
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8. Convergence: 
Life as Mission 

I ran off the edge of a mountain in Indonesia once. I soared, and I felt the cold mountain 

wind directly against my face. After a while, I crash-landed in a tea plantation. It didn’t 

hurt, though. I just laughed and laughed. It was an amazing feeling, and if weren’t for the 

fact that the weather completely changed minutes after my takeoff, I would have gone up 

the mountain, paid another $30 and done it again.  

Paragliding in Puncak (POON-CHUCK) was an amazing experience. I simply sat in 

a harness, looking at the valley below with its tea plantations and the lines of traffic 

snaking their way over and around the mountains. I saw some villages and umpteen shades 

of green covering the hills. In the sky there was just a splash of blue from my paraglider 

plus a spot of yellow—my pilot’s jacket. 

I’ll admit: When I was strapped into the gear, I felt a few butterflies. “It’s a bit 

crazy running off a mountain,” I thought to myself. “What if the chute doesn’t open?” But 

that’s not the way it works. You don’t run and simply hope the parachute opens. You stand 

on the mountain and someone lifts the corners. The wind does the rest. It fills the chute and 

almost immediately lifts you off the ground. At the same time the pilot, strapped in behind 

you, says, “Walk!” After that comes the command, “Run!”  

That’s exactly what we did. We just walked and ran. The pilot did a lot more, to tell 

the truth. He had to make several sharp turns to get us into the wind, diving hither and 

thither, bringing some thoughts to mind as to whether or not this really was a wise situation 

for me to have gotten myself into. Those thoughts instantly dissipated when we 

straightened into a glide and sat mid-air, the verdant valley spread below us. The sights 

were simply breathtaking.  

After the leisurely flight, we approached the tea plantation and a landing strip. I 

noticed a couple and their toddler walking down the narrow pathway. “Lift!” the pilot 

shouted. This was the signal to lift and straighten my legs. The next command was 

supposed to be, “Run!” But that one never came. As we were approaching the narrow path, 

the trio below just kept walking slowly, staring at us, until the pilot shouted, in Indonesian, 
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“Get out of the way!” Or so I assume, at least, judging by how fast they dived off into the 

tea fields to our right, and we crashed into the tea bushes to the left. 

There I sat, laughing. “You should’ve run, not sat!” the yellow-jacketed-pilot dude 

said with a smile, pulling me up. I didn’t succumb to the temptation to tell him that he 

never told me to run like he said he would. I just kept smiling and said, “That was 

AMAZING!” 

The experience was somewhat akin to when I scuba dive, I thought. Although the 

sound and the touch of the wind on my face were different from the sound of bubbles and 

cold water, it was also very similar. It’s the exhilaration of seeing the world from a 

completely new angle. It’s about fresh perspective. That, I like. 

Respect and Perspective 
Sarah Sumner points out, “The English word respect literally means to ‘look again.’ It 

comes from the Latin spectare, ‘to look,’ and the prefix re-, which means ‘again.’ To 

respect someone,” Sumner says, “is to notice them again.”1 

The pastor at my home church—let’s call him Tom—is a man who not only loves 

God; he is a brilliant theologian who communicates clearly and passionately. Our church is 

part of the Acts 29 Network. I like the idea of living in Acts 29. It connects perfectly with 

living as part of Act 5 of God’s Story. Learning that this church was an Acts 29 church, I 

read up on the network. Everything seemed good until I came do the part where it was very 

clear that Acts 29 churches are in-your-face patriarchal in their doctrine. 

Allow me to interject and make it clear that I am not a feminist. At 18, when I was a 

Rotary Youth Exchange Student, I was invited to attend the weekly Rotary meetings. This 

was before most clubs had female members. I didn’t attend the meetings to prove anything. 

I went because I had been invited. Seven years later, when I started working at Overseas 

Radio and Television in Taiwan, I likewise didn’t have to clear any gender hurdles. ORTV 

was founded by a woman,2 and gender was a non-issue when it came to leading Bible 

studies, baptizing new believers or preaching at events.  

In my world, gender had never been a disqualifier. Granted, after leaving Taiwan, I 

had become more cognizant of the fact that many churches in the USA weren’t so open to 
                                                
1 Sarah Sumner,. “The Mixed-Gender Team,” Building Church Leaders, November 4, 2008. 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/articles/2008/mixedgenderteam.html. Accessed February 12, 2012.  
2 See Doris Brougham’s story at the end of Chapter 7. 
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women being in any leadership role. I also noticed that many of those same churches 

support female missionaries in leading, teaching and baptizing men abroad. They’re 

effectively saying, “You can teach those men out there, but we American men are in a 

higher caste. You need to be a man to talk to us.” How silly. 

But back to my dilemma with gender roles at my current church. I asked Tom to 

visit over coffee, hoping he would tell me that despite being part of the Acts 29 Network, 

he agreed with Rebecca Groothuis and Ronald Pierce, who make strong arguments for non-

hierarchical complementarianism. As these theologians point out,  

Women and men are made equally in God’s image and likeness (Gen 1:27), are equally 
fallen (Rom 3:23), equally redeemable through Christ’s life, death and resurrection  
(Jn 3:16), equally participants in the new-covenant community (Gal 3:28), equally heirs 
of God in Christ (1 Pet 3:7), and equally able to be filled and empowered by the Holy 
Spirit for life and ministry (Acts 2:17).3 

“I agree with all of that,” Tom said. “But . . . we have different roles.” When I 

explained that my goal was to teach classes on transformational leadership at a college 

level, his response surprised me. “I wouldn’t let you,” he said. I’ve got to give him credit 

for at least not suggesting that it would be OK for me to teach men as long as they were 

heathens on other continents. 

Tom felt strongly about the fact that the Bible was crystal clear about women not 

being allowed to teach men, and that hierarchy was God-ordained. He insisted that he 

respected women greatly for, among other things, the fact that we were able to resist the 

urge to lead. 

And then we wonder why the church has an image problem.  

I thought of conversations with friends who do not yet know Jesus. They asked me 

why I would choose to be part of an institution where women are forever relegated to a 

submissive role. “Because Jesus didn’t treat women any differently than men,” I told them 

at the time. “The church is flawed; but I won’t let that keep me from worshiping God with 

others.” As for why I’d stay at Tom’s church, I know enough about this man to respect him, 

regardless of his hermeneutic relating to gender roles.  

Hermeneutics—the way we interpret different passages in Scripture—that’s what 

it’s about, isn’t it? The reason why I posit our understanding of gender roles to be of critical 

                                                
3 Ronald W. Pierce, Rebecca M. Groothuis, and Gordon Fee, ed. Discovering Biblical Equality: 

Complementarity Without Hierarchy. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 13. 
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importance insofar our theology of life and work goes, is that has a great impact on our 

very being. Issues such as infant baptism versus adult baptism, sprinkling versus dunking, 

speaking in tongues versus not speaking in tongues, or our interpretation of end time 

events—none of these lead to a position where half the church is held back from being who 

God created them to be, from doing what God gifted them to do.  

Volumes have been written on the roles of men and women in the church. My 

purpose with this book is not to provide an in-depth study on gender roles, but instead, 

touch on our roles as it fits into the larger Story. I’ll reference several great resources at the 

end of this chapter from individuals who have helped me understand how we as men and 

women can work together from a mutually respectful position. However, here are some 

points to get you thinking about the topic. 

What confuses me about many a church’s stance on women—including that of my 

current church—is that it abuses Scripture by taking two passages where Paul says that 

women shouldn’t be allowed to teach (1 Tim. 2:11-12, in 1 Cor. 14:34-35) and elevates 

them above the rest of the Story, including numerous references by the same Paul with 

regard to important leadership roles women filled in the New Testament church. 

Paul speaks with great respect of Euodia and Syntyche, mentioned as leaders in the 

Philippian church, with no hint that they—or any other women—should not be in 

leadership. Similarly, there were Priscilla and Aquila, the wife and husband team. Priscilla 

taught theology alongside her husband. In most cases, Paul mentions the wife’s name first. 

Whether Priscilla’s name is mentioned first for being the stronger person or for having 

higher standing in Roman culture, we don’t know. What we do know is that Paul not once 

objects to Priscilla’s role in ministry. 

Paul even went so far as to refer to a woman named Junia, saying, “Greet 

Andronicus and Junia, my fellow Jews who have been in prison with me. They are 

outstanding among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was” (Romans 16:7). 

“Junia is an outstanding (woman) apostle, though to be sure, being a woman had little to do 

with it. What mattered were her intelligence, her giftedness, and her calling,” says 

McKnight.4 

The word apostle means “someone who is sent,” and the title is most famously used 

to refer to Paul himself. What audacity Paul had to refer to a woman as “outstanding among 

                                                
4 McKnight. The Blue Parakeet. 179-180. 
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the apostles,” no? To circumvent the attribution of apostleship to a woman, her name was 

translated as the masculine name Junius in many English translations. And then there was 

Phoebe, a supporter of Paul who not only carried Paul’s letter to the church in Rome, but 

also helped to explain the contents of the letter to the church.  

“What did women do?” McKnight asks, using the acronym WDWD in contrast to 

the famous WWJD. “[Women] were influential, they were a source for stories about Jesus, 

they were church planters, they were teachers, they were benefactors and interpreters of 

Paul’s letters.”5 

But What About the Issue of Authority?  
When Paul writes to Timothy, his representative working in the church in Ephesus, he says 

that women should not have authority over men (1 Tim. 2:11-15). Griffin makes an 

important observation regarding the context of this letter: Paul was writing to address the 

issue of temple prostitutes in Ephesus. Rather than use this passage as a global ban on 

women teaching men, “it seems right that this is [in fact] a global ban on women or men 

using sexual favors as a way to worship God.”6  

Tom, along with a growing number of pastors who are calling for “a return to 

Biblical manhood and womanhood,” do not agree with Griffin’s view. While I agree that 

there are different ways to view this passage, the views of Griffin and many a theologian 

makes more sense in light of the Story and of Paul’s treatment of women. 

On a side note, it is interesting to me that we have long ignored Paul’s comment in 

that same passage that “women are saved through childbearing.” We are all saved through 

faith in Christ, not by bearing children.  

Likewise, in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, where he talks about submission, he also 

addresses how slaves should obey their masters and how masters should not threaten their 

slaves. We’ve long rejected slavery as being unbiblical, yet we build walls around the 

traditions of male leadership in the church. Like I said earlier, we pick and choose the parts 

that suit our agenda and then fossilize those in tradition. 

What agenda? Gordon Fee hits the nail on the head, I believe, when he says that the 

hermeneutic relating to gender is shunned by patriarchalists for the fear that it “opens the 

                                                
5 Groothuis, Pierce and Fee. Discovering Biblical Equality. 184. 
6 Griffin. God’s EPIC Adventure. 267. 
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floodgates to an assortment of evils.”7 Likewise, Scot McKnight explains that those with a 

patriarchal view of life believe that holding on to the “divine order in gender” will create 

peace.8 

It would seem to me as if patriarchalists fear that if you accept women as being able 

to teach men or have any authority over them, you are saying that the Bible’s message is no 

longer applicable for our time and culture. It would seem that they fear if they would allow 

women to lead outside the confines of being a mother or a “sister” to other women at 

church, these women might start a revolution. Hence, the loss of what they see as the God-

ordained order will lead to chaos.  

I do not question the Bible’s authority. I do, however, question the way we read the 

Bible, picking and choosing which passages we’ll hold onto for dear life, while completely 

ignoring others. In order to avoid having to ignore questionable passages, McKnight 

suggests how we can read the Bible with tradition, not through tradition. What does that 

mean? 

We need not become Jews to live the gospel, nor need we become first- or fourth- or 
sixteenth-or eighteenth-century Christians. … [Instead,] the biblical way is the ongoing 
adoption of the past and adaptation to new conditions, and to do this in a way that is 
consistent with and faithful to the Bible.  … We need to go back to the Bible so we can 
move forward through the church and speak God’s Word in our days in our ways. We 
need to go back without getting stuck…, and we need to move forward without 
fossilizing our ideas (traditionalism).9   

I am not asking you or Tom to jump off a mountain hoping for the best, hoping for 

a parachute to open. I am asking you to trust the Holy Spirit to be your pilot, to ask him to 

allow you to see the Story from a new angle. I’m asking you to consider the whole gospel, 

not cling to traditionalism.  

I am also not calling for a revolution. I am not asking women to rise up—that will 

have the exact opposite effect of what I’d like to see. I am asking husbands and pastors to 

lay down their fear of chaos and opt for an approach that may make families and churches 

stronger precisely because of the way God created us in his image as equals. I’m 

challenging you to embrace Jesus’ redemptive work as it pertains to Eve, also. 

                                                
7 Ibid., Discovering Biblical Equality. 364. 
8 McKnight. The Blue Parakeet. 159. 
9 Ibid., 28-34. 



 227 

The Problem and the Solution 
G. K. Chesterton once said, “It isn’t that they can’t see the solution. It’s that they can’t see 

the problem.” The problem is that we embrace different values for the workplace, where 

both men and women teach, where both men and women have authority. This divide 

between values for our “religious” activities versus those for our “secular” activities yet 

again solidifies the notion of living bifurcated lives.  

If we don’t want to embrace the same mutually respective relationships in the 

church, why on earth would people think to allow their faith values to carry over into their 

workplace? 

I am asking both men and women to do what I’ve been praying for me as well as for 

my pastor: Ask God to show you his heart for men and women working together in 

mutually respectful relationships, not because of anyone’s rights, but because of the gospel. 

Because in working together in such a manner, we will reflect a more complete image of 

God, making him more attractive to men and women who have long noticed the flaws in 

the emperor’s clothes and, rather than stand by and criticize, they’ve walked away from the 

parade altogether.  

I have seen it to be true in the so-called secular workplace: Teams are stronger 

when gender is a non-issue, when individuals can appreciate each other for the gifts that 

they bring to the table as well as for their different perspectives.  

When I started asking harder questions in my community in Kenya, one American 

colleague called me “a bit of an activist.” For me, having grown up in South Africa during 

the time that I had, he could pay me no greater honor than doing so. Yes, I was raised not to 

challenge the system, and I realized later that it was wrong to be silent. There are times 

when we do need to stand up for what is right. My prayer has been all along that I would do 

so in a manner that would be heard.  

Too often in the church, though, when we ask tough questions, we are seen as 

rebels, as troublemakers, as unchristian, as feminists, as having an agenda, as not accepting 

the authority of Scripture. And so, we remain silent. We oppress the gifts and the passions 

with which God had created us. We bow to man rather than to God. We cling to the curse 

and reject the redemptive work of Christ. 
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“To give continuing significance to a male-authority viewpoint for men and women 

whether at home or in the church,” Gordon Fee suggests, “is to reject the new creation in 

favor of the norms of a fallen world.”10 

Different from feminism, egalitarian-complementarianism is based on a whole-view 

of the Bible and the kingdom of God represented in it. Rather than being women-centered, 

it is focused on God. As Christians, we have a lot of unlearning to do with regard to how 

we view our roles as men and women in the church. When we embrace biblical equality, 

we are able to better reflect God’s image to those around us. 

Serious Play and Biblical Equality 
What does any of this have to do with serious play? For 4D serious players, it has 

everything to do with serious play. How can I use the skills and passions with which God 

created me if I am told that I am not allowed to teach when men are present?  

And looking at other women in the church, I cannot help but wonder why some who 

are highly successful in the business world would suddenly become a second-class member 

at her place of worship? Or why men who work under the leadership of women in the 

workplace would exercise different values when it comes to church? 

If we want to live lives of convergence where our faith becomes the foundation of 

who we are, where our faith influences decisions we make in every realm of life and work, 

we need to hold the same values across the different spectrums of our lives, including 

treating one another with respect precisely because of the fact that God made us all in his 

image. Ironically, in doing so, both men and women walk away stronger. 

Giving Away Fire 
Allow me to illustrate this with a last story from rural Africa. When I lived in Kenya, the 

majority of my neighbors were of the Kalenjin people group. In our village, as in millions 

of villages across Africa, it was not unusual for people to borrow fire from neighbors when 

they had no way to start a fire for themselves. While someone may have been “borrowing” 

a live coal, they were most definitely not required to bring it back. Perhaps, another day, 

when their neighbors ran out of fire they, too, would come and borrow fire.  

                                                
10 Fee, 2005, 185. 
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In the traditional Kalenjin culture, fire was a sign of life. I believe that it could also 

be symbolic for leadership and power. Imagine a neighbor refusing to give away a live 

coal, insisting instead that you use their fire for cooking. That may feel powerful. This 

neighbor might even feel very important since many neighbors would have to come and 

cook on their fire. But before long, they will feel overwhelmed that everyone’s gathering at 

their house to cook. 

The same is true of power. As leaders, we can hoard power, thus disempowering 

our staff. Similarly, as men in the church, you can also hoard power, disempowering the 

women. That was not God’s intent. As I had pointed out earlier, in Act 1 of the Story, God 

trusted Adam and Eve to do what he had created them to do: to work, to be creative, to be 

stewards of his creation. In Act 4, Jesus entrusted his disciples with the Great Commission.  

God gave us power. He gave us fire. In the Kalenjin context, he gave us life.  

As followers of Christ, we ought to seek to emulate the example of the One who 

gives our lives meaning and purpose. As leaders, we ought to likewise follow his example 

as transformational leaders—men and women who are part of causing positive, God-ward 

change of people, places and systems. 

The irony is that we don’t grow weaker when we give away power. The opposite 

tends to happen. We gain power when everyone in our world—whether at home, at work or 

at church—feel truly respected. Without knowing our lives and our work matter, there is no 

way we can see what we do as serious play. 

Enough about gender and power, though. Let’s consider ways in which you can find 

your place of serious play. 

How to Find Your Place of Serious Play 
I got an e-mail from an old friend the other night. Let’s just call her Beth. Over the past 

eighteen months or so, I have seen Beth go from being ecstatic about her ultimately 

meaningful job to being completely burnt out. Burnt to the point where she is saying, “I 

want to figure out how to dream again. … I feel more lost at times than I did at 22 because 

at least back then I could romanticize about things.”  

For the time being, Beth has taken up a part-time job as an administrative assistant. 

She refers to her new job as not necessarily being ideal, but it pays the bills. She says that 

at least “it’s nice to be treated well and to be exposed to an amazing network of all sorts of 
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leaders all over the place. If nothing else, God will definitely use it to expand my 

horizons!” 

Early on in this book, I had pointed out that work and play aren’t opposites. Instead, 

the opposite of play is depression, the exact place where Beth is finding herself. If only 

Beth were unique . . . I know countless other reluctant workers who go through the motions 

day after day, just to pay the bills.  

Like Beth, they might be able to look back to a time when they did like their job, a 

time when they were able to use their skills and passions in a meaningful way. But rather 

than enjoy what they do 80 percent of the time, they might be lucky if they now love their 

job 20 percent of the time.  

Know Your Skills 
Like I’ve said before, I, too, have been in that place. Now that I have an amazing job with a 

phenomenal organization, it is easier to look back and see the route that led to it.  

The first step to finding a place of serious play is to live with awareness. To become 

a serious player, you need to know, first of all, what your skills are. What are you good at? 

What do you love doing? Make a list. Allow others to speak into your life. Listen to what 

they have to say. 

“I grew up being a very impatient kid,” my friend Nan told me recently. 

“Throughout my life, I heard how impatient I am. So when someone recently told me how 

incredibly patient I was, I stopped and thought about it. She was right! I have changed over 

time. I’ve become a much more patient person. But I may have never realized that unless 

another friend pointed it out.” Nan’s patience is key in her giftedness as a teacher. 

Like Nan, you may want to listen when close friends make comments. You might 

even have to ask colleagues and friends to tell you what you’re good at. Or you may want 

to take various assessments and compare the recommendations to what you are actually 

doing. 

On a side note: You may also want to be that voice in other people’s lives. Tell 

people when you notice something that they do well. It might be uncomfortable at first, but 

you will soon realize that it feels good to pay genuine compliments! 
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Know Your Passions 
Kurt Warner was able to articulate his passion faster than any of the other serious players I 

interviewed. He didn’t have to think twice about his answer. “I’m passionate about being 

excellent in all I do.” 

If you don’t know what you’re passionate about, you will drift around, trying one 

thing after another. That might be fine when you’re young, when you’re trying to figure out 

what works for you. But when you’re in your thirties or older and you still don’t know what 

your goal in life is, you will find yourself reluctantly going through the motions day in and 

day out.  

The problem is that most of us don’t know what our goals are. The solution? Write 

down your mission statement. If you’re stuck, use a tool such as Lori Beth Jones’ book, 

The Path (Hyperion, 1996). I remember sitting down on the floor in a large Barnes and 

Noble many years ago during a business trip to New York City. I spent perhaps an hour 

following the author’s recipe for writing my mission statement and tweaked it some on my 

flight back to Taiwan later that week. “My purpose is,” I wrote, “to communicate God’s 

truth and purpose and to inspire excellence.” 

Since that time, I’ve been able to use the statement as a measurement when I looked 

at a new position. Time and again, I’d ask myself, “Would this role allow me to 

communicate God’s truth and purpose and to inspire excellence?” Having done this 

research on serious play, I have added to my questions, “Which of my skills can I best use 

in this role? Does this role allow for me to live out some of my life passions? Will I be able 

to contribute to society in a meaningful way through this role?” 

Although having a mission statement might seem fairly one-dimensional, it is in 

fact not. When I asked Kurt about his passions, he added that his passion to be excellent 

didn’t only pertain to sports. It carried over into “being a husband, a dad, giving a speech, 

or in terms of my character.” Similarly, for Sarah Sumner, writing a mission statement 

almost twenty years ago has been like a compass throughout her career. Her mission? To 

build integrity in the church. 

In my case, working for biblical equality isn’t part of my mission statement. It is far 

from being one of my main passions. I am more passionate about seeing people come to an 

understanding of God’s purpose with their lives. Ironically, gender roles are wrapped up in 

that.  
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And I am well aware of the fact that if I fight to be heard more than I fight to love, I 

might win a battle, but I’d lose the war. I would completely miss my goal of 

communicating God’s truth and purpose, and most definitely not inspire excellence. 

Look Beyond Yourself 
Despite what popular culture tells you about life being all about you, you know full well 

that it’s not. Life is most rewarding when you turn away from your own needs and desires 

and serve a greater purpose. In Culture Making (InterVarsity Press, 2008), Andy Crouch 

points to the importance of making a difference in our world through the way that we work 

together in community: 

Find a community, a small group who can lovingly fuel your dreams and puncture your 
illusions. Find friends and form a family who are willing to see grace at work in one 
another’s lives, who can discern together which gifts and which crosses each has been 
called to bear. Find people who have a holy respect for power and a holy willingness to 
spend their power alongside the powerless. Find some partners in the wild and 
wonderful world beyond church doors. And then, together, make something of the 
world.11 

Remember that God created us for community. When our focus turns inward, we 

become self-centered. Miserable. No fun to be around. Many years ago in Taipei, worship 

leader Bob Fitts referred to this tendency to focus on ourselves as having “ingrown 

eyeballs,” and he encouraged the audience to take our eyes off ourselves, to turn them to 

Jesus and to the people God placed around us. 

Doing so can make a tremendous difference in our day-to-day lives. After many a 

conversation about serious play, a friend recently shared how she has grown to enjoy work 

far more over the past year. Her responsibilities haven’t changed at all. Nor has her 

environment. What changed was the fact that she realized that God gave her an opportunity 

to share life with a group of people at work, and if she walked around being miserable most 

of the time, she wasn’t able to love the people around her.  

Look Out for Yourself 
Anyone who has been on commercial flights would be familiar with the announcement, “In 

case of loss of cabin pressure, oxygen masks will drop from the ceiling above you. Please 

                                                
11 Andy Crouch, Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 

Press. 2008). 263.  
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place your own oxygen mask over your mouth and nose before assisting your neighbor.” 

To put it bluntly: You cannot help others if you yourself are dying. 

As much as you need to look beyond yourself, you also need to look out for 

yourself. Set in place habits that lead to excellence and success. This might include making 

sure you get sufficient sleep and exercise, that your schedule includes activities that 

reenergize you. It might include having to set some boundaries in areas where your energy 

gets unnecessarily depleted. Or it might mean asking for help when you are simply 

overwhelmed, or seeking professional help in areas where your life has spun out of control. 

Looking out for yourself includes knowing yourself well enough to recognize when 

a specific position does not suit your skills and your passions, and taking the necessary 

steps to move to a more suitable position, if possible. It may also include meeting with 

some trusted mentors who can ask the difficult questions of you and help you get on a path 

to serious play.  

Once you are flourishing again, serious play may becomes the means by which you 

get invited to assist them with their oxygen masks, the blue ocean strategy for making your 

faith attractive to people who have lost interest in religion. 

The Blue Ocean Approach to Life 
While living in Indonesia, I made several trips to Malaysia for job interviews with a group 

that does international consulting in business strategy. For the interviews, I had to study 

their bestselling book, Blue Ocean Strategy (Harvard Business Press, 2005). 

I was honored when they approached me about the position, although a job in that 

direction wasn’t quite what I had envisioned myself doing next. I thought of it as being an 

opportunity to take a huge risk and to learn a lot. I knew that the position would only be a 

pit stop of sorts, a place where I would learn and move on when the time was right. 

After a slew of interviews, the people at the institute and I agreed that the position 

wasn’t the best fit. To be honest, I felt relieved. I was confused, though, as to where the 

short journey with that group fit into my own story. (As a person with the strength of 

connectedness, I’m always looking for the connections between different aspects of my 

life.) 

From my current vantage point I believe it may have simply been a way for God to 

teach me about business strategy, a field that I had never read before. Nowhere in my 
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library were there any books on strategy. But because of my new acquaintances in 

Malaysia, I learned about ways of doing things that not only set companies apart from their 

competition, but also do not require a huge investment in research and development.  

Although blue ocean strategy typically refers to the business world, to groups such 

as Cirque de Soleil, who reinvented the circus experience, or to Apple’s iTunes store that 

became the tool that set them apart from the competition, the blue ocean strategy can also 

be applied to problem solving. As such, cities and countries have used the approach to 

solve issues with resources. The blue ocean approach to problem solving involves looking 

at the problem in ways where you might simply shift resources around, or where you 

inspire underperformers in a variety of ways. 

With the problems the church is facing—whether it’s the image problem to which I 

referred earlier, the problems brought about due to the divide between the sacred and 

secular, due to gender inequality, or due to people feeling like the church no longer has 

anything to offer them in other facets of their lives—approaching life and work as serious 

play might, in fact, offer the blue ocean solution to the church’s problem. 

Rather than trying to build bigger and better churches and put on programs that are 

supposed to compete with all the other entertainment people are getting, take a fresh look at 

the blueprints. Face the fact that God had intended life to be lived differently altogether. 

God never intended for us to have religious clubs, but instead, his desire has been to 

have a relationship with us that would transform the ways we approach all of life. He never 

intended for the church to be sitting around while being entertained. He never intended for 

half the church to be kept in submission. He never intended for the church to be rich and 

not care about the poor and the marginalized. 

Instead, God intended life with him to be rewarding because of the freedom his Son 

purchased for us, because we could once again walk with the Creator and live overflowing 

with compassion for others, with joy because we are able to use the skills and passions 

which he had endowed each one of us. And in doing so, we become walking billboards for 

the God who said, “I came so [you] can have real and eternal life, more and better life than 

[you] ever dreamed of ” (John 10:10, The Message). 
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What Then Shall I Do With My Life? 
Howard Thurman (1899-1981) encapsulates this invitation by Jesus to a life of abundance. 

As Thurman asks God for the courage to really live, my prayer for you is that God will 

likewise give you the courage to live as a serious player, fully engrossed in your role in 

God’s Story, enjoying life and work in 4D. 

Give me the courage to live! 
Really live—not merely exist. 
Live dangerously, 
Scorning risk! 
Live honestly, 
Daring the truth— 
Particularly the truth of myself! 
Live resiliently— 
Ever changing, ever growing, ever adapting. 
Enduring the pain of change 
As though ’twere the travail of birth. 
Give me the courage to live, 
Give me the strength to be free 
And endure the burden of freedom 
And the loneliness of those without chains; 
Let me not be trapped by success, 
Nor by failure, nor pleasure, nor grief, 
Nor malice, nor praise, nor remorse! 
Give me the courage to go on! 
Facing all that waits on the trail— 
Going eagerly, joyously on, 
And paying my way as I go, 
Without anger or fear or regret 
Taking what life gives, 
Spending myself to the full, 
Head high, spirit winged— 
On . . . on . . . till the shadows draw close. 
Then even when darkness shuts down, 
And I go out alone, as I came, 
Naked and blind as I came— 
Even then, gracious God, hear my prayer: 
Give me the courage to live!12 

 

May it be so. Amen! 

                                                
12 Howard Thurman, as quoted in William C. Placher, Callings: Twenty Centuries of Christian Wisdom 

on Vocation. (Grand Rapids, MI, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 2005). 385-388 



 236 

 

Discussion Questions and Further Reading 
1. If you are of the mind that the Bible calls for hierarchy among men and women, read 

the Story again. Consider the roles both men and women played. Look at the roles of 

the following women in particular: Miriam, Deborah, Huldah, Esther, Mary, Priscilla 

and Junia. 

2. How do you think our understanding of the Biblical view on gender roles may have 

been different had any of the books been written by women?  

3. Do you have a mission statement for work and life? Consider writing one. Ask close 

friends to give you feedback as to whether or not they see it as fitting for your life. 

4. Are there some serious players in your world, people who energize your place of work 

and living? How can you become a serious player who can have a positive influence 

on your world? 

5. Which habits can you set in place to lead to excellence and success? 

6. If you have a hard time setting boundaries, read John Townsend and Henry Cloud’s 

brilliant book, Boundaries (Zondervan, 1992). 

7. Now, are you ready to write your own story of how you became a serious player? 
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9. Postscript:  
Serious Play in Ancient China 

While I was working on my dissertation, it dawned upon me what a profound impact 4D 

serious play may have had on missions in China. Join me for a brief trip down the path of 

Christianity in China up to the end of the Qing Dynasty. 

China: God’s Country 
To say that China is a complex country is an understatement. The cultures and traditions 

within the country differ vastly from city to city and province to province. I look warily at 

anyone who presents themselves to be an expert on “The Central Kingdom,” which is what 

the name translates to in English. Not even political rules are the same throughout all the 

provinces. In some places, for example, the one-child policy is still strictly enforced while 

in other, more rural provinces, families may have several children. Or, a few cities have 

democratic elections; most do not.  

I’ve had the privilege of visiting China a number of times for business. Plus, having 

lived in Taiwan, I had read a fair amount about the country and its people. My most 

meaningful interaction with China came during my doctoral studies, when one of my 

classes included traveling to several large cities in China, where we visited with community 

leaders and learned not only about current practices in the field of church and missions, but 

also about the history of the country. 

In Beijing, Singaporean-Chinese scholar and businessman C.K. Thong mesmerized 

us with stories of ancient Chinese culture. He pointed out that the original name of China 

was “God’s Country,” or Shen Zhou.1 The ancient Chinese worshiped Shang Di, the 

sovereign God of whom no idol could be carved. (If you ever find yourself in Beijing, read 

                                                
1 Chan Kei Thong, Faith of Our Fathers: God in Ancient China. (Shanghai, China: Publishing Group 

Orient Publishing Center, 2006), 225. Exploring several ancient Chinese pictograms, Thong explains that 
what is now known as the biblical story of Creation was at one point in ancient history also the Creation story 
known in Chinese culture. This is especially significant when one considers that the first records of Chinese 
characters date back to approximately the same time as the dispersing of races at the Tower of Babel. Ibid 53. 
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more about the history of the Temple of Heaven, where the emperor historically would 

bring sacrifices to Shang Di each year.)  

During the Zhou Dynasty (almost 900 years B.C.), the emperors broke with the 

tradition of bringing sacrifices to Shang Di. What’s more, they changed the name of the 

country to Chung Guo, the Central Kingdom. In other words, they switched their identity 

from being God’s country to believing they were the center of the world with the dragon 

being the symbol of their emperors. More and more, China moved away from their roots. 

Fast-forward nearly a thousand years, and over in Rome, Caesar Augustus ascended 

to power. For a change, the Roman Empire was largely free of large-scale disputes. During 

this period, known as the Pax Romana, Rome built a vast network of roads across the 

empire. As these roads expanded eastward, the silk trade expanded. The Silk Road not only 

facilitated commerce, but also the spread of religions.  

Early Serious Players in Ancient China 
This is, in fact, how the very first Buddhist and the first Christians made their way to 

China. By A.D. 635, the Nestorians made their way to China as traders, carpenters, 

blacksmiths, weavers, secretaries and doctors. They settled in the city now known as Xian, 

the capital of the Tang Dynasty, where they also built a monastery and later, a pagoda, 

which stands to this day.2  

Franciscans also made their way to China during the Yuan/Mongol Dynasty and 

served as diplomats in Kublai Khan’s court. By 1266, when Marco Polo met the Mongol 

leader, the khan sent him back to Italy with a request for the pope to send 100 missionaries 

to China to teach the Chinese and Mongol people the Christian ways.3 Rome responded by 

sending one man, who arrived after the khan’s death.  

Less than a century later, when the first emperor of the Sino-centric Ming Dynasty 

took power, Christianity was shunned as an outsider’s religion. 

Things Are Starting to Look Like Real Serious Play  

                                                
2 The Syro-Oriental Church is incorrectly called the Nestorian church. However, since this name has 

made its way into tradition, I will refer to it as such, albeit technically incorrect. The Red Guard destroyed the 
monastery during the Cultural Revolution, but the pagoda stands to this day. 

3 Kublai Khan’s mother was a Nestorian Christian, and she encouraged her son to allow religious 
freedom. He himself, however, embraced Buddhism. 
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Back in Europe, the Reformation led to a Counter-Reformation from Rome, which ignited 

a renewed interest in reaching China with the gospel. The most noteworthy of Catholic 

missionaries sent the China was a Jesuit named Matteo Ricci (ma-TAY-yo RICH-y), who 

arrived in Macau in 1582.  

Ricci, described as “one of the most intellectually talented missionaries in all of 

Christian history,”4 established trust and relationships by dressing like the Chinese, 

mastering both oral and written Chinese, and using business as a way to win the trust of the 

emperor himself.  

Ricci contributed to the culture through his teaching on sciences. As an astronomer, 

he was able to precisely calculate the date of a 1592 solar eclipse. Seeing that performing 

special rites and rituals at the time of solar and lunar eclipses was one of the most important 

duties of an emperor of China, Ricci succeeded in gaining access to the emperor. He was 

even given a position in the emperor’s court, which afforded him the guanxi he needed to 

influence the Son of Heaven. 

Serious Play Leads to Good Guanxi 
Guanxi (pronounced GWONE-shee) is the Chinese word for mutually beneficial 

relationships. In relationships within any Chinese context, “to be successful in business, 

you must blend formal relationships with personal ones. Guanxi refers to the delicate art of 

building and nurturing such ties.”5 The four legs upon which good guanxi is built are favor, 

adaptation, dependence and trust. 

 

 

 

 
1 

 

Ricci was a master at building phenomenal guanxi by introducing the world map, 

Western mathematics, and astronomy to China. In terms of evangelism, Ricci aimed for “a 

                                                
4 David Burnett, The Spirit of China: Roots of Faith in 21st-Century China (Grand Rapids, MI: Monarch 

Books, 2008), 31. 
5 Robert Buderi and Gregory T. Huang, Guanxi: Microsoft, China, and Bill Gates's Plan to Win the Road 

Ahead (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 2006), 6.  
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deeply-rooted indigenous church of sincere Christians rather than a multitude of half-

hearted candidates for baptism.”6  

He used his platform as a skilled scientist with an obvious passion for his trade to 

reintroduce the gospel to the people of God’s country. The legacy of the 4D serious player 

Matteo Ricci became entrenched in the history of China. 

One of Ricci’s most gifted successors, Ferdinand Verbiest, likewise used his 

platform as a gifted scientist to build strong relationships with key decision leaders in 

China. During the Qing Dynasty, Verbiest was even given an imperial appointment in the 

area of astronomy. He built a very close relationship with Emperor Kangqi, and it is 

believed that Kangqi even converted to Christianity as a result of his friendship with 

Verbiest. As such, Verbiest is another example of a 4D serious player, using not only his 

skills and passions in the field of astronomy to serve God, but also introducing the emperor 

to the gospel.  

In an unfortunate turn of events, after Kanqi’s death in 1723, his successor ordered 

all churches to be demolished or taken over for other uses, and missionaries to be expelled. 

It took close to a century before the first Protestant missionary officially set foot in 

China. Arriving in September of 1807, Robert Morrison set out to study Chinese and was 

soon hired to work for the British East India Company. His Chinese abilities enabled him to 

enter into the business world and thus build relationship with the Chinese and the BEIC 

alike. At the time, Christianity was still under severe persecutions. 

While working diligently as an interpreter for the BEIC, Morrison translated the 

Bible, completing both testaments within twelve years. He was clear about the fact that not 

he, but God, would win over the Chinese, and baptized the first convert seven years after 

arriving in China. He only baptized nine additional converts before passing away in 1834. 

The early Nestorians, Matteo Ricci and his successors, and Robert Morrison had 

this in common: The work they performed in China as scientists, linguists and businessmen 

provided the context for all four legs of good guanxi.  

These men were 4D serious players, able to use their skills in conjunction with their 

passions, performing meaningful work, and using their work as a platform to further God’s 

kingdom. Yet despite their success, they still faced severe persecution. 

                                                
6 Ibid., 189. 
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Then Came the Missionaries 
When Hudson Taylor arrived in Shanghai in the early 1850s, his goal was to take the 

gospel into the heart of China and win China over with the gospel message. Taylor founded 

China Inland Mission in 1865 as an interdenominational mission, and within 30 years of its 

founding, there were more than 600 CIM missionaries all across China. CIM missionaries 

dressed like the Chinese and lived among the Chinese.  

This was a very unstable time in China. The country had been weakened by the 

Opium Wars, the Taiping Rebellion, as well as with wars with Korea and Japan. During 

this time, China made treaties with several countries, ceding vast portions of land to 

Germany, France, Russia and Britain. As a result, a hate for foreigners was brewing among 

the people—no matter if they were business people, diplomats, or missionaries. 

In the spring of 1898, in the villages of the northern provinces of China, martial arts 

gangs started coming together. Foreigners referred to these young men as the Boxers. 

During their rebellion, the Boxers killed 230 Western missionaries, 79 of them from CIM. 

In 1900, they sieged and controlled Beijing until troops from eight foreign nations stepped 

in.7 By the time the Qing Dynasty collapsed in 1911, Dr. Sun Yat-Sen united the nation as 

the Republic of China. The ROC lasted for less than 40 years, when Mao and the 

Communist Party took over, the Nationalists fled to Taiwan,8 and all missionaries were 

forced out of China.  

In the past few decades, missionaries have made their way back into the People’s 

Republic of China in creative ways. It would seem to me that Christian missions in China 

had come full circle! 

Serious Play as Mission 
In terms of serious play, it is worth noting that the skills that men like Ricci, Verbiest and 

Morrison brought may have afforded them the critical fourth leg of good guanxi: trust. 

Despite the fact that history seems to suggest that it is this very component that 

seemed to have been wobbly every time things went south in China, I cannot help but 
                                                
7 Over a short period of time, the Qing dynasty crumbled. Before dying of a stroke, Dowager Cixi had 

named her nephew Puyi as heir. But Puyi’s reign was short-lived. His story is depicted in the movie, The Last 
Emperor. Sun Yat-Sen, himself a Christian, took over and founded the Republic of China. 

8 Taiwan’s official name to this day is the Republic of China, which is a political hot button for pro-
independence Taiwanese as well as pro-unificationalists in the People’s Republic of China. 
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wonder if the earlier missionaries weren’t able to better capitalize on guanxi as a result of 

gaining respect within the workplace, rather than being seen as outsiders. 

Likewise, as men and women return to the Central Kingdom, it may make all the 

difference if they would not only employ their skills as business people or as teachers but 

also use their various passions as well as their desire to make a difference in the lives of the 

people of China. Engaging in serious play, they may find, might afford them the soil for 

cultivating strong guanxi. 
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