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Introduction  
 

 
 
1. Shrek is an animated family movie franchise that popularized the often sarcastic relationship 

between an Ogre named “Shrek” and a Donkey named, well, “Donkey.” One defining moment in 
the first of the series was a scene where Shrek tried to explain the nature of Ogres.  

 
Shrek: For your information, there’s a lot more to ogres than people think. 
Donkey: Example? 
Shrek: Example… uh… ogres are like onions! 
Donkey: They stink? 
Shrek: Yes… No! 
Donkey: Oh, they make you cry? 
Shrek: No! 
Donkey: Oh, you leave ’em out in the sun, they get all brown, start sproutin’ little white hairs… 
Shrek: [peels an onion] NO! Layers. Onions have layers. Ogres have layers. Onions have 
layers. You get it? We both have layers. 
Donkey: Oh, you both have LAYERS. Oh. You know, not everybody like onions. What about 
cake? Everybody loves cake! 
Shrek: I don’t care what everyone else likes! Ogres are not like cakes. 
Donkey: You know what ELSE everybody likes? Parfaits!  
Shrek: NO! You dense, irritating, miniature beast of burden! Ogres are like onions! End of 
story! Bye-bye! See ya later. 
Donkey: Parfait’s gotta be the most delicious thing on the whole planet!1 

 
Onions versus parfaits, that was the basic set up for hundreds of jokes and punchlines for four 
more movies in which work a day Shrek the ogre is sort of transformed from a grumpy recluse to a 
grumpy hero with layers! Shrek’s grumpy take on life reminds me of the ever strained take on 

                                                
1 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0126029/quotes (accessed 6-4-16) 
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work life in which we are grumpy about it most of the time and refer to the layers of our work more 
like the stinky layers of an onion rather than the tasty layers of a parfait.  

 
2. Today we begin a new teaching series titled, “Work Life.” Everyone works in paid and unpaid 

capacities. And, most people spend a major portion of their lives working various jobs for various 
organizations and fulfilling specific roles in the marketplace and at home. The purpose of this 
teaching series is to ask important questions about the intersections of human purpose and the 
labor of work with the goal of interpreting the layers of work, as poet David Whyte once said, “as a 
pilgrimage of identity.”  

 
From now until Labor Day we are going to look at several topics including the difference between 
education and wisdom as it relates to work. And, we will deal with such frustrations as pink slips, 
dead-end jobs, and transitions between careers. We are going to look at ethics and integrity, the 
importance of unpaid work and the challenge of being underemployed and undervalued, and how 
we make sense of juggling between multiple jobs and careers taking place at the same time. 
Finally, we will explore the job/rest balance, retirement, and the dynamics of relationships in our 
various work environments. 
 
We are also going to hear from you and how you as community members interact with this whole 
topic of work life. We will have several interviews about work during the worship services.  

 
3. Today is an introduction to this series and today’s focus is a high level overview about how our 

work, paid or unpaid, can be seen as a God infused journey of discovery and identity for us as 
individuals and with others. And, we we are going to frame that journey by exploring the subtle 
differences and convergences between the layers of what we call “work,” “careers,” and 
“vocations”--the layers of the parfait!  
 

4. The Apostle Paul wrote a letter to the Early Church in the city of Ephesus that included theological 
reflections and words of encouragement. In chapter two he wrote something very provocative 
about the layers of work life: 

 
10 For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God 
prepared in advance for us to do. 

Ephesians 2:10. NIV 
 
In this brief statement Paul said that we have been created by God to be creators like God. And, 
because of Jesus we are re-created to do good. But, most provocatively Paul said that our Creator 
created us to be creators who do good works that are pre-designed for us such that when we do 
them, we are not only “doing” what we were uniquely created to do, we are being who we were 
created to be. 
 

5. I have researched the topic of work, careers and vocation in preparation for this teaching series. In 
reading about the ways that people find purpose and meaning in their work, it is very clear to me 
that work, paid or unpaid, can be a dynamic and sometimes mystical pursuit of meaning. Not 
everyone sees or experiences it that way and not everyone reaches for the “work-life-purpose” 
paradigm in those terms. Regardless, religious books and non-religious books, religious and non-
religious people tell over and again that the work they found, or they eventually found, or that 
eventfully found them was like finding a piece of themselves. What a glorious mystery! 
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It is as if the Apostle Paul tapped into a universal law of the human experience that says, “we are 
created for specific and practical purposes and it is our joy to either find those purposes or give 
ourselves permission to be found by our purposes within the timeframe of our lifetimes.” 

 
Universal law or specific Christian theology interacting with universal law--whatever it is, we find or 
are found by our specific purposes in the three layers of work life: “work,” “career,” and “vocation.” 
 
First, let’s talk about “work.” 
 
A. Finding Purpose in Work 
 
1. In saying that “we are God’s handiwork” Paul was no doubt grounding our createdness in the 

ancient theological assumption that we are given consciousness and embodiment in the image 
and likeness of God. And, in being created like God our minds, bodies and spirits have a basic 
impulse to work. Humans are hard wired to “do,” “build,” “create,” and “fix” things. We love 
organizing, re-organizing and even disrupting things such that new things can be created.   
 

2. There are challenges and tensions that come with our impulse to work, though. At its most basic 
level work is something we do because, beyond wanting to do it, sometimes we have to do it. If 
we want to enjoy clean homes, we have to clean them whether we enjoy it or not. If we want to 
have money to buy food or necessities, most people have to go to work to earn money and they 
may or may not enjoy the job they have to hold to earn the money to buy the food. So, on a very 
primary level work can be simply doing a job or jobs that may function as a part of our purpose, 
but really we feel like, well, to quote Shrek: “dense, irritating, miniature beasts of burden!” 

 
3. Beast of burden or not, there is something very authentic and human in simply doing work just 

because it has to be done. And, sometimes it is when we are just “doing the job,” that something 
surprising and altogether mystical can be trigged that takes us to a different level of purpose. 

 
It was an American journalist who once said:  

 
“Work is about the search for daily meaning as well as daily bread, for recognition as well as 
cash, for astonishment rather than torpor (or lethargy); in short, for a sort of life rather than a 
Monday through Friday sort of dying.”2 

 
4. Noramay Cadena is a woman who began such a search when she was thirteen and her mother 

took her to the bungee cord factory where she worked. In a “just doing the job” type environment 
she awakened to a deeper sense of career and vocation. She recalled that: 

 
A bell rang in the morning, and that meant it was time to start. All these people sat on both 
sides of a really long table. Along the table were big piles of plastic hooks. I spent eight hours a 
day putting hooks into bungee cords, making piles, tying the piles, and delivering them to a 
different station.  
 

                                                
2 Isay, Dave. Callings: The Purpose and Passion of Work (A StoryCorps Book) (p. 3). Penguin Publishing Group. Kindle 
Edition. 
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What I remember most is my mom being proud that her daughter was there, but at the same 
time not wanting other people to talk about me, which is why she kept saying, “Sit up straight! 
Work faster! Don’t talk! You’re not doing it right!” I remember the bells that rang for breaks. I 
remember the lines to heat up your lunch. I remember thinking, I don’t like this place, and I 
don’t want to work here. I don’t even like it that my mom works here. That first summer working 
in the factory was enough to show me what my life would be like if I didn’t do anything 
different.3 

 
Later, in high school, a recruiter stopped Cadena at school telling her that because she was really 
good at math and science, she should consider engineering. She did that and, though being a 
single mother in college, she pursued engineering all the way through an MBA and masters in 
engineering systems at the esteemed Massachusetts Institute of Technology. At every turn of her 
path and when entering into the workforce she remembered that factory experience and the day to 
day life that her mother and father spend doing factory work and developed a deep commitment to 
maintaining a career that improved the working conditions in factories for all who work in such a 
setting out of either desire or necessity.  

 
B. Finding Purpose in a Career 

 
1. Finding purpose in work or finding purpose in a career--what’s the difference? It would be an over-

reach to make too hard edged a distinction, but whereas as a job is more often defined as a single 
thing that can be repeated with little variation, a career is often referred to a widening course of 
progress through life.4 Career speaks to advancement and often times is accompanied by specific 
rewards and the sense that one is in a self-driven vehicle that is “going places.” Career pathways 
and trajectories continue to evolve with each successive generation.  

 
The Millennial generation has overtaken the Baby Boomers to become America’s largest 
generation.5 Multiple business journals reports that Millennials will make up 75% of the workforce 
by 2025, only 9 years from now.6 And, they report that 91% of Millennials will stay in a job for less 
than three years and have 15-20 jobs over the course of their working lives.7 One might think that 
they are “career avoidant” but that is not the case because changing jobs is different than 
changing careers--Its more like re-arranging the furniture in the same house if one continues to 
work in the same line of work, but for different companies.  

 
2. Thinking about the trajectory of careers, then, what are some of the principles that a Christ 

follower is to be aware of when pursuing a career? After all, in today’s Scripture the Apostle Paul 
said that Christ followers were “created in Christ Jesus to do good works.” There is a mountain of 
meaning in those eight words. To be created in Christ Jesus is to be re-created, filled with hope 
and a clear minded sense of being forgiven, grace-filled people. Those who awaken to Christ and 
give their lives to the ways of God in Christ are people who give themselves to the journey of 
transformation by becoming like Christ over a lifetime.  

                                                
3 Isay, Dave. Callings: The Purpose and Passion of Work (A StoryCorps Book) (pp. 77-78). Penguin Publishing Group. 
Kindle Edition. 
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Career (accessed 6-4-16) 
5 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/04/25/millennials-overtake-baby-boomers/ (accessed 6-12-16) 
6 http://www.hartfordbusiness.com/article/20140818/PRINTEDITION/140819969/millennials-to-take-over-by-2025 
(accessed 6-12-16) 
7 http://www.forbes.com/sites/jeannemeister/2012/08/14/job-hopping-is-the-new-normal-for-millennials-three-ways-to-
prevent-a-human-resource-nightmare/#4a0cf08d5508 (accessed 6-4-16) 
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So, the good works in Christ that Paul was talking about is works that reach for specific Christ-like 
ethics such as compassion, mercy, justice, and forgiveness. We are also to have a desire to work 
on diverse friendships across the spectrum but carry special concern and solidarity with the poor 
and marginalized around us, regardless of our career pathway. 

 
3. Earlier this year I was invited by a Catholic business person (who works downtown) to attend a 

series of lectures titled “Vocation of the Business Leader.” The Catholic Church published a study 
on the intersections of work and faith in the 21st century. It was excellent with one of the main 
points of emphasis being that Christ followers are strongly encouraged to live an integrated life 
where careers serve our ethical social principles and not the other way around.  
 
The Merriam-Webster Dictionary calls an inversion of career over ethics “Careerism: the way of 
behaving that involves trying to do whatever you can to make more money or get promoted at 
your job, often at the cost of one’s integrity and ethics.”8  
 
The series of lectures left us with three key questions to ponder: 

 
As a Christ follower in the marketplace: 
 

• Am I promoting human dignity and the common good in my sphere of influence? 
 

• Am I supporting the culture of life; justice; international regulations; transparency; 
civic; environmental, and labor standards; and the the fight against corruption? 

 
• Am I promoting the integral development of the person in my workplace? 

 
4. I really appreciated the fact that I was at discussion tables where women and men sincerely 

wrestled with these questions. And, we did so in light of the fact that the table partners worked in 
the marketing department at Target, as a line checker for a Canadian Railroad Company, and in 
retail sales. At first we tossed around questions such as, “how can I possible relate to justice with 
international regulations?! 
 
It took us a while to make connections to the three lofty faith and work integration questions, but 
we got there! And, we got there mostly because we became aware that while we may not be very 
influential with such things as labor standards and environmental justice, we all work with people 
who might think about such things. It is when we have conversations, lunch breaks, and water 
cooler talks with other people that our principles and values are given space to both inform and be 
informed. And, in some cases, we never know who in our peer group may go on to bring about 
important societal changes as they move on their own journey of vocation in the wider world.  
 

The most interesting part of the faith and vocation lectures was the table conversations about the 
definition of what we call “vocation.” Because, beyond the simple idea of work and the more 
complicated idea of careers, vocation is what really gets to the heart of helping us see work as a 
pilgrimage of identity. 

 

                                                
8 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/careerism (accessed 6-5-16) 
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C. Finding Purpose in Vocation 
 

1. The word “Vocation” is Latin and means “a call, summons.”9 Christian author Parker Palmer wrote 
this about vocation:  

 
“Today I understand vocation…not as a goal to be achieved but as a gift to be received. 
Discovering vocation does not mean scrambling toward some prize just beyond my reach but 
accepting the treasure of true self I already possess. Vocation does not come from a voice 
‘Out there’ calling me to be something I am not. It comes from a voice ‘in here’ calling me to be 
a person I was born to be, to fulfill the original selfhood given me at birth by God.”10 

 
These words resonate with the Apostle Paul’s belief that the creator of our souls prepares 
purposeful work for us in advance of us even knowing what it is. Although, it is very likely that our 
pre-ordained purpose or vocation that reflects our original selfhood is not like a time punch card, 
and it is not the same thing as a career arc or path. Rather, it is a set of themes that lure us 
throughout our lifetime both in sync and sometimes regardless of the other layers of our work life. 

 
 
2. One example of a person who heard a vocational calling from within is Dana Viviano. She had 

already discerned the narrative of being a healing presence as part of her vocational call. It was in 
a specific experience, though, that her vocation came into an even sharper focus. The following 
interview was broadcast on National Public Radio in 2009.11 

 

 
 

Transcript of Dana Viviano Interview by her daughter Sarafina  
 

Sarafina Viviano (SV): I understand your mom had breast cancer. 
Dana Viviano (DV): Mm-hmm. 
SV: What was that like? 
DV: It was very scary. She had been very sick, and they took her to a hospital. And a physician 
came out to talk to us when we got there and told us that she had cancer, and that they didn’t 

                                                
9 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vocation (Accesed 6-4-16) 
10 Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation, © 2000 Jon Wiley & Sons. Pages 10. 
11 Isay, Dave. Callings: The Purpose and Passion of Work (A StoryCorps Book) (p. 109). Penguin Publishing Group. 
Kindle Edition. 
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expect her to survive. And I remember thinking that there was a way that they could have told 
us that was softer. 
SV: Is that why you wanted to become a cancer nurse? 
DV: You know, I think so. I can’t imagine doing anything else. 
SV: How’s it feel to you telling someone they’re going to die. 
DV: It’s horrible. A lot of times when you get to that point, they know it, and you know it. 
Because they don’t feel good, and they know what we’re doing to them is not making them 
better. So a lot of times when we have that talk with them, they’ve kind of prepared for it. 
SV: Are you friends with some patients? 
DV: Mm-hmm. They all teach you something. They’ve taught me to celebrate the smallest 
things in life like hair growing back. I learn about fear, and I learn about hope. And I really learn 
what love is. And love is that deep intense feeling for another person’s soul, and that it’s ok to 
let that person go. We all don’t know how long we’re going to be on this planet, and that’s why 
it’s important to love each other, and to, you know, cherish a human being. 
SV: I really think God wanted you to be what you are, because you’re awesome at it. You 
make patients smile. You walk in the room and they’re all like “Dana! Oh my gosh, she’s here.” 
To me, you are maybe the angels on earth. You come down and try our best to heal people. 
You are my hero. 
DV: Thank you. 

 
“To me, you are maybe the angels on earth. You come down and try your best to heal people.” That 
is the language of vocation.  
 
Conclusion 

 
How are we to discern the voice of vocations ‘in here’ calling us to be a person we were born to be, 
fulfilling the original selfhood given us at birth by God? We will turn to that next week when we look 
more closely at the ways one finds or is found by their life vocation.  We will also look at how 
sometimes we run away from our vocations because we are afraid of what it might mean for the 
trajectory of our lives. 

 
In the meantime, it is important to simply remember that all of the layers of our work life—work, 
careers, and vocation are God infused and part of our journey of discovery and identity as individuals 
and with others.  
 
Prayer 
 
Creator of our souls and shaper of our vocations—we pray that you help us be fully awake to finding 
purpose in all of our work, reach for ongoing renewal in our career work, and discernment in the 
themes of vocation that will arc over the span of our lifetimes. In the name of and for the sake of 
Christ. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As our week now begins, may every day remind us that our work, careers, and vocations, paid or 
unpaid, are part of us being on a God infused journey of discovery and identity as individuals and with 
others. Go in peace. Amen. 
 


