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WORK AS SACRAMENT: THE QUAKER
BRIDGE FROM SUNDAY TO MONDAY
Kent Walkemeyer

W

ork is fundamental to human experience. Whether we imagine
paid employment, household chores, or voluntary service to our
neighbors and world, we recognize the vast space that work occupies
in our lives. Although much of our lives are consumed by work, most
1
of us attempt to resist self-identifying primarily with our work. We
have been encouraged not to allow our work to define the core of our
being, yet this has contributed to a tendency toward partitioning that
then leads to incongruent living.
This paper offers a practical perspective for considering the
intersection of our work and our Christian faith. It arises from pastoral
efforts to guide Christians into patterns of more congruent living,
to help them make deeper connections between their, so to speak,
Sunday and Monday lives. The Quaker testimony of sacramental living
provides a foundation for the guidance here. The recognition of the
sacramental possibility inherent in our daily lives challenges us to see
our work experiences as opportunities to encounter God. Too many
of us have been seduced by the dualistic tendencies of our culture.
An incomplete understanding of the Christian experience contributes
to the separation of life into the religious and regular. Hearing again,
or maybe for the first time, the deep Quaker conviction about the
present reality of Jesus can help bring congruence to divided lives.
After offering a definition of work and an introduction to the
problem of incongruence, I will explain how the Quaker phrase “the
sacramental life” has developed and show how this deep Quaker
conviction helps address the stated problem. I summarize the helpful
ideas from three popular Quaker authors who have addressed the
sacred possibility of our work, then I finish with a few practical ideas
for ways we can consider work a sacrament.
Work is the expenditure of physical or mental energy for purposes
2
of sustaining life and culture. It is not limited by our employment,
though it includes such. All of us also work without pay, at home,
in the neighborhood, at church, in other places and ways. This
definition reflects the way volunteers, retired persons, homemakers,
46
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and others spend their time and energies. The question of vocation,
though important, will not be addressed in this project. The Quaker
understanding of sacrament applies more readily and understandably
to actual experiences of work than to the ideals of vocation. The
variations of theologies of vocation, along with the need to streamline
this project, compel me to narrow our focus.
Though work is fundamental to human experience, it is often
3
aggravating. Peruse the shelves of a bookstore to find titles like The
Working Wounded (Bob Rosner), The Working Life: The Promise and
Betrayal of Modern Work (Joanne Ciulla), Take This Job and Love It:
How to Find Fulfillment in any Job You Do (Matthew Gilbert), and
Blood, Sweat and Tears: The Evolution of Work in America (Richard
Donkin). We know we are not alone in our experiences of feeling
sometimes overworked, underappreciated, alienated, and dissatisfied.
And, unemployment brings an entirely new kind of pain. Work is not
always frustrating, of course. Many of us enjoy our work, including
our working relationships and responsibilities, and we find great
fulfillment in what we do. We understand that work consists of a
mixture of joy and frustration, of fulfillment and pain, of good times
and bad. The realization that we cannot avoid work seems to magnify
the frustrations associated with it.
Christians are not immune to work frustrations. In fact, Christian
commitments often complicate work frustrations in at least one
particular way. Because we are taught that God’s grace and our identity
is not based on what we do, we have too often relegated what we do
and our pursuits of faith to separate sectors of life. It often feels as if
we are attempting to live in two separate and disconnected worlds.
One world involves our spiritual pursuits of worship, prayer, religious
learning, and spiritual community; the other world includes task lists,
balance sheets, bosses, and deadlines. The bridge between the two
eludes us and, when discovered, is precariously crossed. Work often
feels as if it has no connection to spiritual life; spiritual life often feels
as if it has no application to work.
Where, then, can we find a model of congruent living? How can
we develop a perspective that helps us integrate our faith into all areas
of life and our whole life into our faith? The Quaker understanding
of life provides a paradigm that helps bridge the gap between the
perceived sacred and secular spheres of life. Friends believe and teach
that all of life can be sacred. They believe it is a mistake to distinguish
between certain activities as holy and the remainder of life as necessarily
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common or secular. God is present, accessible, presently speaking and
active in far greater ways than we regularly perceive. God’s life can
inhabit people and events. We can live in tune with God such that
each action and every part of life is lived unto God and for God’s
glory. The language some twentieth-century Friends have chosen to
describe this possibility is “life is a sacrament,” or “the sacramental
4
life.” This concept offers genuine help to the consideration of how
one’s work and faith connect.
Christians commonly apply the term “sacrament” to specific
physical liturgical acts perceived to have spiritual significance.
Augustine’s definition, “a visible sign of an invisible reality,” is still
popular. Quaker theologian Alan Kolp defines a sacrament as a “bridge
5
between the divine and the human.” It is the visible component of
an encounter with God, in which an invisible God is revealed by
6
visible means. Jesus then, the fullest revelation of God, is the unique
7
sacrament. Friends believe that God is encountered in far more and
diverse ways than Christians have typically imagined. A sacrament will
be found wherever God is revealed; therefore all of life is potentially
sacramental.
John Punshon’s 1992 article in the Evangelical Friend describes the
8
statement, “all life is sacramental,” as a well-known Quaker phrase. A
historical study reveals, however, that the language of the sacramental
9
view of life is, in reality, a twentieth-century development. The
Friends view of the sacramental life finds its roots in the seventeenth
century, even if the actual language does not appear until later. The
concept was not foreign to early Friends; it simply was not as clearly
communicated in their literature. Most of the Quaker writings related
to the sacraments have either been warnings against substituting
traditional Christian sacramental rites for the reality of the presence of
the living Christ, or they are biblical defenses of the Quaker position.
Beginning with Fox, Quakers have argued vehemently against what
we perceive to be heretical and dangerous abuses of religious symbols
in Christian practices. When responses from other Christians have
challenged Friends’ interpretation of Scripture, Quaker writers have
carefully presented an apologetic for our convictions.
The Friends movement entered the twentieth century with its
leaders looking for new ways and new words to communicate their
core convictions. The abusive practices of water baptism and the
Lord’s Supper were either not as severe or not as evident to Friends.
Many Christian denominations found Quaker testimonies agreeable
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with their own convictions and practices, and ecumenical movements
drew Friends into deeper levels of dialogue. Believing that Friends still
had a unique message to contribute to the larger body of believers as
it relates to sacraments, some Friends began to press beyond the issues
of water baptism and the Lord’s Supper to the foundational beliefs
that had led to the specific testimonies. In 1924, Alfred Kemp Brown,
in a pamphlet on the sacraments wrote, “…all the experiences of life
10
are, when rightly viewed, sacraments of the eternal and invisible.”
Gerald Hibbert, in 1944, published a pamphlet on the Friends view of
sacraments in which the phraseology of the sacramental nature of life is
pervasive. In describing the early Friends, he writes that they were “so
filled with the Spirit and so conscious of the Divine Indwelling that the
11
whole of life became sacramental to them.” His intent was to draw
attention away from the two physical acts that Friends do not practice,
toward the positive testimony of the Friends’ understanding of the
sacramental life. Expressions such as these reflected a change in Quaker
language, as Quaker writers began to express their understanding of
God’s nature and presence in new ways. Wilmer Cooper believed
this twentieth-century change of language was influenced in part by
the teaching about the sacramental nature of the universe by William
Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury, in his 1934 book, Nature, Man
12
and God. Whatever the causes, numerous Quaker writers returned to
the core convictions underlying the specific testimonies and discovered
new ways of expressing the core.
The heart of the Friends message is that Christ can be known
immediately and experientially without dependence upon religious,
human, or outward aids; and that this experience leads to the bringing
13
of one’s whole life under Christ’s transforming power. Divine
encounters are not limited to or dependent upon liturgical practices.
Every person, in every circumstance, at any time, may experience what
14
Thomas Kelly calls “the cosmic Sacrament.”
In the later twentieth century, three popular Quaker writers have
related the sacramental view of life to the specific issue of work. Elton
Trueblood, in The Common Ventures of Life: Marriage, Birth, Work
and Death, offers insights to help unite the common and divine. The
sacramental idea is that God is recognized by virtue of some “utterly
15
common substance.” Using the Protestant examples of baptism and
the Lord’s Supper, Trueblood notes that Christians have met God
16
in the most common and accessible of the earth’s resources. “God
is known best, not by separation from common things, but by such
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identification with them that we find the divine meaning latent in
17
them.” He continues to explain how common life experiences, like
marriage, raising children, working, and dying, are the places life can
become the most sacramental. In Your Other Vocation, Trueblood
invites workers to learn the way of the sacramental life by recognizing
their partnership with God. “They are sharing in creation when they
18
develop a farm, paint a picture, build a home or polish a floor.”
“Toil then becomes holy, because it is by toil that men can prove
19
themselves creatures made in God’s image.” Trueblood’s chapter
on the sacraments in The People Called Quakers continues to address
the understanding that “ours is a sacramental universe,” in which
any physical reality “might reasonably be used by God for a spiritual
20
purpose.”
A second author reflects his Quaker influence by encouraging us
to consider the spirituality of work. Parker Palmer shares a personal
experiment of attempting to live a monastic-type life in his book, The
Active Life: A Spirituality of Work, Creativity, and Caring. Pursuers
of God have tended to value “the inward search over the outward
act, silence over sound, solitude over interaction, centeredness
and quietude and balance over engagement and animation and
21
struggle.” We perceive normal, working folks at a disadvantage
in spiritual development. After Palmer realized he was not cut out
for the contemplative life, he developed a spirituality of activity,
demonstrating that action and contemplation are not contradictions
but complements, “poles of a great paradox that can and must be
22
held together.” Palmer names action as a sacrament: the “visible
form of an invisible spirit, an outward manifestation of an inward
23
power.”
Richard Foster begins his best-known book, Celebration of
Discipline, stating that the spiritual life and the spiritual disciplines are
for “people who have jobs, who care for children, who wash dishes
24
and mow lawns.” Using Brother Lawrence and Frank Laubach as
examples later in his book, Foster encourages living daily demands in
a state of worship, adoration, and listening to God, recognizing the
25
sacramental experience available in common daily routines. This idea
is more fully developed in the final chapter of Streams of Living Water.
One of six different Christian traditions, or streams, is described as
“The Incarnational Tradition: Discovering the Sacramental Life.”
It is dedicated to the ideal that common ventures and objects carry
the potential of a divine encounter. “God is manifest to us through
50

Published by Digital Commons @ George Fox University, 2007

5

Quaker Religious Thought, Vol. 109 [2007], Art. 5

work as sacrament: the quaker bridge

• 51

material means” found in the arenas of everyday life, like home, work,
26
and the community. Work can be a “place for living sacramentally,”
in which God’s presence is “manifest in the smallest, most mundane
27
of daily activities.”
With the Quaker testimony of sacramental living as our foundation,
how do we begin to practice this in our working endeavors? How can
we learn and teach others to recognize and experience sacramental
possibilities in our jobs, daily chores, and service opportunities?
Consider three practical aspects of our work and how we might
identify directions for our thoughts. If sacraments are encounters with
God, we can begin to encounter God in our work environments, our
work relationships, and our work responsibilities.
We naturally tend to associate God’s presence with particular
places: church buildings, places of private worship, Christian camps.
However, we must guard against the danger of believing that God’s
presence is confined to particular places based upon our subjective
experiences. This caution has also been a Quaker contribution. In
reality, God is no less present in coal mines and boardrooms than in
the most elegant cathedrals and among the most majestic mountains.
We know this theologically; now it is time we learn it experientially.
God’s presence fills our work environments, whether we sense God
or not. When we vacuum the house, deliver a lecture, conduct a music
lesson, or close a deal, God is always present. Once this theological
truth is established in our thoughts, we can begin to view ourselves
bringing a sense of God’s presence into our workplaces. Of course, we
know we do not magically bring it with us. However, we do accept
that God works in and through us where we are, and God’s presence
in us can strengthen the sense of God’s presence in our environments.
We pray for God’s Spirit to fill us, direct us, and minister through
and around us as we work. We can imagine God’s light radiating out
of our bodies and lives into our work environments. Our attitude of
surrender to God serves as a sacramental spirit opening the way for a
divine encounter.
Moving more specifically into a conscious sacramental mode,
we can encounter God in our work relationships. All work involves
relationships, at some level. Viewing other people as means to our ends,
serving our goals, devalues them. It reflects our own self-centeredness
and robs us of the sacramental experience. A sacramental view of life
looks for God in others. One of the powerful truths of Scripture is
28
that Jesus is revealed in those we have opportunities to serve. The
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core Quaker conviction that drives us out of our self-centeredness
and into others’ lives is the clear value of every human life. When we
value people as God does, when we see every person as an opportunity
to serve, we create the space to encounter God, and we become the
substance of the sacramental experience. “As we live, so do we carry
into the world and our relation with those in the world a sacramental
possibility, namely, that when someone encounters us, they encounter
29
the invisible reality of God.”
Finally, our work becomes sacramental when we view every task
as a holy endeavor, every responsibility as an expression of our life
with God. We need not view work activities differently than liturgical
or pietistic service. We may encounter God in the field, office, store,
or classroom just as surely as in prayer, meeting, or church. Jesus was
30
and is the fullest revelation of God: the one unique sacrament. He
revealed God to us not only in his religious activities, but also in his
daily ventures. Christians correctly embrace the humanness of Jesus:
his birth, growth, coming in the flesh, and engagement in everyday
life. If Jesus revealed God in daily ventures, if the incarnation was
pushed forward through layers of religion to the basest, human
experiences of eating, sleeping, crying, fishing, building, and relating,
then God can bring the divine to the mundane of our lives. When
we offer our bodies and all our actions to God as living sacrifices, we
31
become spiritual acts of worship. The Apostle Paul instructed slaves,
“Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the
32
Lord.” This encouragement also applies to us. We can encounter
God as we engage every task as a holy endeavor and as an offering of
worship.
There may be no better context to encounter God than in our
daily working routines and relationships. It is God’s way to infuse the
ordinary with dynamism: a bush with fire, dust with breath, silence
with voice. These become holy not by their nature but by the supernatural revelation of the Creator through the creation. Work might be
considered the least obvious place to encounter God, yet how much
more evident is God’s supernatural power when revealed in the most
natural of human environments? Is not the incarnation reflected most
clearly in the ordinary? Is not God’s power most clearly revealed in
our weakness? A turning of our eye, a tuning of our heart, an offering
of our life at work may be all we need to experience a fresh sacrament
on Monday.
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must qualify what we are saying. For example, Wilmer Cooper reminds us that “it is
simply not true that all of life is sacred and therefore sacramental, though Friends would
claim that it has the potentiality of becoming so.” Quoted in “Friends and the
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8-9.
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