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ABSTRACT

Unemployment is a persistent social and economic crisis that deprives individuals of income, dignity, purpose, and
hope. While economic and political strategies are often employed to address joblessness, this article argues for a
theological response rooted in biblical anthropology, divine providence, and the doctrine of vocation. Drawing from
Scripture and the Christian tradition, this study explores how the imago Dei shapes our understanding of Work and
human worth beyond economic productivity. The article contends that unemployment challenges the individual and
the Church to rediscover Work as a sacred calling, not merely a means of survival. It also investigates the Church's
prophetic role in addressing economic injustice perpetuating joblessness. The paper calls for a renewed ecclesial
commitment to restoring hope and promoting human flourishing among the unemployed by integrating theological
reflection with pastoral and practical action. Ultimately, this theological response does not replace economic solutions
but complements them by reaffirming the value of every human life in God's economy. As a community of hope and
justice, the Church is uniquely positioned to minister to the unemployed and advocate for structures that reflect God's
vision for Work, justice, and community.
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1. Introduction: The Crisis of Unemployment

Unemployment, traditionally defined as the condition in
which individuals capable of working and actively
seeking Work cannot find employment, remains one of
our time's most pressing social and economic crises.
Economists often measure it numerically—percentage
rates, labor force participation, and job vacancy ratios—
but these metrics fail to capture the depth of its human
toll fully. As Amartya Sen notes, being unemployed
affects more than just income; it undermines an
individual's agency, dignity, and ability to contribute
meaningfully to society.! Likewise, Joseph Stiglitz
emphasizes that unemployment generates financial
hardship and long-term psychological and relational
damage.? The International Labour Organization reports
that beyond economic losses, joblessness leads to
increasing marginalization, loss of social cohesion, and
growing despair, particularly among the youth and
vulnerable populations.2 Thus, unemployment should not
be regarded merely as an economic malfunction but a
profoundly human problem with moral and spiritual
dimensions.

Given these realities, theology has a critical voice to
offer—one that speaks not only to the "how" of labor
markets but to the "why" of human Work, dignity, and
community. Christian theology, grounded in the biblical
affirmation that all humans are made in the image of God
(imago Dei), asserts the intrinsic worth of every individual
regardless of employment status.* The Church's
theological heritage affirms Work as a vocation (vocatio),
a calling to participate in God's creative and redemptive
activity in the world.> Miroslav Volf rightly contends that
theology must not remain silent in economic suffering,
especially when structural injustices exacerbate
unemployment and devalue persons as mere economic
units.® Moreover, liberation theologians like Gustavo
Gutiérrez have long urged that the Church engage the
"signs of the times," offering both critique and hope amid
economic disparity.” Therefore, a theological response to
unemployment is not a distraction from real-world issues
but a necessary engagement with their moral and
spiritual dimensions.

This article seeks to offer such a theological
response. It begins by exploring Work's biblical and
doctrinal foundations, demonstrating how Scripture

! Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Anchor
Books, 1999), 94-96.

2 Joseph E. Stiglitz, “The Economic and Social Consequences
of Unemployment,” International Labour Review 139, no. 1
(2000): 1-17.

% International Labour Organization, World Employment and
Social Outlook 2024 (Geneva: ILO, 2024), 22-25.

* Genesis 1:26-28; see also John Paul Il, Laborem Exercens
(\Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1981).

> Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (Grand Rapids:
Eerd mans, 1931), 110-112.

frames labor not simply as toil but as divine participation
and human vocation. It then turns to the Church's role in
responding to unemployment, both prophetically—by
challenging economic systems that commodify labor—
and pastorally—by ministering to the unemployed with
compassion, dignity, and practical support. Finally, the
article proposes a theological vision of hope and human
flourishing that reimagines Work beyond productivity and
profit. Drawing on biblical theology, historical insights,
and contemporary scholarly reflections, this study aims
to provide a theological framework for addressing
unemployment that is both spiritually grounded and
socially engaged.

Ultimately, the goal is not to supplant economic
strategies with theological rhetoric, but to enrich them. A
theology of Work and human dignity can supply the moral
vision needed to challenge the reduction of human worth
to economic output. As Dorothy Sdlle argues, theology
must help communities resist dehumanizing systems
and live as alternative societies of hope.® In a world
where millions are excluded from meaningful Work, the
Church is called a sanctuary and a signpost, offering
spiritual solace, advocating for justice, and affirming that
in God's economy, every person has worth, purpose, and
a role to play. This article thus positions theology not as
a passive observer, but as a vital voice in the
conversation on Work, unemployment, and human
flourishing.

2. Biblical and Theological Foundations of
Work

The biblical witness affirms Work as a divine gift
rooted in creation and reflective of the character of God.
In Genesis 1-2, God is portrayed as a worker who
creates, orders, and blesses the cosmos. Humanity is
subsequently commissioned to "fill the earth and subdue
it" and to exercise dominion as stewards of creation
(Gen. 1:28).° This foundational narrative grounds human
labor in the imago Dei, suggesting that to Work is to
imitate God's creative and sustaining activity. Work
remains central to human identity even after the fall,
though now marked by toil and frustration (Gen. 3:17-
19). Theologically, this tension between the dignity and
difficulty of Work is further clarified in the doctrine of
vocation, where labor, regardless of its societal status, is
understood as service to God and neighbor.® Martin

& Miroslav Volf, Work in the Spirit: Toward a Theology of
Work (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 15-29.

" Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books, 1988), 38-42.

8 Dorothy Solle, The Silent Cry: Mysticism and Resistance
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 205.

9 Genesis 1:26-28; 2:15.

10 John Paul I, Laborem Exercens (Vatican City: Libreria
Editrice Vaticana, 1981), sec. 6.
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Luther emphasized this in his Reformation theology,
teaching that all forms of honest Work, from farming to
governance, are sacred callings through which God
cares for the world.** Moreover, in the New Testament,
Jesus'identity as a carpenter (Mark 6:3) and his parables
drawn from everyday labor (e.g., sowing, shepherding,
building) underscore the redemptive significance of
ordinary Work. As Miroslav Volf explains, human Work is
not merely a means of survival but a participation in
God's ongoing activity, with eschatological implications
for justice, community, and creation care.’? Thus, a
biblical and theological view of Work moves beyond
economic utility to affirm its inherent dignity, purpose,
and role in God's redemptive plan.

2.1 The Imago Dei and the Human Vocation to
Work

The doctrine of the imago Dei—that human beings
are created in the image of God—forms the theological
foundation for understanding the intrinsic dignity of Work.
Genesis 1:26-28 presents the human vocation as rooted
in divine representation: to bear God's image is to reflect
His character and participate in His Work of ordering and
cultivating creation. This calling to "have dominion" and
"subdue the earth" is not a license for exploitation but a
mandate of stewardship, mirroring God's creative and
sustaining activity.’® Scholars like Richard Middleton
argue that the image of God should be interpreted
functionally, as humanity's commission to reflect God's
rule by responsibly governing the world on His behalf.14
Work is not a consequence of the fall but an expression
of humanity's God-given purpose. Even before sin
entered the world, Adam was placed in the garden "to
work it and take care of it" (Gen. 2:15), revealing that
labor is part of God's good creation and not a
punishment.15

Moreover, the imago Dei implies that all forms of
honest Work—manual, intellectual, creative, or
administrative—carry equal value in the eyes of God.
Theologians like Karl Barth emphasize that because
humans are relational beings made in the divine image,
Work is inherently communal and directed toward the
flourishing of others.1’® This understanding counters
modern utilitarian views that equate human worth with

11 Martin Luther, "An Open Letter to The Christian Nobility,"
in Three Treatises, trans. Charles M. Jacobs (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1970), 123-125.

12 Miroslav Volf, Work in the Spirit: Toward a Theology of
Work (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 88-91.

13 Genesis 1:26-28; 2:15.

14]. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei
in Genesis 1 (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005), 27-36.

5 Anthony A. Hoekema, Created in God's Image (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 73-76.

16 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 3/2, ed. G. W. Bromiley
and T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1960), 286—89.

productivity or economic output. Instead, as John Paul Il
notes in Laborem Exercens, Work has a subjective
dimension that places the worker, not the product, at the
center of ethical concern.l” Thus, acknowledging the
imago Dei in every person compels the Church and
society to uphold workers' dignity and recognize
unemployment as an economic inconvenience and a
disruption of a person's God-given vocation. The imago
Dei not only affirms the value of human Work but also
charges communities with the moral responsibility to
create conditions in which that vocation can be fulfilled.

2.2 Work Before and After the Fall: A Redemptive
Perspective

From the beginning, Work is portrayed in Scripture
as an essential and noble aspect of human life. In the
creation account of Genesis 1-2, God himself is revealed
as a worker, forming the cosmos, organizing its
elements, and delighting in the goodness of His
handiwork. Human beings, created in the imago Dei, are
placed in the garden "to work it and keep it" (Gen. 2:15),
indicating both cultivation and care. This prelapsarian
assignment reveals that labor is neither incidental nor
punitive but is intrinsic to human identity and purpose.®
As Dorothy Bass observes, work in Eden was
characterized by harmony between humans and nature,
among people, and with God.'® Labor was cooperative
and creative, fulfilling the divine intention for stewardship
and flourishing. Thus, before the fall, Work functioned as
a joyful vocation rather than as a burdensome necessity.

However, the fall in Genesis 3 introduces a rupture
into the human experience of Work. As a consequence
of sin, labor becomes marked by pain, frustration, and
futility: "By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food"
(Gen. 3:19). Work, while not inherently cursed, is now
experienced in a fractured world where creation resists
human effort and relational brokenness infects economic
systems.?® This theological insight has enduring
relevance; it explains why Work often feels alienating
and unjust, particularly in exploitation, unemployment, or
dehumanizing labor conditions. Theologian Miroslav Volf
notes that the fall did not abolish the value of Work but
distorted its practice and social context.?! The
redemptive arc of Scripture involves personal salvation

17 John Paul 1l, Laborem Exercens (Vatican City: Libreria
Editrice Vaticana, 1981), sec. 6-7.

18 Genesis 2:15; see also John Paul 11, Laborem Exercens
(Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1981), sec. 4.

19 porothy C. Bass, Receiving the Day: Christian Practices
for Opening the Gift of Time (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass,
2001), 65.

20 Genesis 3:17-19; cf. Ellen F. Davis, Scripture, Culture, and
Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading of the Bible (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 39-41.

21 Miroslav Volf, Work in the Spirit: Toward a Theology of
Work (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 101-106.
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and the restoration of Work to its rightful place as a
means of worship, service, and community building.

The redemptive perspective on Work fully expresses
itself in Christ's life, death, and resurrection. In Jesus,
God enters human labor not as a distant observer but as
a carpenter—affirming the sacredness of manual Work
and the dignity of the working class (Mark 6:3).22 Through
His ministry, Christ proclaimed a kingdom in which
economic injustice is overturned, the marginalized are
uplifted, and labor is reoriented toward love and service.
Paul's epistles further highlight this vision by encouraging
believers to "work heartily, as for the Lord and not for
men" (Col. 3:23), framing labor as a spiritual act aligned
with the purposes of God. N. T. Wright suggests that
Christian hope includes not the abandonment of Work
but its renewal in the new creation, where redeemed
humanity will once again cultivate, build, and govern in
perfect communion with God.2 Therefore, a redemptive
theology of Work critiques the brokenness of labor under
sin and inspires active participation in God's mission to
restore dignity, justice, and joy in human labor.

2.3 Jesus and the Laboring Poor: A Kingdom
Vision

Jesus' earthly ministry was deeply embedded in
the socio-economic realities of first-century Palestine, a
world marked by heavy taxation, political oppression,
and widespread poverty. He was born into a working-
class family—his earthly father, Joseph, was a tekton, a
craftsman or builder (Matt. 13:55)—and Jesus himself
likely engaged in manual labor before beginning his
public ministry (Mark 6:3).24 His identification with the
poor and working classes was not incidental but
essential to his mission. From the beginning, Jesus
announced good news to the poor (Luke 4:18), a direct
quotation from Isaiah that signaled the arrival of God's
kingdom as a reversal of unjust structures and the
elevation of the downtrodden. Howard Thurman
observed that Jesus' message was uniquely
empowering to "those whose backs are against the wall,"
offering dignity and divine favor to those despised by
social and economic elites.?®> Thus, His ministry affirmed
the laborers' inherent worth and challenged the systems
that perpetuated their marginalization.

Jesus articulated a kingdom vision that
subverted prevailing economic norms in word and deed.

22 Mark 6:3; cf. Luke Timothy Johnson, Among the Gentiles:
Greco-Roman Religion and Christianity (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2009), 129-30.

2N T Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the
Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (New York:
HarperOne, 2008), 219-220.

24 Matthew 13:55; Mark 6:3; see Kenneth E. Bailey, Jesus
Through Middle Eastern Eyes: Cultural Studies in the Gospels
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 99-101.

His parables frequently featured agricultural workers,
day laborers, shepherds, and housekeepers—figures
representative of the working poor (e.g., Matt. 20:1-16;
Luke 15:8-10). These stories not only reflected the daily
struggles of his audience but also reimagined the
economy through the lens of divine grace, generosity,
and justice. As Ched Myers notes, Jesus deliberately
"repoliticized the economic discourse" by framing labor
and wealth in eschatological terms, calling for radical
generosity, forgiveness of debts, and equitable treatment
of workers.?6 Moreover, Jesus' critique of the rich who
exploit the poor (e.g., Luke 6:24; 16:19-31) revealed a
theological concern for structural justice, not merely
personal charity. The kingdom of God, as Jesus
proclaimed, was not just a spiritual realm but a
comprehensive vision that transformed economic
relationships and restored human dignity, particularly for
those crushed by oppressive systems.

This kingdom vision continues to challenge
contemporary Christian engagement with labor and
unemployment. Jesus' solidarity with the working poor
sets a precedent for the Church's mission to advocate for
fair wages, dignified labor conditions, and economic
systems that reflect the values of justice and
compassion. Gustavo Gutiérrez, in his theology of
liberation, asserts that the preferential option for the poor
is not an abstract principle but a concrete orientation that
demands social and economic reform inspired by the
gospel.?” Similarly, theologian Joerg Rieger argues that
Christ's presence among laborers compels the Church to
align itself with labor movements and policies that resist
exploitation and affirm human dignity.28 Thus, Jesus' life
and teachings offer spiritual encouragement to the
unemployed and underemployed and a prophetic critique
of the economic powers that render people disposable.
As the continuing body of Christ in the world, the Church
is therefore called to embody this kingdom vision by
standing with the laboring poor and advocating for a just
and compassionate economic order.

3. The Church's Role in
Unemployment

Responding to

As a spiritual and social body, the Church bears a
prophetic and pastoral responsibility to address the
unemployment crisis with theological conviction and
practical compassion. Rooted in its mission to proclaim

25 Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1996), 25-27.

26 Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man: A Political Reading
of Mark's Story of Jesus (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2008),
287-290.

21" Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History,
Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988),
135-139.

28 Joerg Rieger, No Rising Tide: Theology, Economics, and
the Future (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 72-75.
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the gospel and embody the kingdom of God, the Church
must advocate for systems that honor human dignity and
economic justice. This includes preaching about the
value of Work, actively creating opportunities for
meaningful employment, offering vocational training, and
engaging in policy advocacy. Dietrich Bonhoeffer
insisted that the Church must not simply "bandage the
victims under the wheel, but jam a spoke in the wheel
itself," highlighting the need for structural engagement
against economic injustice.?® In practical terms, local
congregations can serve as centers for job mentorship,
cooperative economic ventures, and networks of
solidarity that connect the unemployed with resources
and dignity-restoring Work.2® Moreover, public theology
demands that the Church speak truth to power,
challenging exploitative labor practices and economic
systems prioritizing profit over people. As Susan Holman
argues, early Christian traditions viewed care for the poor
and unemployed as charity and justice, grounded in the
Church's eucharistic vision of shared abundance and
mutual responsibility.3! Therefore, the Church must
stand as a transformative agent, bearing witness to a
God who hears the cries of the jobless and acts through
His people to bring economic renewal and hope.

3.1 The Church as a Prophetic Witness
Against Injustice

The Church has both a theological mandate and
a moral obligation to respond proactively to the issue of
unemployment, which undermines human dignity and
social cohesion. Rooted in the biblical understanding of
Work as a divine vocation, the Church must affirm the
inherent worth of every individual, regardless of
economic productivity. As Miroslav Volf argues, a Spirit-
shaped theology of Work must extend beyond personal
fulfilment to include the transformation of unjust
economic structures.®? Unemployment is not merely an
economic challenge but a spiritual and relational crisis,
often severing people from community, purpose, and
hope. The Church's mission, therefore, includes
advocating for economic systems that reflect the justice,
mercy, and communal care found in God's kingdom.
John Paul II, in Laborem Exercens, emphasized that
labor is a fundamental dimension of the human person
and that economic policies must be evaluated by their
impact on the dignity of workers and their families.33 In

2 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, ed.
Eberhard Bethge (New York: Touchstone, 1997), 154.

30 Darrell Cosden, The Meaning of Work: Christian
Perspectives (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2006), 101-104.
31 Susan R. Holman, God Knows There’s Need: Christian
Responses to Poverty (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2009), 56-58.

32 Miroslav Volf, Work in the Spirit: Toward a Theology of
Work (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 89-90.

33 John Paul 11, Laborem Exercens (Vatican City: Libreria
Editrice Vaticana, 1981), secs. 6-8.

this regard, the Church must serve as both a sanctuary
for the unemployed and a prophetic voice calling for a
more humane and inclusive economy.

In practical terms, local congregations can act as
centers for empowerment by offering job training, career
counseling, and entrepreneurial support grounded in a
theology of vocation. The early Church modeled this
ethic by ensuring no one among them lacked basic
needs (Acts 4:34), a vision the modern Church can
extend through social programs and partnerships with
businesses and civil society. Darrell Cosden argues that
the Church should develop a robust theology of
economics that views Work not simply as survival or
consumption but as participation in God's redemptive
purposes.3* Programs such as church-based job fairs,
microfinance initiatives, and cooperative businesses can
serve as modern extensions of this mission. Moreover,
churches in economically marginalized communities
must move beyond charity toward systemic engagement,
equipping congregants with tools for economic self-
determination. In doing so, the Church meets material
needs and restores agency and purpose to those
struggling with joblessness. As Luke Bretherton notes,
Christian social engagement must balance advocacy,
service, and formation, forming disciples who live out
economic justice as a dimension of faithful witness.3°

Beyond local initiatives, the Church must
embrace its prophetic vocation to speak truth to power
and confront structures perpetuating inequality and
exclusion. This involves challenging exploitative labor
practices, unjust trade policies, and political corruption
that disenfranchise the working poor. Dietrich Bonhoeffer
famously insisted that the Church must not merely
"bandage the victims under the wheel, but jam a spoke
in the wheel itself,"3 calling the Church to resist and
reform dehumanizing systems. As Duncan Forrester
articulated, public theology positions the Church not on
the margins but as a vital participant in the moral
discourse of society, holding institutions accountable to
the common good.3” In this capacity, the Church must
engage policymakers, business leaders, and labor
organizations with a vision shaped by the gospel:
prioritizing people over profit, inclusion over exclusion,
and justice over convenience. Through advocacy,
solidarity, and the pursuit of economic equity, the Church
becomes a foretaste of the kingdom where all are valued
and none are left without meaningful Work.

34 Darrell Cosden, The Meaning of Work: Christian
Perspectives (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2006), 88—-91.

35 |uke Bretherton, Christianity and Contemporary Politics:
The Conditions and Possibilities of Faithful Witness
(Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 204-207.

36 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, ed.
Eberhard Bethge (New York: Touchstone, 1997), 154.

37 Duncan B. Forrester, Theological Fragments: Explorations
in Unsystematic Theology (London: T&T Clark, 2005), 117—
119.
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3.2 Diakonia and Pastoral Care for the
Unemployed

The Church's diaconal ministry (diakonia)—the
service of love rooted in the example of Christ—
demands a compassionate and practical response to the
plight of the unemployed. Unemployment is not only a
financial condition but a deeply existential crisis that can
lead to shame, isolation, and the erosion of human
dignity. The Church's pastoral care must recognize these
layers and respond holistically through spiritual
accompaniment, counseling, and community support.
Henri Nouwen emphasizes that pastoral care is the
ministry of presence, where the Church becomes a
healing space for those burdened by loss and
hopelessness.3® Diakonia thus involves listening without
judgment, praying with the afflicted, and walking with
them toward renewed hope. As Philip Sheldrake
observes, Christian care must be grounded in the
Incarnation, where God enters human suffering not from
above but alongside us.? In this light, pastors and
congregations should cultivate relationships of solidarity
that resist stigmatization and foster belonging, especially
for the jobless who feel socially invisible or unworthy.

Beyond spiritual care, diakonia must also include
the practical mobilization of resources to address the
socio-economic dimensions of unemployment. This
includes food assistance, financial aid, job referrals, and
skills development—all offered in a spirit of Christian
dignity, not condescension. Dietrich Bonhoeffer's vision
of the Church as "the Church for others"4° underscores
this active posture of advocacy and support. The early
Church exemplified this diaconal model by caring for
widows and those without means (Acts 6:1-6), and
modern churches are called to revive this ethic with
intentional programs for the unemployed. Pastoral
leaders should equip laypersons to serve as mentors and
guides in navigating employment systems while forging
partnerships with organizations that provide career
development and psychological support. Amy Sherman
stresses that churches must shift from charity to
empowerment, helping individuals discover their gifts
and vocational purpose within the body of Christ and
society.*r Diakonia, therefore, becomes a bridge
between the altar and the marketplace, integrating faith
and economic flourishing.

Finally, pastoral care must confront the
theological wounds inflicted by a culture that equates

3 Henri J.M. Nouwen, The Wounded Healer: Ministry in
Contemporary Society (New York: Image Books, 1979), 42—
45.

39 Philip Sheldrake, Spirituality and Social Transformation
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2021), 87-89.

40 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, ed.
Eberhard Bethge (New York: Touchstone, 1997), 133.

4 Amy L. Sherman, Kingdom Calling: Vocational
Stewardship for the Common Good (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Books, 2011), 162-165.

identity with productivity. Unemployed individuals often
struggle with spiritual questions of worth and purpose,
especially in capitalist societies where success is
measured by output. Here, the Church must proclaim a
gospel that affirms identity in Christ above employment
status. As Jurgen Moltmann argues, human dignity is
rooted not in economic contribution but in being created
and redeemed by God.*2 The Church's liturgical life—
especially sacraments and preaching—should reinforce
this truth, offering comfort, challenge, and a renewed
vision of vocation. Furthermore, as Emmanuel Katongole
suggests, Christian communities must become "signs of
contradiction" to dominant narratives of exclusion,
forming alternative economies of grace, hospitality, and
justice.*® In this pastoral and prophetic vocation, the
Church not only binds the wounds of the unemployed but
also reimagines a society in which no one is discarded
and everyone is seen as a bearer of God's image and a
recipient of divine calling.

3.3 Equipping for Work: Vocation, Skill-
building, and Community Support

A theological response to unemployment must
include a robust vision of equipping individuals for
meaningful Work by cultivating vocation, skills, and
communal networks. Christian theology affirms that
every person has a God-given vocation that extends
beyond ecclesial roles to all spheres of life, including the
marketplace and manual labor. Vocation, from the Latin
vocare (to call), is not limited to clergy but encompasses
all Work that serves the common good. As Gustavo
Gutiérrez asserts, the call to transformation includes the
soul and the structures and systems that inhibit human
flourishing, including access to meaningful
employment.*# In this light, the Church must teach that
Work is not merely a means of survival but a form of
participation in God's ongoing creation and mission. This
understanding empowers the unemployed to see
themselves not as economic burdens but as gifted
contributors awaiting the right opportunity to serve.

Practical equipping involves intentionally
developing skills relevant to the labor market and
society's broader needs. Churches can be critical in
offering vocational training, apprenticeships, and
entrepreneurship programs, especially in under-
resourced communities. As Steven Garber argues,
vocational formation must involve the integration of faith,
learning, and living, developing people not only for jobs,

42 Jirgen Moltmann, On Human Dignity: Political Theology
and Ethics (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1984), 29-31.

43 Emmanuel Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa: A Political
Theology for Africa (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011),
109-111.

4 Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History,
Politics, and Salvation, trans. Sister Caridad Inda and John
Eagleson (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988), 154-157.
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but for lives of coherent witness.*> Partnering with trade
schools, NGOs, and business leaders, churches can
help foster environments where individuals discern their
gifts and acquire tools for sustainable livelihood.
Moreover, as Lesslie Newbigin observes, Christian
witness must take root in the "public square," equipping
believers to act justly in economic spaces that often
marginalize the poor.*¢ Equipping must be holistic—
developing character, resilience, discernment, and
practical skills. This approach addresses unemployment
and helps break cycles of poverty and dependency by
nurturing long-term capacity and confidence.
Community support is the connective tissue that
sustains vocational development and individual
perseverance. No one thrives in isolation, especially
when facing the despair of joblessness. The Church
must foster networks of encouragement, mentorship,
and accountability—what Mark Lau Branson calls
"practical ecclesiology"—where stories are shared,
dreams are affirmed. People are lifted through seasons
of waiting and rebuilding.#” This also means churches
must confront structural barriers such as discrimination,
lack of access to capital, and poor infrastructure that
disproportionately affect the unemployed. As Vincent
Bacote emphasizes, a theology of public discipleship
must include active concern for economic policy and
social systems that allow all people to contribute
meaningfully to society.*® Furthermore, programs such
as worker cooperatives, micro-loans, and mutual aid
circles—when rooted in a theology of neighbor-love—
can be transformative tools for community resilience.*® In
short, the Church must proclaim the dignity of Work and
build the practical pathways through which that dignity is
realized and sustained in real lives and local economies.

4. Toward a Theology of Hope and Human
Flourishing

A robust theology of hope and human flourishing
understands Christian hope not as mere optimism but as
a dynamic, world-transforming force rooted in the
resurrection of the crucified Christ, which impels
believers to live out the tension between the "already”

45 Steven Garber, Visions of Vocation: Common Grace for the
Common Good (Downers Grove, IL: VP Books, 2014), 32—
35.

46 |_esslie Newbigin, Truth to Tell: The Gospel as Public Truth
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 27-29.

47 Mark Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes, and Conversations:
Appreciative Inquiry and Congregational Change (Herndon,
VA: Alban Institute, 2004), 74-76.

48 Vincent E. Bacote, The Political Disciple: A Theology of
Public Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2015), 88-90.

49 Luke Bretherton, Christ and the Common Life: Political
Theology and the Case for Democracy (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2019), 122-125.

%0 Jurgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope: On the Ground and
the Implications of a Christian Eschatology (London: SCM

and the "not yet," advocating justice and compassion in
anticipation of the consummated Kingdom of God.>° Paul
Tillich's existential-theological framework complements
this by diagnosing human estrangement—sin's
alienation of self, world, and divine Ground—and
proposing the "New Being in Jesus as the Christ" as the
ontological remedy that grants the courage to affirm life
amid anxiety and doubt, thereby fostering personal and
communal flourishing.?®  Moreover, contemporary
interdisciplinary studies demonstrate that religious
narratives and practices shape moral imagination and
social well-being, showing that the hope engendered by
theological vision catalyzes virtuous dispositions,
systemic renewal, and collective resilience, thus
constituting a foundation for holistic human flourishing.5?

4.1 Work as Worship and Witness

Integrating Work as both worship and witness is
foundational to a biblical worldview, where daily labor is
seen not as a secular burden but as a sacred calling. The
Apostle Paul affirms this in Colossians 3:23-24,
encouraging believers to "work heartily, as for the Lord
and not for men."%2 This vision has deep historical roots,
exemplified by Brother Lawrence, who insisted that even
menial kitchen tasks could become holy when offered to
God in love.* Such theology collapses the false
dichotomy between sacred and secular Work, reframing
all vocations—whether in ministry, business, or
household labor—as potential acts of worship when
done with a God-centered heart.

Work is also a primary arena for Christian
witness. Tim Keller emphasizes that the workplace is
where believers serve the common good, express the
image of God through creativity and excellence, and
reflect gospel values through ethical integrity.5® The early
Church modeled this in its communal and economic life,
drawing others to faith through visible acts of
compassion and unity (Acts 2:42-47).56 R. Paul Stevens
echoes this in his theology of vocation, describing daily
labor as an "arena for discipleship" where spiritual

Press, 1967), 8.
5. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 2 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1957), 23.

52 Matthew T. Eggemeier and Peter Joseph Fritz, Religious
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University of Notre Dame Press, 2019), 45.

58 The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL:
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Work to God’s Work (New York: Dutton, 2012), 19.

56 The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL:
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maturity and public witness are cultivated.5” In this
sense, the Christian life is not compartmentalized; the
office, classroom, or construction site becomes an altar,
and our Work becomes a credible witness to the reign of
God.

Lastly, the biblical vision of the believer's identity
as prophet, priest, and king sheds further light on how
work functions as worship and witness. This tri-fold office
invites Christians to proclaim truth (prophet), intercede
and serve others (priest), and exercise wise stewardship
(king) in their professional callings.?® As Stevens
observes, this "seamless robe" of vocation helps
believers embody their faith holistically, refusing to
separate Sunday devotion from Monday's labor.5® By
living and working with this mindset, believers participate
in God's mission to renew the world, making their Work
both an offering of worship and a testimony to the
watching world.

4.2 Redefining Success and Productivity in
Christian Terms

In Christian thought, true success is reframed
not by worldly accolades but by alignment with God's
redemptive purposes, whereby individuals discern and
pursue their divinely appointed callings.®® Os Guinness
argues that the Christian vocation invites believers into a
"two-kingdom" reality, wherein success is measured by
faithfulness to God's mission rather than societal
achievement standards.f* N. T. Wright further contends
that success in the kingdom is evidenced through the
formation of Christlike character, marked by humility,
generosity, and sacrificial love, rather than mere
positional or material gain.®? This theological redefinition
challenges Christians to pursue excellence to glorify
God, viewing every task as an opportunity to advance the
reign of Christ rather than to accumulate personal honor.

Productivity, likewise, is understood in Christian
terms as faithful stewardship of time, talents, and
resources for the common good and God's glory.®?
Timothy Keller asserts that Work, when undertaken as
"worship,” reflects God's creative activity, inviting
believers to co—labor with the Creator in renewing the

57 R. Paul Stevens, The Other Six Days: Vocation, Work, and
Ministry in Biblical Perspective (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1999), 49.

58 Brian A. DeVries, “The Threefold Office of the Christian,”
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world.5* Miroslav Volf elaborates on this by emphasizing
that productivity must be infused with the Holy Spirit's
empowerment, ensuring that our laborers serve human
flourishing and justice rather than mere efficiency or
profit.85 Thus, Christian productivity is measured not by
outputs alone but by the extent to which Work contributes
to shalom—wholeness and restoration in individuals and
communities.

Finally, a Christian paradigm of success and
productivity upholds the rhythm of Work and rest as
integral to sustainable flourishing.® Dorothy Sayers
famously observed that "work is not merely a way to pay
the bills but a divine calling.” Yet, she also affirmed the
necessity of sabbath rest to preserve human creativity
and dignity.5” John Calvin's theology reinforces this
balance, teaching that Sabbath observance renews both
soul and social order, preventing exploitation and
burnout in pursuit of worldly productivity.®8 By integrating
vocation and sabbath, Christians embody a holistic ethos
in which success is found in faithful service and
sustained by divine rest, thus offering a powerful witness
to a world defined by relentless busyness.

4.3 Practical Models for
Engagement

Theological

At its best, practical theology serves as a bridge
between doctrinal reflection and lived human experience.
A theology of hope, particularly in the tradition of Jirgen
Moltmann, emphasizes eschatological anticipation and
present participation in God's redemptive mission within
the world. Moltmann argues that Christian hope is a
transformative power calling believers into active
engagement with the world's brokenness, fostering
human flourishing through communal and societal
renewal.’® Such engagement requires theological
models sensitive to context and praxis that do not merely
interpret the world but seek to change it through faithful
embodiment of gospel values. In this light, practical
theological models must become engines of hope that
empower communities to pursue justice, peace, and
holistic well-being.”®
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One practical model is contextual theology,
which insists that theology must arise from and speak to
the lived realities of specific communities. Stephen
Bevans identifies various models of contextual
theology—including the praxis and countercultural
models—that are especially suited for fostering hope and
human dignity in marginal contexts.”? These models
affirm that theological reflection is not a static exercise
but a dynamic interaction between the gospel and
culture, always rooted in local experience. A contextual
theology of hope takes seriously the suffering and
aspirations of real people, interpreting these realities
through God's promises. In this sense, contextual
theological models serve as frameworks for
understanding and catalysts for transformative action
that lead to flourishing.”? This theological approach
aligns with Bonhoeffer's vision of "a world come of age,"
where faith is lived out not in abstraction but in
responsible solidarity with others.”3

Moreover, eco-theological models offer a
promising avenue for engaging hope and human
flourishing in a time of ecological crisis. Theologies that
integrate creation care with eschatological vision, such
as those proposed by Gert Dames, push the Church to
act as a prophetic witness for environmental and social
renewal.” Eco-practical theology recognizes the
interconnectedness of human and ecological well-being
and reframes salvation as encompassing all creation. By
cultivating sustainable relationships with the earth and
one another, this model embodies a tangible hope rooted
in God's ongoing work of reconciliation. Therefore,
Practical theological engagement must involve forming
communities that resist human and ecological
exploitation and embody care, renewal, and
interdependence practices. Such models reflect the
kingdom ethic Jesus inaugurated: one that envisions
shalom, justice, and abundant life for all.

Conclusion

While often framed in economic statistics and
policy debates, unemployment strikes at the heart of
human identity and dignity. A theological response to this
crisis must begin with the recognition that every person,
employed or not, bears the image of God and thus has
intrinsic worth. From Genesis to Revelation, Scripture
affirms the value of Work, not just as a means of income
but as a divine calling that connects humanity to God's
creative and redemptive purposes. The loss of
employment, therefore, is not just a loss of wages but a
disruption of purpose and identity—a reality the Church
cannot ignore.

" Stephen B. Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2002), 118-127.

2 Emmanuel Lartey, Pastoral Theology in an Intercultural
World (Peterborough, UK: Epworth, 2006), 88-93.

3 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, ed.
Eberhard Bethge (New York: Touchstone, 1997), 381-382.

The Church's role is twofold: prophetic and
pastoral. Prophetically, it must challenge unjust systems
that exploit or marginalize workers. Pastorally, it must be
a refuge for the unemployed, offering material support,
community, prayer, and hope. Through preaching,
teaching, advocacy, and practical ministry such as job
training and mentorship, the Church can affirm that one's
worth is not defined by a paycheck but by the love and
calling of God.

Ultimately, this article affirms that, though
painful, unemployment can become a space for spiritual
growth, communal solidarity, and theological reflection.
In this space, the Church can live out its mission as the
Body of Christ, restoring brokenness, affirming dignity,
and proclaiming hope. A theological response to
unemployment does not replace economic solutions but
enriches them with meaning, justice, and compassion. In
God's economy, no one is disposable, and Work is never
merely transactional—it is transformational.
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