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C L A R I TA S  is the Latin word for 

“clarity,” “vividness,” or “renown.” For 

us, Claritas represents a life-giving truth 

that can only be found through God.

W H O  A R E  W E ?

The Cornell Claritas is a Christian thought 

journal that reviews ideas and cultural 

commentary. Launched in the spring 

semester of 2015, it is written and produced 

by students attending Cornell University. 

The Cornell Claritas is ecumenical, drawing 

writers and editors from all denominations 

around a common creedal vision. Its vision 

is to articulate and connect the truth of 

Christ to every person and every study, 

and it strives to begin conversations that 

involve faith, reason, and vocation.



C
o

rn
e

ll 
C

la
rit

a
s 

Sp
rin

g
 2

01
7

03

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
John Nystrom

FREEDOM IN VOCATION
What do we do with the time that we have?

Abigail Bezrutczyk

THE WEARINESS AND WORK OF SLOTH 
An examination into the heart and motives behind a workaholic campus

John Nystrom 

ENGLISH: IT’S A MAJOR DEAL
What the humanities teach us about valuing others 

Zachary Lee

A CALL TO WORK 
Reconciling the notions of calling and vocation 

Elizabeth Schmucker

GOD SPEAKS THROUGH OUR SPEAKERS
What pop music tells us about work 

Carley Eschliman

ORDER, DISORDER, AND REORDER
Why does work feel like work?

Emani Pollard

05

06

10

13

17

22

26



C
o

rn
e

ll 
C

la
rit

a
s 

Sp
rin

g
 2

01
7

04

CLARITAS STAFF
Photography:
David Navadeh ‘19
Jamie Wong ‘19
Advisory Board:
Nicole Riley 
Karl E. Johnson

Contibutors:
Abigail Bezrutczyk ‘20
Zachary Lee ‘20
Carley Eschliman ‘20

Editorial
Board

Production
Board

Special 
Thanks to 

The Chesterton 
House

Elizabeth Schmucker ‘19
Production Manager

Hannah Chow ‘19
Business Manager

Joshua Jeon ‘19
Blog Editor

John Nystrom ‘18
Editor-in-Chief

Andrew Shi ‘17
Editorial Staff

Emani Pollard ‘17
Editorial Staff

Mwangi Thuita ‘17
Editorial Staff

Janelle Chung ‘18
Design Manager 

Design
Board

Hannah Dorpfeld ‘17
Design Staff

Michelle Chen ‘19
Design Staff



C
o

rn
e

ll 
C

la
rit

a
s 

Sp
rin

g
 2

01
7

05

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

Dear Reader,

One of my favorite authors once said, “If you look at a thing nine hundred and ninety-nine times, 
you are perfectly safe; if you look at it the thousandth time, you are in frightful danger of seeing it 
for the first time.” We humans are an odd set of creatures with a seemingly infinite capacity to take 
things for granted. There must be a reason the word obvious is only two letters away from the word 
oblivious; it is so easy to become blind to what is right in front of you.

The Claritas’ mission is to take that thousandth glance at every part of life, particularly through 
the lens of the death and resurrection of Jesus. We believe it is more than lazy to merely accept 
the obvious aspects of our world. In particular, this semester’s issue is our attempt at turning our 
gaze towards the subject of Work, that area of every person’s life with such potential to be both 
meaningful and mundane. Is work simply a socioeconomic phenomenon whose value is based solely 
on its monetary output? Is work a necessary evil? What do we mean when we use the word “work,” 
i.e., what contextual/cultural baggage does it carry? How do we react when our work brings us no joy, 
only frustration? How should we view work as redeemed sinners, saved and made whole by the blood 
of Jesus?

Not all of the questions I’ve just asked will be addressed in this issue; not every article in this issue 
is even directly or obviously associated with the topic of work. Our goal at the Claritas is not to 
answer every question, nor is it to tie up every loose end. As mentioned earlier, we are interested 
in looking anew at life, and then beginning a dialogue, or, rather, entering the great dialogue 
that human minds have been having ever since they learned how to use a pen. This conversation 
is frightfully exciting, and we would be honored, nay thrilled, to be able to draw you into this 
conversation with us. 

Sincerely,
John Nystrom
Editor-in-Chief
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Daring adventure, fantasy quests, goblins and 
dwarves and hobbits: The Lord of the Rings 
is action-packed. In these books and movies, 
we find the main character, Frodo, on an epic 
journey through several near-death experiences 
all in order to defeat an ultimate evil. Early on 
in the novel, Frodo complains of his misfortune 
in living in a time of conflict, by saying, “I wish 
it need not have happened in my time.” Gandalf 
wisely replies, “All we have to decide is what to 
do with the time that is given to us.”1

Though we may not be on fantasy quests like 
Frodo, we can still relate to him through life’s 
misfortunes and wariness about the future. 
Gandalf’s reply prompts a question we may have 
already asked ourselves: What do we do with the 
time that we have?

We may, like Frodo and Bilbo, be swept off our 
feet. “[Bilbo] used often to say there was only one 
Road; that it was like a great river: its springs 
were at every doorstep, and every path was its 
tributary. 'It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, going 
out of your door,' he used to say. 'You step into 
the Road, and if you don’t keep your feet, there 
is no knowing where you might be swept off to.’”1 

But it may be hard to view life as something that 

carries you along. We have been conditioned in 
our need to live deliberately through making 
decisions. We are not characters in a novel beset 
with adventures. We are students preparing 
ourselves for careers. There is some action that 
needs to be done, some hold we must have on 
our path.

There may already be expectations and 
ambitions for future careers. This could look like 
an ambition for success and wealth or for making 
a difference in the world. More than that, we 
have images of careers that are self satisfying; 
we want to be happy in the knowledge that we 
work hard, and that our work has some ultimate 
benefit. There is also the desire to do good, which 
in turn adds meaning and purpose to the work 
we do.

People have careers without thinking of God and 
religion all the time. Many will live their lives, 
focusing on ambitions, family, and whatever 
else comes on their paths. You can live a happy 
existence, even a life of doing good things and 
making the world better. Why should God 
become part of the equation at all? This question 
resonates with many; after all, it is your life, and 
if you are focused on doing good things with the 

What do we do with the time that we have?

by Abigail Bezrutczyk

Freedom in Vocation 
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time that is given to you, then why bother with 
this abstract being?

There is a flipside to this good-deed mentality. 
The Christian view holds that we do not see 
our good deeds as ends in themselves – and 
knowing that, we are free from the need to be 
perfect beings. We are free in Christ to serve our 
neighbor.

Whether or not you are Christian, there is an 
element of altruism in all of us. This feeling, and 
the actions that follow, goes against the survival 
of the fittest mentality, in which we would seek 
to preserve ourselves above all others. We want 
to do good in the world, good for our families, 
good for a neighbor. Granted, we may not always 
be altruistic, just as we are not always selfish. 
These ideas motivate and inform our purposes 
and careers.

There are different kinds of altruism, some 
better than others. How Stuff Works2 highlights 
reciprocal altruism and kin selection. Reciprocal 
altruism acts in expectation of receiving a favor 
in return. Kin selection acts to benefit members 
of one’s family, because a family shares the same 
genes. Altruism that puts the altruist himself 
at a disadvantage is rarer. This type acts in 
situations such as giving to charity, tending to 
the sick, and offering a ride to Syracuse. All of 
these are good things.

Altruism is sometimes, if not often, self-seeking. 
What if Sam had cooked potatoes for Frodo and 
company without anyone’s asking? This action 
would have helped the group, but it also may 
have benefitted Sam in the long run. He made 
dinner because it felt nice to do good things for 
people. Other people admire his charity and good 
works; he looks like a better person. At the end 
of his life, people will say, “he did good things,” 
and that is his reward.

But what happens if Sam gets hungry later 
and eats the last of the bread? Or worse, he 
accidentally loses the cursed ring while looking 
for food, and the mission is ruined. He has flaws 
and imperfections. We, like Sam, realize that it 
is impossible for us to be perfectly good, that we 
cannot control the circumstances of life. That is 
the fate of humanity.

But there is good news. There is more than trying 
and failing at perfection: there is salvation.

Everyone faces the question of what to do with 
the time that they have, and many are motivated 
by the desire to be good, right, and happy 
through the things that they do. This idea of 
righteousness is important; it is a goal to which 
we aspire, with our actions as the means to get 
there. But have you ever tried to be a completely 
‘good person’ for a day: without one shove to get 
on the bus, without one judgement of someone’s 
loud voice, without one negative thought about 
someone’s political opinion. We know, through 
our own experiences, that our intentions fail. We 
cannot achieve righteousness, we cannot live up 
to perfection, we cannot help but sin and walk 
away from God. In a Christian perspective, this 
is the turning point, because the truth is that 
we are saved from death and made righteous 
anyway.

This is the freedom and great gift we are given 
through no action of own, because there is no 
amount of good actions that can balance out 
our own bad things. This is a hard concept to 
internalize; it goes against our logic of the world. 
Here, in this life where our actions are all that 
we can see, it is natural to focus on what we can 
do and what is right in front of us. It is easy 
to stumble over the idea of freedom because it 
feels better to have control over our fates, even if 
that control is a fallacy. As my friend once said, 
everything is better with handles, especially life. 
I might add to this; and especially afterlife.

Here is the truth that sets all of us free: the 
handle has been taken away, because we no 
longer need to hold on by the grips of our fingers. 
We are already held by the one who loves us, and 
through that love, we are perfect in his eyes. 

It is not through our own works, in our own 
perfection, but through our faith in him. “But 
God demonstrates his own love for us in this: 
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”3 
We are made free from the need to be perfect 
and never flawed.

This, however, is not only applicable to our 
daily living. It has a very concrete application 
in our careers and schoolwork. In our studies, 
we not only strive to be our best, we strive to be 
the best, and that is not a healthy way to live. 
It rejects any flaw, it always asks for more, it 
brings the persistent feeling that someone is 
good enough in classes, relationships, even in 
faith. There is a fine, important line, between 

There is more than trying and failing 
at perfection: there is salvation.
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seeking excellence and seeking perfection. We 
cannot replicate God’s level of perfection in 
our own work, we cannot replicate his level of 
goodness and altruism in our own lives – and we 
are never asked to.

Instead, we can use the talents that we have 
been given and the situations in our lives to put 
in our best effort towards the work that we have. 
We are not forced to be perfect, but we want to 
strive for excellence out of gratitude that we 
have eternal life through Christ. The difference 
is that there is freedom to enjoy our work, with 
the focus being on those that we serve and the 
promise of heaven. Our work and careers become 
something new. With this new motivation, they 
become our vocations. Dr. Richard Carter cites 
Luther, as he defines vocation in eight simple 
words: “Freedom in Christ for service to the 
neighbor.”4

Serving our neighbor is that natural, moral 
inclination to do good, to be altruistic. We do 
service for our neighbor because those are the 
needs of the world, and God has called us to serve 
those around us. As Gustav Wingren, author 
of Luther on Vocation, states, “In his vocation, 
one is not reaching up to God, but rather bends 
oneself down to the world.”5

But service by itself is not enough because it 
forgets the greatest freedom we have. We are 
not slaves to do good for others, just as we are 
not slaves to perfection. Wingren also explains, 
“and vocation is most purely and really served 

when through the gospel it has become clear 
that vocation has nothing to do with salvation.”4 
We are not bound to do good things or to be 
perfect, to earn our own salvation, because that 
is impossible. Instead, we are already saved by 
faith in Jesus. He has made these promises to 
us.

What do we do with the time that we have? We 
are called to cultivate our talents and use what 
we have been given to glorify God. Vocation, then, 
can be taken in 7.3 billion different directions. 
It can be taken to changing diapers, to working 
at Walmart, to performing on stage, to being a 
doctor, to raising cattle. It is the intersection 
where your talents meet the needs of the world.

With our eyes on that, there can be joy in any 
work that we do. Bilbo found calling in a road 
like a river; Luther, in the cries of his neighbor. 
However perfect or imperfect our portraits, or 
our efforts to execute them – freedom in Christ 
is woven into the very fabric of vocation.

1 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings: The 

We cannot replicate God’s level of 
perfection in our own work – and 

we are never asked to.
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Fellowship of the Ring (New York: Del Rey / 
Ballantine Books, 1986).
2 Josh Clark, “Why are humans altruistic?,” 
HowStuffWorks Science, September 14, 2010, 
accessed April 04, 2017, http://science.
howstuffworks.com/life/inside-the-mind/
emotions/humans-altruistic1.htm
3 Romans 5:8 (NIV)
4 Katie Nemeth, Anna Schield, Casey Stage, 
Jordan Voges, and Chris Anderson. Called to 
Serve. DVD. , 2012.

Author: Abby Bezrutczyk is a 
freshman from Long Island and is 
studying Environmental Science. 
She loves being outdoors, especially 
when it involves writing, tea, and 
goldfish crackers.

5 Gustaf Wingren, Luther on Vocation, trans. 
Carl C. Rasmussen (Eugene, Or.: Wipf & Stock 
Pub., 2004).
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Like all good millennials, I have a pathological 
- and paradoxical - fear of clichés. In my 
desperation to be authentic, I squirm under 
the labels assigned to me, preferring to labor 
under the assumption that I am original and 
unique. I am not conservative; I am orthodox. I 
am not a hipster; I just like well-made, original 
clothing, like cumin-colored rock climbing pants, 
mismatched woolen socks, and flannel shirts 
(the older the better). 

Clichés are interesting phenomena. They are 
instantly recognizable, tremendously overused, 
and incredibly annoying but are often full of 
unexpected and important truths that come 
out when the cliché is looked at more closely or 
followed back to its roots. One important cliché 
embedded in our cultural subconscious is the 
narrative of an older generation accusing their 
children, or more often their grandchildren, of 
being lazy. This cliché may have arisen out of 
the attitudes of those who endured the Great 
Depression, yet it persists. On a campus as busy, 
pressurized, and work-oriented as Cornell’s, 
this cliché might appear obtuse. However, 
examining Cornell’s workaholic mentality, and 
the struggles and pressures of its students, 
could throw some interesting light on a deeper 
meaning within the cliché. 

As manifested by Cornell’s obsession with work, 
there is something wrong with our generation, 
but it is not what our clichéd grandparents 
think it is; our vice is not laziness, but sloth. 

And although it may seem like splitting hairs, 
distinguishing between sloth and laziness is 
important. Laziness is excessively gratifying 
one’s desire to relax, and fleeing from one’s fear 
of labor, and shows itself in the pushing off or 
denial of work. Sloth is farther reaching, more 
insidious, and better at hiding than laziness, 
arising from a deep emptiness or lack, and can 
exhibit itself as laziness, but also, counter-
intuitively, as excessive busyness. Sloth 
ultimately arises from a life in which there is 
no object worthy enough to love or live for, 
resulting in overwhelming apathy, and leading 
to a strangled immobility or desperate bustle. 
Ultimately, sloth can be addressed only by 
finding an object worthy enough to inspire and 
invigorate one’s life.

Dorothy Sayers, the British author, poet, 
playwright, and scholar, defined sloth as the sin 
which “believes in nothing, cares for nothing, 
seeks to know nothing, interferes with nothing, 
enjoys nothing, loves nothing, hates nothing, 
finds purpose in nothing, lives for nothing, and 
only remains alive because there is nothing it 
would die for.”1 Although Sayers’ description may 

...there is something wrong with our 
generation, but it is not what our 

clichéd grandparents think it is; our 
vice is not laziness, but sloth.

THE 
WEARINESS 
AND WORK 
OF SLOTH

By John Nystrom

An examination into the heart and motives behind a workaholic campus.
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appear extreme, without regard for gradients or 
half-measures, it defines sloth as that state in 
which the heart can be moved by nothing, thus 
capturing its main symptom: apathy. 

Apathy is the paradoxical characteristic that 
both provides sloth with its connection to laziness 
and masks it so well under the guise of busyness. 
It can be the languor and immobility of the self 
because there is no innate reason to move, but it 
can also manifest itself as a perpetual busyness 
because there is no innate reason to stop. Apathy 
could be described as the inertia of the soul, as 
its behavior seems to be dictated by Newton’s 
first law. The apathetic soul at rest tends to stay 
at rest, while the one in motion tends to stay in 
motion. This phenomenon explains in part how 
a workaholic campus like Cornell’s can have 
nothing to do with laziness yet be fraught with 
sloth.

The vice of sloth exhibits itself through apathy, 
yet from where does this symptom come? For 
while it is clear that the apathetic and slothful 
soul lacks emotions, there are at least two 
possible hypotheses that could account for this 
deficit. The first, which I reject as a primary 
explanation of apathy, is the idea that some 
people are incapable of feeling emotions to the 
extent that others do; that is, there is something 
wrong with the machinery. Perhaps my grounds 
for rejecting this hypothesis are irrational, but 
it seems too simple, self-justifying, and fatalistic 
an answer for such a complex question; it does 
not provide one with hope for improvement. 
Furthermore, it implies that some people, those 
with emotions, are born better than others. The 
second hypothesis, which I favor, asserts that 
the apathetic soul does not lack the capability, 
but rather the suitable object(s) for emotion. If 
you remember anything from your biology class, 
an appropriate analogy would be that of an 
enzymatic reaction refusing to occur, not because 
there is anything wrong with the enzyme, but 
because it lacks the appropriate substrate. 
It should also be noted that with my Judeo-
Christian Western worldview, I have assumed 
a hierarchy to the emotions, with love standing 
paramount to the others. Therefore, when I say 
that the apathetic soul lacks a suitable object 
for its emotions, I really mean that it lacks an 

appropriate object to love. I will show later how 
the other emotions order themselves aright once 
this sovereign emotion has been satisfied.

Thomas Chalmers, a Scottish pastor, theologian, 
and political economist from the early nineteenth 
century, described the desperate need the human 
soul has for an object to love in his essay The 
Expulsive Power of a New Affection.2 While not 
explicitly mentioning sloth, Chalmers’ picture of 
the human soul without an object to love looks 
very much like the sin in question. Chalmers 
said that such was the “grasping tendency of 
the human heart, that it must have a something 
to lay hold of—and which, if wrested away 
without the substitution of another something 
in its place, would leave a void and a vacancy as 
painful to the mind, as hunger is to the natural 
system.” He later describes the situation of 
a heart without an object to love as living “in 
a state of cheerless abandonment,” where “it 
would be alive to nothing but the burden of its 
own consciousness, and feel it to be intolerable.” 
Chalmers shows in his essay how it is intolerable 
for the heart to live without an object of love and 
how a heart can enter such a state if the objects 
it loves are unable to keep it satisfied. 

I assert that the sin of sloth ultimately arises out 
of the complete or growing realization that there 
is no object in sight worth loving. A weariness or 
malaise of the soul is bred from the emptiness of 
direction or meaning and can either result in the 
surrender of depression or the manic busyness 
of a heart clinging desperately to the objects that 
had satisfied it in the past. This might explain 

Sloth ultimately arises from a life 
in which there is no object worthy 

enough to love or live for...
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both the state of many Cornellians’ mental 
health as well as their attitude towards work 
and staying busy.

In The Expulsive Power of a New Affection, 
Chalmers hints at the treatment he recommends 
for sloth: introducing to oneself a new affection. 
This means finding an object with such lasting 
weight and worth that it can sustain and anchor 
the soul’s love. The crux of Christianity is the 
belief that the only thing with enough worth to 
satisfy our souls is the “light of the knowledge of 
the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” The 
Old Testament book Jeremiah shows that the 
anger God has for people rests primarily on their 
refusal to satisfy themselves with his worth: 

Be appalled, O heavens, at this;
be shocked, be utterly desolate,
declares the Lord,
for my people have committed two evils:
they have forsaken me,
the fountain of living waters,
and hewed out cisterns for themselves,
broken cisterns that can hold no water.3

As mentioned earlier, if the soul is in love 
with an object worthy of its affection, all other 
subordinate emotions order themselves after 
this love. Such a love naturally gives rise to each 
of the other emotions denied by sloth in Sayers’ 
quote. The soul believes in and cares for the 
object of love, seeks to know more about it, hates 
the very thought of being untrue to it, finds 
purpose and meaning in living for the object, 
and gladly gives its life for the object’s sake. 

One serious objection to satisfying oneself in God 
must be addressed: how can the soul satisfy itself 

in such an ethereal concept as God? This is an 
important problem because it can be repeatedly 
observed how often people give their lives to 
ideals and concepts like charity and humanism, 
only to watch themselves descend into cynicism 
and bitterness. Concepts do not have the weight 
to keep us satisfied. The only response is that, 
whether one can believe it or not, the God of the 
Bible is a person, not a concept, that can be met 
through his words in the Bible and his presence 
in the Holy Spirit. Becoming satisfied in him is 
just as much like falling in love as it is like giving 
one’s life to some grand purpose. He entered the 
physical world in a physical human body, in the 
person of Jesus Christ. This incarnation rooted 
God, in a way, making him more tangible to us, 
and provided us with an object of love that was 
both infinitely worthy and incredibly familiar. 
All of our natural loves, longings, and desires 
find their fulfillment in him, for every aspect of 
beauty and goodness is found in him. The gamble 
is a blind one, for you cannot sample God like 
you might a fine cheese or wine, but the stakes 
are infinitely high. 

1 Chalmers, Thomas. The Expulsive Power of a 
New Affection. Minneapolis: Curiosmith, 2012.
2 Sayers, D. The Other Six Deadly Sins. London: 
Methuen, 1943.
3 Jeremiah 2:12-13 ESV

Becoming satisfied in him is just as 
much like falling in love as it is like 

giving one’s life to some grand 
purpose.

John Nystrom is a junior animal 
science major on the pre-vet track. 
He is interested in the partnership 
of livestock and people, and how 
this partnership can both empower 
and enhance the lives of individu-
als around the world. His favorite 
authors include C. S. Lewis, George 
MacDonald, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, 
and G. K. Chesterton.
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English majors have it tough at Cornell. While 
chemical engineers and physics majors can boast 
later bedtimes, heavier backpacks, and bigger 
cups of coffee, rarely do individuals in those fields 
have to justify how their major will be useful in 
the “real world.” The rigidity and tenaciousness 
of their majors reflect a self-assurance and 
chutzpah which also characterizes their post-
university plans; the step from graduation to 
occupation is often fluid and seamless for those 
who major in the hard sciences. However, for 
English majors it is laborious and difficult to 
justify how the subject they study pertains to a 
society that has largely become apathetic to the 
humanities. A fairly ubiquitous scenario often 
develops as such: an eager high school senior 
who will be attending a prestigious university in 
the coming fall is asked a myriad of times what 
he/she plans to study. Elated, the student replies 
with “English” to which the inquisitor smiles 
wryly and shrewdly and then pointedly retorts, 
“what do you plan to do with that afterwards?” 
and then ends with, “Maybe you should turn it 
into a side hobby and pursue math or science...
those are slightly more useful.”

These responses reflect a culture that values 
pragmatic and useful fields over everything else. 

As a result, many humanities programs face 
budget cuts and under resourced faculty and 
facilities, with those resources usually being 
poured into the hard sciences. Yet regardless of 
the usefulness of an English degree it is important 
to understand that English majors exist because 
humans exist. As a Christian, all that we study 
we study because of God, and God did not design 
humans to just build things or simply survive 
but rather to enjoy his creation. The gospel, 
which is the good new of Christianity, gives us 
freedom to delight in and pursue fields not solely 
for our own economic success and profit but ones 
that we genuinely enjoy. 

Unlike the present, English majors in the past 
did not have to defend their choice of study. In 
Thomas More’s Utopia (published in 1516), More 
referenced and alluded to other works of art, and 
only the bourgeois or those who were educated 
who could understand these references. Being 
highly literate and knowledgeable about the 
great works of literature was associated with 
being of a higher class. Knowledge in literature 
was desirable because it was inextricably 
tied and associated to high class and luxury. 
Furthermore, in the past, critiques against 
literature were not about its usefulness, but 

by Zachary Lee

What the humanities teach us about valuing others

English: It’s a Major DealEnglish: It’s a Major Deal
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rather its power. Poets were viewed as gods 
because they could create whole new worlds 
with the stroke of their pens and were not 
limited purely by nature or science like which 
most other academic fields. Sir Philip Sidney 
highlighted the critiques against poetry during 
his time in his 1909 essay, A Defense Against 
Poesy, stating that poetry was often seen as “the 
nurse of abuse, infecting us with many pestilent 
desires, with a siren’s sweetness drawing the 
mind to the serpent’s tail of sinful fancies,—and 
herein especially comedies give the largest field 
to ear.”1 Even poetry’s most scathing critiquers 
were those who acknowledged the power of 
language. As such, these 20th century English 
scholars had to defend their studies against 
critiques of power plays rather than criticisms of 
uselessness or unproductiveness.

Indeed, one needs only to look to the heart-
wrenching narrative of Jean Valjean in Victor 
Hugo’s Les Miserables or Martin Luther King 
Jr.’s equally gripping Letter to a Birmingham 
Jail to see that words have the ability to 
influence and sway minds. The adage “the pen 

is mightier than the sword” came to mind, and I 
realized that the pen is mightier than the sword 
because it is mightier than the sword master; 
the pen could dictate in which direction the 
sword ought to attack, if to attack at all, or if it 
should cut or pierce. Words have the power to 
affect how an individual can think which thus 
begs the question: how is this skill and ability 
not useful or valuable? 

To understand this adage, one must understand 
what the world sees as valuable. We have 
become a consumerist society that praises and 
looks at things purely for their usefulness, and 
we tie usefulness directly to worth. From sleek 
Ferraris to new iPhone models, it is not hard to 
find the criteria for value: something is valuable 
if it produces immediate results, makes money, 
and advances society. Using this definition, the 
humanities are not “useful”; Stanley Fish writes 
“if your criteria are productivity, efficiency and 
consumer satisfaction, it makes perfect sense to 
withdraw funds and material support from the 
humanities.”2 

This mindset has also affected how students 
view education. On October 28th, 2016, Hunter 
Rawlings, Cornell’s interim president, lamented 
the fact that “Education has become like a 
currency.”3 In other words, the original intent of 
higher education was to pursue truth and now, 
higher education in many cases is viewed purely 
as a stepping stone towards a high-paying job. If 
a degree does not help someone in the economic 
area then it is seen as without valuable. For all 
of an English major’s power, he still has yet to 
find ways to make his major seem practical. 

The danger of this utilitarian mindset, if carried 
out to the extreme, leaves no basis then for 
wanting to value people or individuals who may 
be “useless” based off of this economic criteria. 
Skye Jethani, an author, pastor, and past editor 
of Christianity Today, stated that, “if we have no 
foundation for valuing useless art, we have no 
foundation for valuing useless people, and thus 
here is where we have the problem of potentially 
wanting to love and care for the unborn and 
elderly.” In a way, these feelings and thoughts 
are all too simple and easy to fall back into. It is 
the basic human instinct to look at people only in 
relation to oneself. David Foster Wallace in his 
2005 commencement speech to Kenyon College 
stated,

“Everything in my own immediate 
experience supports my deep belief that I am 
the realest, most vivid and important person 

The gospel, which is the good new 
of Christianity, gives us freedom 
to delight in and pursue fields 

not solely for our own economic 
success and profit but ones that we 

genuinely enjoy.
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in existence. We rarely talk about this sort 
of natural, basic self-centeredness, because 
it’s so socially repulsive, but it’s pretty 
much the same for all of us, deep down. It 
is our default-setting, hard-wired into our 
boards at birth. The really important kind 
of freedom involves attention and awareness 
and discipline, and being able truly to care 
about other people and to sacrifice for them 
over and over in myriad petty, unsexy ways 
every day.”4 

It is this kind of freedom that the humanities 
allow; to choose and create a culture that finds 
intrinsic value in people.  
So the humanities and the English field push 
back against this primal default. Even though 
individuals may critique them  for being “useless” 
fields, it is exactly in this current state that the 
humanities can prove their usefulness. In the 
Bible, both in the Old and New Testaments,  
one does not find the story of a God that called 
upon the most worthy and fit group of people to 
carry forth his name. The tribes of Israel were 
very stubborn and stiff-necked, and were not 
useful to God; God could have brought about 

God loves us apart from the value 
that we give; humanity does not 
give worth to God because God is 

already without blemish.

transformation to the world without needing 
to call upon the Israelites. Likewise 1 John 
4:19 states, “we love because he first loved 
us.” God loves us apart from the value that 
we give; humanity does not give worth to God 
because God is already without blemish. Thus as 
Christians, when looking at the fields of English 
(or the humanities in general), we should know 
and find inherent value even in the things that 
seem “useless” by the secular world’s standards. 
In the same way, Christians ought to love and 
cherish the “useless” things of the world.

At the same time, I think also that while the 
humanities and field of English are helpful for 
pushing back and fighting against a culture 
that has fully embraced its consumerist and 
utilitarian mindset, they are worth studying 
purely because they also add to what it means 
to be human. Adam Gopnik stated, “We need 
the humanities not because they will produce 
shrewder entrepreneurs or kinder CEOs but 
because, as that first professor said, they help 
us enjoy life more and endure it better. The 
reason we need the humanities is because 
we’re human. That’s enough.”5 The humanities 
therefore become not just a field of study that 
rebels against the consumerist mentality of the 
world but are an affirmation to what it means to 
truly be human. 

1 Sir Philip Sidney, The Defense of Poesy (Nabu 
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5 Adam Gopnik, “Why Teach English?” The New 
Yorker, August 27, 2013, http://www.newyorker.
com/books/page-turner/why-teach-english

Press, August 22, 2011)
2 Stanley Fish, “The Crisis of the Humanities 
Officially Arrives” The New York Times, October 
11, 2010, https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.
com/2010/10/11/the-crisis-of-the-humanities-
officially-arrives/
3 Hunter Rawlings. “State of the University 
Address 2016” (speech, Cornell University, 
October 28, 2016), http://www.news.cornell.
edu/stories/2016/10/rawlings-calls-one-
cornell-university-address
4 David Foster Wallace., “This is Water” (speech, 
Kenyon College, May 21, 2005), http://www.
metastatic.org/text/This%20is%20Water.pdf
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The film Moana tells the tale of a Polynesian 
princess on a quest to save her tribe and its 
dying island by restoring the stolen heart of 
the sea, a stone of the island goddess, Te Fiti. 
Moana, however, fundamentally revolves not 
around restoring the heart of the sea back to its 
rightful place in the world but around searching 
for personal calling and finding one’s place in the 
world. Throughout her life, Moana experiences 
and struggles with the feeling of calling by the 
waters of the ocean despite her call by her father 
to stay on the island and prepare to be the next 
ruler of the tribe. In fact, she sings song, “How 
Far I’ll Go,” to contrast her feelings of being 
called in two directions. The song contrasts 
her call by the ocean to explore – “But I come 
back to the water, no matter how hard I try... 
Every path I make, every road leads back// To 
the place I know, where I can not go, where I 
long to be” – with her call by society to fit into a 
predefined role of future chieftain – “everybody 
on this island has a role on this island// so maybe 
I can roll with mine.” Moana’s internal struggle 
is to find and fulfill her true calling, which she 
equates to finding her true self, either to explore 
the ocean or serve her people as their next 
chieftain. Moana, ultimately, chooses to follow 
the ocean; inadvertently, she also saves her 
people in the process.

Moana reflects the human desire for a grandiose 
purpose in life. This film suggests that we, as 
humans, have one life calling or lofty goal that 
we must attain in order to be happy – we only 
need to figure out what it is. Moreover, Moana 
supposes that our calling should take us out of 
the ordinary, for we can only fulfill it by defying 
expectations set by society or typical human 
limitations. It supposes that our calling must 
be extraordinary. The sea calls Moana to leave 
every single physical thing she has ever known, 
deny the wishes of her chieftain father, and 
travel into the great unknown.

The search and fulfillment of a big life calling, 
as found in Moana, is exciting and appealing 

– presumably the reason for the movie’s box 
office success. Such narratives, however, can 
set unattainable expectations. Some people may 
spend their lives chasing the unsatisfactory 
winds of a supposed calling, and others will 
never find a passion to chase. A great deal of us 
may feel unfulfilled with our lives because our 
daily jobs, that is, our vocation, which fill much 
of our time, do not meet these expectations 
for calling. As a result, we feel a fundamental 
disconnect between our calling and our vocation. 
But, perhaps these need not be at odds; perhaps 
through looking at a narrative different than the 
one expressed in Moana, we can reconcile calling 
and vocation. Through examining the biblical 
notions of calling and vocation, we will see 
how these seemingly opposites – a longing for 
something grand and the reality of the mundane 
– actually complement each other. Moreover, we 
will see how calling and vocation are the same 
and apply to all of life. Such a narrative will give 
meaning to all our work and provide us with a 
better narrative around which we can order our 
lives.

By Elizabeth Schmucker 

Through examining the biblical 
notions of calling and vocation, 
we will see how these seemingly 

opposites – a longing for something 
grand and the reality of the 

mundane – actually complement 
each other.

Reconciling the notions of calling and vocation

Moana is one expression of the way vocation 
and calling are set against each other in society 
today. Vocation tends to mean a person’s 
paid work and often occurs in the context of 
certain types of training. In the United States, 
“vocational training” often refers to education 
at a technical school which prepares a person 
for a specific trade such as auto mechanics or 
carpentry. Vocation often carries a connotation 



C
o

rn
e

ll 
C

la
rit

a
s 

Sp
rin

g
 2

01
7

18

of a mundane life or one filled with drudgery.

By contrast, people refer to their calling as 
some great task they feel obligated to fulfill. 
Such tasks can be related to a profession and 
include starting an orphanage in Rwanda 
as an educator, addressing sex trafficking in 
Bangladesh as a social worker, or starring in 
a rock band as a musician. Such tasks can also 
include activities someone loves or does well 
but are not related to profession. Someone may 
call working as a receptionist his vocation but 
painting watercolors his calling.1

Some Christians echo this understanding of the 
relationship between vocation and calling as two 
separate things that occasionally overlap; they 
view Christian calling as a grandiose purpose 
related to the church and vocation as the specific 
job one holds in order to fulfill this calling. For 
these Christians, a job merely provides financial 
stability to do the important work in the church 
such as teaching Sunday school or organizing 
meals for the homeless, activities which are 
somehow more godly than their jobs.

For other Christians, vocation is synonymous 
with calling only when one’s paid work and 
church work directly align. In fact, this is most 
often the case when Christians use the term 
“vocation”. In the Catholic Church, vocation 
most specifically refers to priesthood, for it is 

considered a high calling from God and is also 
a profession. Other jobs, however, do not fulfill 
this definition of vocation. For example, one 
cannot reconcile working in a bank or grocery 
store with a specifically Christian calling such 
as pastoral care, so these jobs are not considered 
vocations.

While some Christians may think of vocation 
and calling as different or limit vocation to a 
select handful of occupations, both the Catholic 
and Protestant traditions have supported a 
secondary view of the relationship between 
vocation and calling in which calling applies to 
any area in life including vocation or profession. 
In this sense, vocations that are not specifically 
church-bent still can fulfill Christian calling. 
Furthermore, this view insists that vocation and 
calling are the same, thus evoking the original 
meaning of vocation which comes from the latin 
word vox, meaning voice, and a related word 
vocare, meaning to call.

This is the primary usage of the idea 
of calling in the Bible; to be called 

is to join the Christian faith.

More recently, Vatican II, a council between 
1962-1965 which addressed the relation of the 
Catholic church to the modern world, modified 
the Catholic view of vocation from a calling 
specifically for the priesthood to instead include 
occupations of the laity and the various spheres in 
which they work.2 Previously, Catholic vocation 
was strictly categorized into four areas: married 
life, single life, consecrated life, and ordained 
ministry. Yet after Vatican II, Catholicism 
adopted this wider understanding of vocation 
in which vocation applies to all spheres of life. 
Here, vocation is synonymous with calling and 
will be used as such hereafter. 

Traditionally, the Protestant view leant more 
heavily towards this stance of vocation which 
includes all occupations. This view follows the 
teachings of Martin Luther, one of the central 
figures of the Protestant Reformation, who 
emphasized the importance of understanding 
that calling addresses every aspect of a person’s 
life; as such, all occupations can work towards a 
person’s vocation.

In his writings, Luther stressed two points. First, 
he stressed that Christian vocation primarily 
applies to the calling into faith or into 
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Christianity. Second, he stressed, in reaction to 
the church’s view on vocation at the time, that 
Christian vocation applies to the individual 
callings of a Christian’s life: his occupation as 
well as his everyday activities.3

Firstly, Luther asserted that vocation firstly 
refers to a person’s call into the Christian faith 
and used biblical text to support his claim. In the 
Bible, “calling” is described using the Hebrew 
term “qārā” and the Greek term “kalein” which 
can mean either “to name” or “to summon.”4 
These definitions can be used in conjunction 
because God, in the Old Testament, names people 
with specific names that characterize their lives. 
In Genesis, God changes Abram’s name, which 
means exalted father to Abraham, which means 
father of many.5 This change of name signifies 
the life calling God prepares for Abraham, that 
he would be the father of a nation, namely, the 
Israelites. In this sense, Abraham is called to 
join in God’s plan through faith. Hebrews 11, a 
chapter recounting the faith of the patriarchs in 
response to God’s calling, comments on Abraham: 
“By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place 
he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed 
and went, even though he did not know where he 
was going.”6 (italics added) Abraham, like others 
in God’s family, responded with faith after God 
called him. Similarly, the New Testament uses 
a term ekklesia for the church. Ek means out of 
or from, and klesia means calling, so the church 
is literally individuals called to be God’s people.7 
This is the primary usage of the idea of calling 
in the Bible;8 to be called is to join the Christian 
faith.

different stations in life. In Ephesians 6, Paul 
exhorts those who are servants to remain as 
servants and continue to serve their masters as 
if serving God and those in positions of power to 
remain in power and use their position to further 
God’s kingdom.11 Although this passage should 
not be used as willful subjugation, it reminds 
Christians that their chief goal is not high 
earthly positions; they can faithfully serve God 
wherever he calls them. Additionally, Ephesians 
5-6 also gives instructions for husbands and 
wives and children and fathers, as well as other 
parts of life. As Ephesians addresses all aspects 
of life, Christians are called to continue living 
in their “places of responsibility,” in their jobs 
but also in their families, their schools, their 
economic surroundings, and their political 
surroundings. 

As Ephesians addresses all aspects 
of life, Christians are called to 

continue living in their “places of 
responsibility,” in their jobs but also 
in their families, their schools, their 
economic surroundings, and their 

political surroundings. 

Secondly, through the writings of the apostle 
Paul, Luther understood vocation to refer to 
specific aspects of life as well. Paul uses the 
term klesei (form related to klesia) to encourage 
Christians to remain in their stations in life 
because they are called to those stations.9  In 
Ephesians 4, Paul urges his fellow Christians 
to “live a life worthy of the calling [klesei] you 
have received”10 and continues through the next 
chapters to explain how this calling relates to 

This is the crux of the Christian life – 
to live in the light of one’s calling to 
the Christian faith by living out daily 

calling.

When one pursues a single lofty calling, or 
when one’s life is saturated with people who 
find their “pastor” life calling, or some big step 
they know they should take in their lives, one 
can easily forget the callings that apply to daily 
life. In the Bible, we see figures like Moses who, 
despite his meek nature, was called to speak 
to the Pharaoh, the highest leader in the land 
and lead the Israelites out of captivity.12 We 
see New Testament figures like Paul, who was 
literally struck down on a road and blinded so 
that he would follow God and share the news of 
Jesus with all nations.13 Yet, at the same time, 
the Bible is full of stories of people who served 
in common ways. In the Old Testament, God 
called the Israelite builders, specifically Bezalel, 
to construct the temple and gave them wisdom 
and talents. Rather than providing his own 
supernatural methods, God worked through 
human means.14 In the New Testament, Lydia, 
a seller of purple cloth and therefore someone of 
financial status, housed Paul and the other men 
who were traveling to spread the good news of 
Jesus Christ.15 Lydia used her resources to serve 
rather than adopting an entire new lifestyle to 
serve her calling. Similarly, we are called to 
serve in the situations in which we currently 
are. 

These two understandings of calling; firstly as 
a calling into the Christian faith, and secondly 
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as a calling in every aspect of daily life, function 
not separately but work together. The first 
motivates the second, and the second carries out 
the first. A Christian can find value in his daily 
life, in washing the dishes and in completing 
problem sets, because he knows that his life has 
purpose given to him by God. At the same time, 
through these activities, he can better fulfill his 
calling to be a Christian, first to love God and 
second to love neighbor. This is the crux of the 
Christian life – to live in the light of one’s calling 
to the Christian faith by living out daily calling.

In contrast to Moana, which portrays the 
narrative of fulfilling a quest calling far removed 
from ordinary life, It’s A Wonderful Life tells 
the narrative of the goodness of honest living. 
This 1946 black and white classic tells the 
tale of a man, George Bailey, who works as a 
banker in a town where money is tight. Despite 
his own financial situation, he generously 
supports different townsfolk and ensures their 
wellness. After a financial crisis, Bailey stands 
on a bridge, staring out over the rushing waters, 
and considers suicide. To change his mind, his 
guardian angel shows him a world in which he 
had never been born. Bailey visits his friends 
and family and, to his horror, they lack the 
goodness and liveliness for which Bailey knew 
them. His brother passes away as a child (Bailey 
actually saved him from a sledding accident); 
his mother is an unfeeling, childless widow who 
lacks generosity and love; and his wife is a feeble 
librarian who lacks family and spirit. Through 
these scenes, Bailey, as well as the audience, 
learns how his life so positively impacts his 
family and neighbors. Although Bailey had 
despaired, he learns through his guardian angel 
the beauty of his quiet, faithful life.

After watching this movie, I always feel hopeful 
about my life and the lives of others around me. 
Yes, filmmakers often paint the idyllic small-
town picture, but George Bailey’s story still 
reminds me of the importance of the seemingly 
mundane. Even when it seems as if our daily 
work does not relate to our life aspirations, we 
learn that they often relate to each other more 
than one might think. Unknowingly, George 

Ellie Schmucker, a proud 
Philadelphian to the core, studies 
Mathematics in the College of Arts 
and Sciences. She is a sophomore 
and can be reached at ess79@cornell.
edu.

Bailey fulfills a great calling simply by serving 
his neighbors. Like Moana, he also saves a whole 
community from subjugation. As such, his story 
differs less from Moana’s than one might first 
suppose. And for us at Cornell, that which we 
deem to be ordinary parts of our lives are actually 
part of God’s extraordinary plan. Knowing this, 
we can diligently work in the roles in which we 
are placed: student, classmate, and friend.
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Behind the wheel is not the most important place 
in a car. Shotgun is. Sitting in the front passenger 
seat comes with immense responsibility: once 
you buckle in, you are in charge of the happiness 
of the entire car. Among other tasks, shotgun 
riders navigate, control temperature, and 
answer driver-directed questions (e.g. “Are we 
there yet?”). Most importantly, they control 
the music. Music, whether broadcast via radio, 
Bluetooth, or aux cord, determines the ambiance 
within the vehicle, and Shotgun riders can 
manipulate this atmosphere at will. Over the 
years, my experiences in the role of Shotgun have 
allowed me to see music’s influence firsthand. 
Simply put, songs change us. Regardless of its 
key, age, lyrics, origin, or beat, a song can alter 
our perspective, body language, and mood. One 
misplayed song can evoke a raucous mutiny 
from the backseat. Yet even though a song can 
cause a collective reaction from an entire car, we 
each uniquely comprehend the songs we hear. 
Growing up in the Christian faith has allowed 
me to extract meaning from music in a specific 
way, and I believe that understanding music 

from a Christian perspective allows us to gain 
deeper and more relevant meaning from the 
tunes streaming from our car speakers.

It does not take long to realize that music has a 
propensity to repeat itself. Turning on the radio, 
one can hear plenty of songs with recurring 
themes of grandiose loves, heart-wrenching 
breakups, and tiresome work. This last topic 
of “work” confronts Cornellians with a concept 
that is often too close to home. Work permeates 
every aspect of our campus life, and songs 
elaborating upon this theme can provide us with 
new perspectives on a time-worn subject. I will 
specifically examine two songs released in the 
recent years that have garnered international 
attention as well as considerable air-time: 
“Work” by Rihanna and “Work Song” by Hozier. 
These pieces, as their titles indicate, offer 
different takes on the concept of work. Rihanna’s 
piece conceptualizes work as a mindless 
distraction from emotional pain, and Hozier’s 
illustrates the importance of our mental state 
during our inevitably work-filled lives. These 

By Carley Eschliman

What pop music tells us about work

God Speaks Through Our Speakers
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songs and artists provide thought-provoking 
commentary on work’s role in our lives, but 
these commentaries are not complete; they 
never quite illustrate the full role of work in our 
lives. However, through a Christian perspective, 
I believe that we can better understand the 
larger picture.

I first heard Rihanna’s “Work” during a quick 
lunch with my brothers. Despite the brevity 
of our meal, I had the unique pleasure of 
experiencing “Work” for the first, second, 
third, and fourth time. This repeated exposure 
ensured that Rihanna’s melodic iteration of 
“work” six times completely and thoroughly 
became stuck in my head. Later that day, if you 
were to ask me what I thought of the song or 

if I had any insights into its deeper meaning, I 
would probably be stumped. At first – or fourth 
– listen, “Work” simply seems as if Rihanna is 
frantically preparing for a prelim. But on closer 
inspection, Rihanna’s piece reveals a glimpse of 
society’s perspective on the role of work in our 
lives.The incessant repetition – seventy-nine 
times in three and a half minutes, to be exact 
– models a typical Cornell school schedule! Two 
questions in particular arise when I listen to 
“Work”: Why do we work? How should we work?

Rihanna’s piece first answers our question of 
why we work. In her case, she busies herself out 
of a desire to avoid emotional pain. In “Work,” 
Rihanna sings about how a recent breakup 
reveals the misconceptions she had about the 
true nature of her ex: “All that I wanted from you 
was to give me… something that you’ve never 
been.” In response to this delusion, Rihanna 
decides to continually occupy herself, and this 
occupation serves two purposes. By doing so, she 
maintains continuity in her routine – “act like 
nothing’s wrong.” And, she also distances herself 
emotionally from her ex – she declares that 
she “no care if him hurt[ing].” Through solely 
focusing on her outward production, Rihanna 
effectively shifts work’s role to that of filler; 

Rihanna’s piece conceptualizes 
work as a mindless distraction 

from emotional pain, and Hozier’s 
illustrates the importance of our 

mental state during our inevitably 
work-filled lives.
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work is simply something that passes the time. 
In doing so, she takes no regard for the work 
itself. In being so future focused, she misses out 
on the present and gives no guidance for how we 
should work.  

The Cornellian atmosphere strikingly resembles 
the one Rihanna creates: all work, no play. And, 
to some extent, this atmosphere is expected to 
ensure that our university remains an institution 
on the forefront of knowledge and innovation. 
Consequently, we are taught that work 
means progress and progress means success, 
at whatever cost. Our focus is set upon our 
destination, reducing work to a mere stepping 
stone and a means to procure a well-paying 
job, to live a comfortable life, or to satisfy our 
parents. All too easily, we neglect the realities 
of the present under the guise of being forward 
focused. Rihanna illustrates this oversight well; 
her end goal of emotional recovery leads her to 
work incessantly, to muscle through the pain 
without fully comprehending the present. At 
Cornell, we may not have emotional recovery 
as a destination, but the temptation to “muscle 
through” to our goals still persists. However, 
our reduction of work’s value leads to issues in 
our present lives. We work far too much to not 
appreciate work for itself. Yes, work can bring us 
success in the future, but, just as importantly, 
it can bring us satisfaction in the present. So, 
the gap still remains: how should we approach 
work?

Luckily, the word of God is primed with insight 
into how to remedy our broken relationship with 
work. In Colossians 3:23, Paul emphasizes the 
importance of perspective when approaching 
our work. He writes, “Whatever you do, work 
heartily, as for the Lord and not for men.” 1 
Cornellian society stresses the individual nature 
of our work; it believes that blocking out others 
and focusing solely upon our own successes (or, 
more frequently, our failures) is acceptable. 
Although this future-focus is widely accepted, we 
inadvertently ignore the nuances of our present 
and miss out on many joys. To combat this, we 
must recognize that we cannot simply work “for 
men” – or for our own end goals; we must engage 
in the larger narrative of which we are a part. In 
Romans 8:28 the apostle Paul writes, “And we 
know that in all things God works for the good 
of those who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose.”2 The situations in 
which we find ourselves, the emotions we have, 
the pain that we feel, and yes, even all of the 
work that we do, all are a part of God’s plan for 
us and deserve acknowledgement. Prioritizing 

with the perspective which God provides allows 
us to truly “work heartily” regardless if the work 
in question is a physics problem set, the recovery 
following a broken heart, or an arduous walk up 
the Slope. As a Christian, I see the concept of 
work as more than simply a filler; through it I 
can gladly use my talents to contribute positively 
to my community and to God.

While Rihanna’s piece presents the concept of 
work as an appealing distraction from our inner 
feelings; Hozier’s “Work Song” illustrates how 
our inner feelings can distract us from work. 
Hozier sings “Work Song” in the style of a chain-
gang ballad. Ballads of this particular genre are 
known for their ability to distract. Songs such 
as “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad” and “Po’ 
Lazarus” (featured in the opening sequence 
of the 2000 movie O Brother Where Art Thou), 
provide stimulation and comfort to singing 
workers. White collar workers do not sing chain-
gang ballads, rather these ballads are sung 
by workers attempting to complete arduous 
tasks in unfavorable conditions. To start off 
“Work Song,” Hozier informs his listeners of 
unfavorable conditions he and his crew face: they 
are “workin’ on empty” in the “burning heat.” 
Hozier’s work environment raises an important 
question: how are we to face work that we really 
do not want to do?

We have all been in situations where, no matter 
how hard we attempt to pawn off responsibility, 
an unfavorable task lay before us. And, if you are 
hoping that I can provide a Christian loophole for 
you, I have bad news. Everyone, non-Christians 
and Christians alike, will have to complete an 
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undesirable task at some point in life. No matter 
how challenging it can be to unclog a toilet, 
learn Organic Chemistry, or confront a long-
time friend about a problem, these things must 
be done. In “Work Song,” Hozier finds himself 
in front of a laborious challenge, and he decides 
take his mind off the task at hand by pondering 
his true love. Throughout the piece, Hozier 
reminisces about the path that he has taken with 
his “baby,” starting with their initial meeting: 
“when my baby found me//I was three days on a 
drunken sin.” After rehashing the acceptance he 
felt with his love, he turns to the current state 
of his relationship: “my baby’s sweet as can be/
she’d give me toothaches just from kissin’ me.” 
Despite the tumultuous state that in which he 
finds himself, Hozier’s perspective allows him to 
express his gratefulness for the love with which 
his relationship spoils him. Later in the piece, 
Hozier also begins to contemplate what will 
happen to this abundant love when he dies. In 
complete self-assurance, Hozier declares, “No 
grave can hold my body down//I’ll crawl home 
to her.” Hozier fully believes that his love will 
provide him victory over death.

Christians and Hozier think similarly when 
faced with hard work. Even in the most difficult 
of times, we both turn to love to provide 
fortification and strength. The love on which 
Christians rely, however, is divinely sent, freely 
given, and unimaginably abundant. This love, 
the love that the Lord has for his people, is 
illustrated in 2 Corinthians 9:8, “And God is able 
to make all grace abound to you, so that having 
all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may 
abound in every good work.”3 When we must to 
face the tiring, we can find peace in knowing 
that God has already completed great works in 

our life, he will continue to do great works in our 
life, and he will do allow us to do great works 
even when we are no longer on earth. Faith in 
the Lord provides us with hope in our past, joy 
in our present, and triumph in our future. Like 
Hozier, “no grave can hold [our bodies] down,” 
but unlike Hozier, we will not be “crawl[ing] 
home”; we will be running into the arms of 
God. In Hosea 14:13, it is proclaimed “Where, 
O Death, is your victory? Where, O Death, is 
your sting?”4 Even when faced with great trials, 
we can be reminded of this truth and find the 
motivation to continue.

Work is an integral and necessary part of the 
human experience. And here at Cornell, we 
often wish that it were not. When we learn from 
Rihanna that work itself is good, we no longer 
must struggle to fill our lives and reduce work 
to a means. When we learn from Hozier that we 
can look to a greater love to empower us to do our 
work, we gain a new freedom and joy in our work 
and look towards the good promised us by God. 
What does this mean for today? Yes, that we 
work well because it is pleasing and enjoyable 
to God. But God is not only a God of work, He 
is also a God of rest and pleasure. Therefore, we 
can enjoy our lives: our work, our rest, and, most 
importantly, our Top 40 radio stations.

1Colossians 3:23
2Romans 8:28
32 Corinthians 9:8
4Hosea 14:13

 

The love on which Christians 
rely, however, is divinely sent, 

freely given, and unimaginably 
abundant.

Author: Carley Eschliman is a 
freshman majoring in atmospheric 
sciences on the broadcast track. She 
loves her home state of Kansas, mint 
gum, and fancy mechanical pencils. 
Due to her obsession with weather, 
the majority of her time on campus 
is spent with her head in the clouds– 
literally.
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Here is the end at the beginning: work is 
frustrating. It can be extremely satisfying to 
produce something, but it can be simultaneously 
excruciating – but what excellence and beauty 
can come from deep suffering. Early on in the 
semester, a man named Jeremy Begby spoke at 
Cornell.

1
 He talked about music, art, and faith. 

He used a three part arc to explain a phenomenon 
in music that draws us in, much as a good story 
draws in: order, tension, reorder.

2
 Over the 

course of the semester, this three part play has 
come back to me. I was recently listening to an 
“On Being” podcast where Franciscan Monk 
Richard Rohr described it in similar terms: 
order, disorder, reorder. Order describes an 
existing or created structure. Disorder describes 
the critique of, dismantling of, or a misstep in the 
ordered structure. Reorder describes resolution 
of the disorder and is distinctly different from 
the original order. I believe this arc can help 
explain why work can feel at once so frustrating 
and at the same time so satisfying.

If I had to offer a simple definition of work, 
it would be labor – labor as a noun and labor 
as in the act of laboring. Both labor and work 
imply that some kind of effort is being put forth, 
whether mentally or physically. Work must 
not always be hard or taxing, but it seems that 
“taxing” might be a good way to describe most 
people’s reactions to “work.” Furthermore, work 
often seems to have precarious relationship 
with morality. To explore these ideas we need 
to take a step back and think about humanity’s 

relationship with work through time.

The history of work in this nation has been 
tenuous. On the one hand, there is the historically 
institutionalized “Protestant work ethic” from 
which Americans still derive much of their work 
habits. On the other hand, there is the forced 
labor of the trans-atlantic slave trade, later also 
influenced by warped forms of Christianity and 
false theologies of work advanced for the purpose 
of social control. With these foundational events 
in mind, an excellent way to frame and examine 
the institution of Work in America is the tension 
between labor and capital, and from there, the 
tension between work and leisure. When we 
begin to understand the existing order, we can 
move toward constructively critiquing it.

We have created a remarkable global economic 
order for ourselves, but there are goods and 
services that can be produced and offered that 
the system does not seem to value. For example, 
we value motherhood differently from a trade 
(such as carpentry or plumbing), from an IT job, 
from a nursing job. Many people, upon discerning 
the constructed order, have perceived the ways 
in which it falls short, and therefore, rightfully 
criticize it. Let me be clear, questioning the 
order is not wrong; it is in fact what Mr. Begby 
would call “tension” and what Mr. Rohr would 
call “disorder.” What is wrong is to remain in 
the stage of disorder, completely disregard the 
order, and not move toward a resolution. To 
see how frustration and potential suffering can 

By Emani Pollard

ORDER, DISORDER, REORDER

Why does work feel like work?
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come from the institution of Work in America is 
to (consciously) move through the cycle of order, 
disorder, reorder.

As Christians, Mr. Begby, Mr. Rohr, and I, 
find the arc of order, disorder, and reorder in 
the Scriptures. Think of the Israelites who 
were given God’s laws in the Torah. The first 
five books of the Bible read as laws and rules 
only sprinkled with grace for those of us who 
know the reorder found in Jesus. This is God’s 
order for his people. But the order was only 
the beginning of the plan to redeem humanity, 
and the Israelites got so caught up in the order 
that they began to value the order more than 
the giver of the order. The prophets ushered in 
an era of disorder. The order stood while the 
prophets brought God’s correction and promises 
of redemption and deliverance – all hinting at 
a future reorder. The principle reorder is Jesus. 
He is the reorder from which every other reorder 
flows. Jesus threatened (and continues to 
threaten) social, political, and economic systems 
– orders we have created for ourselves.

3

Moreover, Jesus is order, disorder, and 
reorder in the flesh. He fulfilled God’s original 
order, but criticized the self-importance, self-
righteousness, and ignorance in humanity, 
speaking truth to the condition of man’s heart, 
all while bringing a message of compassion, 
grace, and love. Jesus, the man, models for us 
how we should move through order, disorder, 
and reorder when confronting situations.

That Jesus moved through order, disorder, and 
reorder should embolden us to do the same with 
our surroundings. The other pieces of the Bible 
narrative that illuminates the issue of work are 
the Creation and Fall stories. To keep it brief, 
God created work with the original created 
order, and he declared it “good.” When Adam and 
Eve sinned, work was cursed. God frustrated the 
work of man, perhaps to continually display the 
consequences of sin in a way that would cause 
humanity to recognize their inherent finiteness 
in light of an infinite God. These consequences 
do not mean that God loves us any less, (in fact, 
one could argue that God’s discipline proves his 
love,); however, they do have implications for 

the work order in the world we live in today. Our 
world is full of pain and suffering; Work is not an 
exempt cause from a host of causes of pain and 
suffering. We can alleviate some of the suffering 
associated with work around the world, but we 
must face the reality that work itself is often 
accompanied by suffering.

Each stage of order, disorder, and reorder comes 
with its own very real physical and emotional 
labor. The conscious decision to move through 
the arc in processing a situation is its own labor. 
Allow me to spend the remainder of this article 
sifting through some orders I have noticed, 
critiquing them, and offering some perspectives 
informed by my understanding of the 
redemptive power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
The key to endurance and perseverance here is 
understanding: 1) that you are not alone in your 
questioning and criticizing; and 2) remembering 
and being comforted by the fact that God created 
work as an inherently good thing, and despite 
what Christians call “the fall,” there is hope 
of future redemption found in Jesus. Question 
boldly, my friends.

We can all agree that a functioning society needs 
people working in many or all sectors of the 
economy in order to thrive. It is necessary to place 
an economic value on a specific job and a specific 
job function for the purpose creating structure; 
however, Americans seem to have a difficult 
time separating the assigned economic value 
of a job function from the worth of the person 
carrying out that function. This shortcoming 
reveals the very real propensity Americans have 
to turn their work into their identity, and as a 
result, how easy it is to unjustifiably devalue 
our colleagues and neighbors. We must carefully 
consider the economic orders we have created 
and evaluate them for their successes and 
shortcomings. By critiquing the shortcomings in 
a way that does not ignore the successes of the 
order, we can move to a reordering that takes 
into account the inherent value of all persons.

Furthermore, the necessary distribution of 
jobs or Work in American society can be a 
daunting beast to face due to the towering 
dreams concerning our work and subsequent 
identities we have spent lifetimes building. 
After having spent thirteen years in perpetual 
intellectual stimulation, being faced with the 
repeating rhythms of the work world can be 

Jesus threatened (and continues 
to threaten) social, political, and 
economic systems – orders we 

have created for ourselves.

Question boldly, my friends.
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institution of Work can feel frustrating and 
taxing. Humanity is often sacrificed on the 
altar of profit or production. Think about it as 
a Cornell student. We have heaps and heaps of 
work to do that, whether tedious or exceedingly 
fascinating, require a special attention. We 
are expected to perform at a certain level, 
perhaps by our families, our peers, and even by 
ourselves. But what happens when the work is 
frustrated? What happens when one assignment 
is compromised by studying for a prelim? What 
happens when you experience writer’s block, 
but your final paper is due very soon? There 
is something redeeming and satisfying about 
pushing through the frustration of Work to 
reach a conclusion or a finished product. There 
is beauty in reorder. And while today’s reorder 
may not be a lasting reorder or the final reorder 
in your life, there is something necessarily 
satisfying about it. The crucible that is order, 
disorder, and reorder creates beauty and life 
from darkness and void.

1 
Jeremy Begbie, “Why The Arts Matter to Faith” 

(Concert at Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, 

Americans seem to have a difficult 
time separating the assigned 

economic value of a job function 
from the worth of the person 

carrying out that function.

intimidating. Being thrust into the mundane 
can feel incredibly frustrating; it is very much a 
disorder to the student order. Or perhaps it can 
be seen as a reorder to the disillusionment felt 
as a student. On more than one occasion I have 
questioned why I had to write a paper or what 
use studying for my next prelim was when I 
could be feeding a hungry person. But the reality 
that higher education can open opportunities 
for greater efficacy in community work keeps 
me going. This is plunging into disorder by 
confronting the failures of the created orders 
of education and distribution of resources, but 
seeing the redeeming value in higher education, 
no matter how unequal access to resources is in 
the world.

I hope to have illustrated to some degree the 
extent to which existing in the American 

Artwork by Emani Pollard
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February 10, 2017).
2 Richard Rohr, interview with Krista Tippett, 
On Being, podcast audio, April 13, 2017. 
https://onbeing.org/programs/richard-rohr-
living-in-deep-time/ 
3
 Richard Rohr, “The Invitation of Grace”, Get 

Control of Your Life. March 24, 2016. http://
getcontrolofyourlife.org/2016/03/24/the-
invitation-of-grace/

Emani Pollard is a senior in the 
ILR School at Cornell University. 
She hopes to attend law school and 
hopes to build a career on service 
and advocacy. Tea brings her great 
joy.
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N I C E N E  C R E E D

A  P R AY E R

The Cornell Claritas invites 
people from all intellectual, 
philosophical, religious, and 
spiritual backgrounds to join 
us in our conversation as we 
search for truth. We do, however, 
reserve the rights to publish 
only that which aligns with our 
statements of belief. 

We, the members of the Cornell 
Claritas, affirm that the Bible 
is inspired by God, that faith 
in Jesus Christ is necessary for 
salvation, and that God has 
called us to live by the moral 
principles of the New Testament. 
We affirm the Nicene Creed, with 
the understanding that views 
may differ on baptism and the 
meaning of the word “catholic.”

We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven 
and earth, of all things visible and invisible.

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally 
begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God 
from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the Father. 
Through him all things were made. For us and for our salvation 
he came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit, he 
became incarnate from the Virgin Mary and was made man. For 
our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death 
and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with 
the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right 
hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living 
and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end. 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds 
from the Father and the Son. With the Father and the Son he is 
worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets. We 
believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. We acknowledge 
one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. We look for the resurrection 
of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.

Dear Lord,

We want to think the way you, our Creator, designed us to think—
with thoughts after you. In seeking to know you, we also desire to 
make you known. Thus, we offer this journal of Christian ideas in 
order to make your beauty known here at Cornell and around the 
world.  These efforts to express and apply our knowledge of divine 
things are not for the sake of exalting ourselves, but for the sake of 
seeking you and seeing you glorified.  We come to you in the spirit 
of that which your servant, Notre Dame scholar Mark Noll, has 
written: “…the search for a mind that truly thinks like a Christian 
takes on ultimate significance, because the search for a Christian 
mind is not, in the end, a search for mind but a search for God.” 

We pray that in these pages and by these reflections that you 
would be found. To that end, Lord, bless these writings by your 
powerful grace so that we might be, as the Apostle Paul prayed, 
‘filled with the knowledge of your will, in all spiritual wisdom and 
understanding.’ (Col. 1:9) Your gospel compels us to seek after you, 
and there is nothing greater or higher than the knowledge of who 
you are and what you’ve done for us in Christ. We ask you to bless 
our efforts to understand you better as we do this together in the 
pages of the Claritas. Cultivate the way we think—for the sake of 
knowing you and glorifying you. Amen.
 
Jim Thomforde
Ministry Director
Christian Union at Cornell
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S U B M I S S I O N S

If you should like to contribute an essay, 

review, or artwork, we invite you to contact 

the editors and discuss your ideas. We also 

accept unsolicited manuscripts, although 

we reserve the rights to publish submissions 

that are appropriate to the mission, tone, 

and standard of quality of the journal. We 

also welcome letters to the editor. You can 

contact the editors or submit a manuscript 

by emailing cornell.claritas@gmail.com.

C O N TA C T  U S

Visit us online at www.cornellclaritas.

com to learn more, subscribe, and join the 

conversation. You can also reach us at 

cornell.claritas@gmail.com.




