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Pastoral Need 

Over the past five years, St. Austin Parish has been operating out of five principles 

named as expressions of what we are to be about as a community of faith. Each year 

one of these principles is chosen to be the highlight of our pastoral activity for that year. 

This year the focus has been spirituality. Following this lead, our Sunday morning 

lecture - discussion presentations, Development of Adult Faith, have offered a number 

of expressions out of the wide arena of spirituality. In the Fall, the most highly attended 

presentation was one that addressed bringing spirituality into the workplace. From the 

participants a number of how-to and practical questions came forth, leading to the 

prime question: is it even possible to interlace the apparent two worlds of faith and 

work? 

The desire (may | be my dramatic self and say hunger) expressed in these questions 

is one observation that leads me to the focus of this pastoral project : a conversation 

between the world of work and the world of faith. Even the phrasing of the title points 

to some of the quandary which surrounds this exchange. Are these truly two different 

and sovereign states that certainly may be in diplomatic contact, but not even 

considering a unification as one state of existence; as the separation in the title 

implies? And if this is the reality of present existence, then what of the citizen who 

hopes (needs) to be active in both realms, where does one’s loyalty of energy lie? We 

have still not fully addressed in practical terms, the dichotomy Augustine of Hippo 

addressed in his tale of two cities. 

So as not to presume that one segment of the population of St. Austin is indicative of 

the whole, | looked elsewhere for any indication of interest in the intercourse between 

an understanding of faith and the daily demands of a social life. A related observation 

came from a class we offer in the Spring that prepares adults for the sacrament of 

Confirmation. One segment of this class is on moral decision making. From my 

conversations during this class with mostly young adults, | got a rather interesting 

reading that this may have been the first intentional and explicit conversation they have 

had on morality and its impact on one’s formation of a life stance. Such a morality 

conversation and the role of moral standards in personal decisions were viewed almost 

as curiosities. “Well how interesting. That is something to think about. That is 

certainly an ideal to be considered.”  



  

This is a wider arena of consideration than just the workplace. But it still seems to 

beg the same question. Before we can even begin to consider how these two apparent 

realms of faith and “secular” endeavors can converse, we must first address the more 

pressing issue of the possibility of such an encounter even moving beyond polite 

“cocktail party talk”, or its darker side - name calling and back stabbing. 

In considering these two different sources of impressions of the needs of this parish, 

it was necessary to consider the inter-connectedness of the two subjects these two 

groups were centering on. This consideration centered on the question, are the areas 

of spirituality and moral decision-making two different issues? Or are they interactive 

perspectives of the same issue: applied faith in a sanctified life. During the 

conversation on spirituality, especially as one wonders on it being actualized in the 

workplace, the arena of discussion moves from the simple cells of the monastery into 

the complex rush of the corporate cubicles. The practicality required by the enterprise 

of business necessitates an applicable approach to the consideration of actualized 

spirituality in this world of practicality. Is such an applicable conjunction possible? If 

so, how does it work? 

 



  

The Cultural Dimensions of this Need 

Starting from the realities of business, this is how it might work. The core of the 

practical business enterprise is the action of choice, that then leads to the actions 

which flow from that choice. The energy flows into and out of the choosing which we 

call commerce. The decision maker chooses a product, a design, a service, a provider, 

a policy, a pronouncement, and so on; and then initiates and supports activities flowing 

from that choice. In today’s society this commercial activity is not limited to the 

segment directly connected to monetary profit. The other segments of the world of 

business simply deal in a different commodity: influence, prestige, relationships, 

control, and so forth. An increase in the quantity, sometimes quality, of this commodity 

is the goal of the enterprise. But choosing is the activity of the enterprise. 

Therefore, it appears that if we are to introduce a discussion on spirituality as it is 

possible in the workplace, then the enterprise of moral choosing is a doorway into that 

discussion. The possibility of applying faith understanding to the critical activity of 

making choices in the complex world of business can be the powerful gateway by 

which the power of the Spirit is brought into our commercial machine. Or even more 

interesting, discovered in our commercial machine. Is this what the dogma of 

incarnation is pointing toward? 

 



  

Utilization of Theological Reflection 

In the parish community of St. Austin Church, this conversation between work and 

faith appears to be a prime province for the application of pastoral or applied theology. 

It can be seen as the convening of two aspects of the same endeavor - theology as 

faith seeking understanding; and the questing for spirituality in the workplace as 

understanding seeking faith. In the hospitable and honoring environment of theological 

reflection as described by Kinast, the voices from each terrain are heard and 

respected. There is no stance of dominance or paternal “final say”. This allows the 

participants in the conversation to honor both their faith roots and sensitivities, and 

their business expertise and achievements. In Kinast's systematic approach, as | 

understand it, all aspects from the “two worlds” of faith and business are allowed in the 

conversation. Such an openness, in my past experience in such discussions, allows 

room for the Spirit to be revealed; in the very stuff of people’s everyday activities. The 

process of theological reflection seems designed for just such a consideration as this 

one of practical spirituality in the workplace. The hunger for such spirituality seems to 

cry out for practical application of the understandings of faith as they are expressed in 

the language of pastoral theology. The “two worlds” might realize their kinship here. 

So where to begin? In order that this conversation not be a totally closed discussion, 

removed entirely from the life of the parish, it was necessary to establish a broader 

place for consideration of the confluence of faith and work. Since it was one of the 

sources in which the whole endeavor first surfaced, | returned to the Sunday morning 

presentation, Development of Adult Faith. This is a nine month weekly presentation on 

different subjects within our Catholic faith stance which might prove of practical value to 

members of the community. Bringing this exercise of theological reflection to the 

community might carry with it the feel that such a discussion has a foreign or at least 

advanced vocabulary - “above my head.” To help them through such possible 

discomfort, | offered a very accessible discussion on the practices which proclaim our 

faith stance in everyday life. | used as my primary source in this ongoing series the 

compilation of essays on particular practices entitled Practicing our Faith, edited by 

Dorothy Bass. Every week we discussed a different practice, its values, and how we 

might enact it in our everyday lives. As a matter of fact, the discussion continues with 

an extended six week discussion during Lent on the practice of forgiveness. The goal 

of this first step is to familiarize folks with the concept of living out of delineated and 

shared standards of value and norms for judgment activities. Its purpose is to  



  

actualize the foundational question in the work-faith conversation - what does it mean 

to live a life of faith, in very practical terms. 

The Participants in the Conversation 

Against the background of this broader discussion of practical faith life activities, | 

began the search for participants in the more focused discussion on work and faith. 

One might wonder why | began the search before having a detailed image of what the 

discussion looks like. Why cast the parts before the play is written? The image the 

preceding sentence projects is the core reason. | did not know where this conversation 

was going to go. This is rooted in a comment mentioned earlier, there is the primary 

question to be answered, can these two realms become as one? Or is this a contest to 

be played to the finish, as it is often portrayed in our traditions - secular and faith alike? 

So working from the theological reflection model from the beginning | would start from 

what is at hand, bringing it always into contact with the voice of tradition, and see 

where the trails lead. 

Starting from the question, can these two realms interact in such a way as to impact 

one another, | went in search of participants in the quest. To help in this first step, | 

sought the aid of two women who are active in both realms, from two different 

perspectives. The first woman is on the parish staff. She is a liturgist, trained in 

theology, who also oversees our social justice ministries. She is in regular contact with 

participants in the corporate-bureaucratic world(s), both as they participate in these 

ministries and as they are encountered as counterparts in the social justice 

conversation. The second person from whom | sought guidance comes at the 

encounter between faith and work from a different field of experience. She was 

received into the Catholic communion about six years ago, and has continued to be 

very active in the RCIA process, as well as other commitments, at St. Austin. She is a 

middle manager at a state agency, working in accounting and system reviews. 

In our discussions together, we wondered what segment of the broad range of 

occupations represented in the parish would be the most fertile and applicable for this 

discussion. After some circling, we turned to the ministry stance of Jesus for some 

guidance. What was his style of approach, his chosen audience and his immediate 

goal in his public ministry? His style seemed one based on immediate need. He 

carried his message of the kingdom, the clear proclamation of which was his goal, 

inserted in his response to perceived immediate needs. Feed the hungry. Heal the 

sick. Free the possessed. And the response was fruitful only with those with two  



  

dominant characteristics: they realized and expressed their inmediate need and they 

held up a hand of hope - hope that this man Jesus could respond concretely to their 

need. These were his audience. 

So what does this point toward in our search for participants in this conversation? 

* They realize they have a need to enter such a consideration of faith and work. 

This brought forth the image of those in conflict between what work requires of 

them, particularly within a dominant value system, and what they considered their 

faith participation was calling them toward. 

* They are in a situation where hope is a possible attitude to claim. 

This brought forth the image of those who have some control over their work 

situation. For us this excluded, limiting ourselves as we were to the population of 

our parish, production line workers and others operating in a highly controlled 

segment of an industry (e.g. fast food, construction, service side of healthcare etc.) 

This image was a clarification of the conversation being focused on an individual's 

encounter with the work world, therefore excluding class actions, such as labor 

unions or professional associations, stretching also to exclude lobbying and 

advocacy. 

* They are open to such an encounter. 

This one brought us to some subjective valuing of our own from our own 

experiences. Desiring to limit the scope of the workplace to be discussed, we 

applied some of our personal attitudes toward a work environment dominated by 

the profit motive and opportunities for reflection, thereby coming to the rather 

subjective decision to exclude the self-employed, people in sales, employees in 

high entrepreneurial enterprises, and the finance industry, as potential members of 

this particular discussion. Knowing that this is a broad swipe of exclusion, we 

humored ourselves in our realization that this conversation was to be marked with a 

certain personality from the beginning, and so this will be the one we choose for 

NOW. 

After this series of exclusions, this was the portrait of the possible participants we 

were able to draw. They would be involved in an industry-institution which allows these 

persons some discretion in their decision making. They could come from profit driven 

enterprises, since obviously they are the majority of employers, but the profit motive 

would not be the sole shaper of their work stance. They may be primary corporate 

decision makers or the enactors of others’ decisions. Moving more to portraits in the  



  

realm of imagination, they would be involved and committed at some level to the 

struggle of their enterprise. They are not just punching the clock or working solely 

toward retirement. They would be in the fray as the current work vernacular expresses 

it. 

Refining this portrait more exactly, including the aspects of need and hope, brought 

forth this image: they would be as naturalized alien; coming from another home culture, 

but acclimated into this new culture. The question left unanswered in this image is, 

which culture is their home culture, the work one or the faith one? 

Taking all these details into account we named three primary populations as sources 

for our participants: government bureaucracies, corporations and academia. These 

cover a population well represented in our parish community, and little served by either 

the general conversation between church and business (as this is so often centered on 

monetary based businesses) or by the general business betterment discussion (as this 

again is so often geared toward production and procurement, rather than policy and 

procedural decisions). Drawing from our own sources of contacts we listed twenty five 

people to whom | would send an invitation.(see appendix A for a copy of this invitation). 

At this point, these two very helpful women exited the enterprise. The accountant was 

unable to participate in the conversation because of scheduling restrictions. The 

minister was not included in the invitation because she is a widely known and 

respected voice in the Church of Central Texas and so | feared her presence might 

restrict free flowing exchange. Thanks to both of them. 

Twenty five were contacted. Ten responded. Three could do the Saturday option. 

One could have done the Tuesday, Thursday option. So | have three potential 

participants and myself. Not enough to make for an energetic conversation honoring 

different experiences and outlooks when dealing with people who have not been in 

such a conversation with each other before. What to do? No, | can not get an 

extension So out to the hiways and byways so to speak. My sister, an attorney, 

and a somewhat experienced participant in such value discussions comes over for 

dinner as she often does. Dearest Katie, would you bail me out, no, not out of jail, 

something worse - failure. So dear sister is on board; and then so is one of her 

paralegals. But then the aide cannot join, but her husband would certainly like to. He is 

in the appraisal business. Does that fit? Can | make it fit or will it stilt the 

conversation? Yes, he does like to make money, but he has to do that in the midst of 

his own Christian values and dealing with an enormous bureaucracies of government  



  

and large construction and development corporations. Yes, that has many of the 

prerequisites. Next, circle to my friend the ex-professor. He is no longer in the 

immediate world of academia. Moved onto writer full time. As a matter of fact he left 

the world of academia because he did not want to deal with the pressures and what he 

viewed as the hypocrisies of that system and its value systems. But he has deep 

experience at the enterprise and can clearly speak on its details and forces. And let us 

get to the bottom line here, | need one more person to feel there is a quorum. So the 

ex-professor is included. 

So who do we have? 

An attorney working at a mid-size law firm (defense for workers compensation 

insurance companies) who is third in seniority of twenty some attorneys in a 

solely owned firm. She has great loyalty to the firm, it being founded by her 

(our) father. There is displeasure with how the firm is reshaping after our 

father's death. 

A former professor who left tenure tract because of restrictions on the values 

he was allowed to explicitly detail in his lectures. A highly popular professor 

during his time at the university. He taught in the communication department. 

Rhetoric was his field. He was a sought-after doctorate sponsor and 

counselor when the department still allowed him to participate in these roles. 

From his perspective he heard the department view him as just not one of the 

team; not interested in their field of endeavor. 

A career state government employee who works for the state comptroller, the 

state tax assessor - collector. She works in the research division giving the 

legal staff readings on the law concerning particular tax situations. She is 

very active in the parish’s St. Vincent de Paul society, and other social charity 

ministries. She is committed to her employment with the comptroller, but 

disgruntled with some of the pollicies. 

An environmental engineer, who had moved from state employment into a 

very rewarding and demanding position with a major environmental consulting 

firm. After a number of years he left this position because it demanded too 

much of his time, leaving him disconnected from his wife and young children. 

He returned to state employment, but was displeased with the office politics 

and “silly policies”, and what he considered to be the incompetence of his  



  

supervisor. The day after the workshop he was to begin a new position with a 

new consulting firm in town. He is very active in the masculine spirituality 

conversation which has been going on at St Austin for six years. 

An electrical engineer working in the research wing of the computer industry. 

He works for a consortium research entity, tasked with carrying the 

manufacturing techniques of the industry into their next stage of development. 

He also is very active in the masculine spirituality conversation; which he 

says has caused him in the past few years to begin shifting his view of himself 

and the industry in which he works. He is beginning to come out of his 

professional solitude and value the relationships his business contacts 

provide. At the same time he is strongly questioning the core values of the 

industry in which he works, and the work environment which these core 

values fashion around him. 

A real estate appraiser, who is also the only non-Catholic in the group. He 

finds himself in tension between the side deals and easy paths open to 

someone in his profession and the values he honors because of his faith 

stance. He respects professionals who openly, in an evangelizing stance, 

proclaim their faith allegiance at the beginning of any transaction, but is not 

sure he would ever be able to adopt such a stance in his professional 

interactions. 

 



  

Focus of the Conversation 

Here are our players, so now to a focusing of the subject of the conversation. To get 

there, it was necessary to start with the object of the conversation; where it needed to 

go. Returning to our starter question, can the worlds of work and faith interact, and if 

so how, this conversation needed to touch on that point of contention which would 

make such an interaction valuable and therefore desirable. Back to the gospel 

indicator, those who were effected by Jesus work and message, were those in hopeful 

need. So what is a primary need, which harbors hope, in the short stories of our 

player's work world? 

| brought this question to a professor of English in the New College, a 

liberal arts degree program aimed at returning older students, at St. Edward’s 

University, the local Catholic University. | approached this professor because 

he and | have worked together on a series of workshops offered by two 

different spirituality centers in town aimed at different professions by which 

the participants would be brought into a discussion about value systems in 

their particular professions. We had participated in a number of these for 

members of the law profession and others for the medical profession. | 

valued his expertise in surfacing the critical issue(s) in a story, whether it be 

the work of an author or the tale of an individual's life. 

So working from the known elements in the proposed conversation: 

* the goal is to address the possibility of an interaction between work and 

faith; 

* the conversation is to address a primary need of the participants in their 

work world; 

* the particulars, as | knew them, of each participant's attitude toward her 

or his work situation; 

we were able to designate a more detailed entryway and fundamental focus of the 

conversation. 

Starting from need, we heard a series of somewhat different, but still similar, 

expressions of disconnection from the “way” the business is operated on the human 

day to day level. Something we both named as expressions that seem to be heard in 

almost every workplace. “This isn’t the way I'd run this shop if it were mine.” So what 

is it that determines “the way”; and how is this determinant conveyed to the members of  



  

the work group? And perhaps even more importantly, how is this determinant instilled 

into the work attitudes, if not the personal conscience, of the members? 

And there it was, the backbone of all businesses that have grown beyond the 

carefree mode of working out of your garage - work policy. As we looked at it more 

closely, we realized that such policy takes at least two forms in all work places - the 

written policy and the unwritten policy: that which is crafted to express and defend a 

particular value or goal; and that which is malleable and reworked and reworded in 

each particular situation for any number of reasons. 

So in a consideration of workplace policy we have a doorway; something to focus the 

conversation. But how do we make contact with our faith tradition concerning the area 

of policy? Most particularly how do we bring the scriptures into a discussion about 

policy and our attitudes and approaches toward it? If policy is that which designates 

proper routes to follow toward a particular goal; proper stances to take in relationship to 

co-workers and clients/customers; the goal of the enterprise and the approved methods 

by which to achieve this goal; and the value hierarchy within a work world - then what in 

our faith tradition, particularly the faith story of scripture, plays the same role of 

designator? If viewed from an Old Testament stance, it is the Law as designator of the 

Covenant. If viewed from a New Testament stance, particularly as refined in Paul's 

teachings, then it is personal faith, that is a relationship with God through Jesus, as he 

is the fulfillment of the Covenant. So it was this we settled on as the focus of the 

conversation: The attitude(s) toward policy in the workplace as this is experienced and 

expressed by the participants in conversation with attitude(s) toward Law and Faith in 

Scripture and tradition, particularly the New Law of Love, which governs all 

relationships, as these are experienced and expressed by the participants. 

 



  

A Movement Beyond Rote Response 

Now, how does one access these attitudes, without falling into “correct speak”? In 

other words how can the conversation circumvent the learned dialog in both worlds of 

work and faith.? To achieve such an open exchange we moved to a methodology we 

used with the professions workshops. The conversation offers a tool, a story, by which 

the participants can engage the topic utilizing the protection and investigative ability of 

the imagination. A story is offered which touches on the topic to be considered. Then 

the participants are asked to comment and ultimately judge the characters, their actions 

and reactions and to project possible motives for their actions. In the midst of this 

conversation, the facilitator begins to ask for connections between the action and 

characters in the story and the stories of the lives of the participants. At least among 

professionals, and possibly all humanity, there seems to be a great joy in commenting 

on the motives and directives of other’s life choices. So in the midst of this joyful 

tribunal, the observers are asked to substantiate their observations and judgment calls 

by some bit of reality from their own work life situations. 

With this goal in mind, we decided on a short story which focuses quite easily on the 

issue of policy, its purpose, its effects and how different characters in the story relate to 

it. The story is by John Updike and is entitled “A&P”(appendix B). It was at this point 

that my friend the English professor exited the process.. Thank you, Thank you, Thank 

you. 

What this style of discourse will hopefully bring us to is a workable dialog on the 

attitudes of the participants toward the particular policies under which they have to 

work. Also utilizing this objective approach of touching the life story through the written 

story calls the participants beyond a pure negative stance toward policy even if that is 

their dominant attitude. We have an objective situation in the written story, upon which 

they will be asked to comment from the position of each of the major characters. With 

this approach they are compelled to give appropriate value to a perspective on policy 

even if they do not naturally, or at least initially, share this perspective. The primary 

tool of imagination used, sometimes covertly, but at times explicitly, is asking for an 

image which expresses one’s feelings or attitude toward a particular action or choice, 

or toward the character who performed this act or made this choice. The image 

provides a very flexible but energetic access point into attitudes which at times might 

prove cumbersome to enunciate.  



  

A similar approach platform will be utilized with scripture and whatever other tradition 

sources might enter the dialog. As clear as knowledge and memory might allow, we 

will return to the original source and craft an image descriptive character which honors 

the story, dogma or code tradition being presented. An example might prove helpful 

here. In the story of the Prodigal Son, with which character do you associate yourself ? 

Why do you associate with him? What are your attitudes toward the other two primary 

characters? Now what image or phrase expresses what “you think of all this”. For 

myself it is often the elder son with whom | relate. Reacting from such a perspective it 

is common to complain, “any rebel ne’er-do-well deserves all that life gives him with no 

softy helping hand to pick him up every time he blows it. And | think such ‘mothering’ 

fathers are not helping their ‘sons’ by not demanding more of them in the hard scrapes 

of life.” The image of the speaker (myself) which surfaces is one of the good little boy 

getting his whites all muddy by letting the dirt in his hand spill all over his nice clean 

shirt front. The mud seeps out. 

 



  

Summarization of Action Plan 

So to summarize the components of the action plan: 

- The Goal of the project is to address the possibility of an interaction between 

the world of work and the world of faith by means of a conversation 

among folks who participate in both. 

- The Objectives of the conversation are to support and facilitate the 

conversation, focusing on policy, so that: 

- Each participant might own and articulate her (his) attitudes toward 

policy in her (his) particular work world. 

- Each participant might articulate some of the values which might 

underlie such policy 

- Each participant might differentiate, to some extent, between written 

and written policy 

- By means of images expressing one’s understanding of all of that is 

uncovered in the reality of the workplace, such understanding is 

brought into dialog with such expressive images arising from one’s 

experience and understanding of faith tradition, especially as 

encountered in scripture. 

- The Implementation is centered on an entryway utilizing the imagination 

through the doorway of story 

* to surface dominant attitudes toward policy in general 

* to honor primary values presented by policy 

* to familiarize the participants with this type of conversation and then 

to move from written story to life story 

* to surface particular attitudes toward policy of both types (written and 

unwritten) 

* and so craft image statements that express these attitudes so that 

they might be brought into conversation with scripture - tradition 

projected attitudes toward policy as that is manifested in attitudes 

toward Law and Faith. These attitudes toward faith traditions have 

also been surfaced through the use of image statements 

expressing the participants unique connection with them.  



  

Anticipated Difficulties and Advantages 

This approach to the owning and ultimately valuing of one’s attitudes in the realms of 

work and faith leave a very open field in which to operate. And for most folks this is 

rather unfamiliar territory in either of these realms. So that the participants, it might be 

expected, will at first seek to adopt one of two dominant positions in the discourse: hard 

criticism of the prescribed “party line” or stalwart defense of the approved “party line”. 

This choice is often presented as the only viable one in either of these realms. But the 

form of conversation being presented, centered around an entryway of imagination, 

does not project such an approach to this subject. So there is at first some discomfort, 

leading at times to a dismissal of the process. “Let's get beyond this story and get to 

the meat of the matter: why my job stinks; why there is no way to be a Christian in my 

work place. | am in no way going to try to save the people | work with.” The 

conversation out of imagination makes it difficult to readily adopt the high ground of 

defense. 

So why utilize this approach if first encounter with it pushes one towards discomfort, 

or even dismissal? Such a model of conversation carries an invitation to realization of 

one’s own attitudes, which facilitates the movement toward the crafting of a personal 

value system. Such personal ownership enlivens the projection, delineation and 

enactment of a value system much more than any adoption of a system prescribed and 

presented by an institution. This exercise, among other things, calls for a 

personalization of why one does what one does. 

Also, with conversation, not recitation, being the mode by which perspectives are 

shared, this style of dialogue allows for the revelation of broader perspectives growing 

from the story exchange. In order for this approach to be viable it is necessary that the 

participants honor the value of each participant's attitudes as they are expressed in the 

comments spread around the table. In our society, this should never be a presumed 

aspect of sharing conversations. Therefore the environment described at the 

beginning of the session must include the valuing of such honoring as an integral part 

of the process. This honoring does not mean an agreement with all attitudes and 

understandings presented. It is however a conversational stance which will give an 

open mind of inquiry to all that is presented. In such a stance, one remains open to 

something new. It is this “something new” which is the real engine of this exchange 

centered on value systems. For itis in the “something new” that we might hear the 

world of faith in honest inquiring conversation with the world of work. If the two worlds  



  

in which we operate do not honor each other, then we are no longer in conversation; 

we have entered into battle. And there is then only a victor and a victim. So perhaps 

this is the foundational question here. In this encounter between work and faith, can 

there only be victor and victim. Or is the theory of collaboration a viable style of 

contact in this exchange? 

Because this approach of valuing through the tools of imagination is centered around 

the impact arising in self-discovery, there is no clear handing on of information nor 

ultimately the modeling of an new or broader attitude reflecting a broader perspective 

on the matter under consideration. Such openness generally calls for an extended 

commitment to the conversation in order for it to prove fruitful in the lives of the 

participants. Therefore a one-time encounter could certainly introduce a person to the 

possibility of the value of such conversational encounters, but it is rather unlikely that it 

would enliven a participant in the discovery of a new or broader perspective on the 

connection between work and faith. As | read over this, it sounds like | am preparing 

my reader for the let-down at the end of my story. And so it might in part be. But also | 

am attempting to present this project's goal as one of introduction, rather than 

fulfillment. This might be viewed as the sampler which hopefully will entice the 

recipient to invest in the continuing encounter of conversation. 

 



  

What Happened 

We gathered on a Saturday morning with coffee and bagels to start the conversation. 

After introducing ourselves to each other, naming our profession with a short 

description of our work situation, we started in on Updike’s “A&P” short story (Appendix 

B). There were a number of duties this first part of the discussion was designed to 

address. It was to allow us to get used to a discussion about policy, our attitudes 

toward policy and the varied forms these attitudes might take among the different 

members of the group. In doing this the short story was to allow the participants to 

have some ease in entering in the telling of their particular disposition toward policy in 

general and in particular settings. 

Moving right away toward the topic of policy, we discussed our different impressions 

of the character Lengel, the store manager in the story. As the one who stated and 

defended the policy, what was his attitude toward policy and what was his motive for 

this attitude. Listening not so much to their direct answers, but rather to the expression 

of the answer, certain outlooks began to surface. 

- Policy can be where the insecure hide from responsibility 

- Policy is the well defined wall of defense behind which one can feel secure 

- Policy is the stabilizer of one’s day 

What was interesting in these observations is that they were presented as a rather 

negative judgment of our manger, Lengel. No one in the conversation thought well of 

him. In wondering why this was, we moved a bit deeper to an understanding of where 

the particular policy in the story came from. It was off the cuff. Confronted with an 

unusual, and therefore inappropriate, situation (three girls from a local beach coming 

into the store in only their swimming suits) Lengel, as judged by these conversants, 

crafted an immediate policy. The policy did not so much resolve the difficulty; they 

were still in the store and allowed to complete their purchase; but it achieved the more 

important goal of assuring the manager and the regular store customers that the 

manager, and his policies, were definitely in control of the situation. The strongly 

dominant negative judgment resided in this view of policy as the subjective “Big Stick” 

which is used indiscreetly in all work situations. 

But what of the positive aspects of policy? When this question was posed, at first it 

was as though they felt a need to move back into “correct speak.” Yes, of course it is 

necessary, blah, blah, blah. But only when we began to return to their own 

responsibilities in crafting and enforcing certain policies in their workplace, was there  



  

any real ownership of policy valuing. When | asked them to discuss this lack of 

ownership, no one would pick up the ball in any real fashion. We had touched on 

something not to be discussed. For me this was a clear indicator of a potential 

doorway to be returned to. There were a number of such insights which surfaced 

during this conversation. And as | review my notes, it is becoming clear that the 

naming of these insights might be the value product which has come from this first 

conversation. So for referral sake, allow me to attempt to name it here: 

Anxiety over the owning and defending of policy, as though it was an 

avoidable aspect of work and employment. 

At this point we turned to the narrator of our story, and the character with whom the 

participants related more closely - Sammy, the first-time rebellious adolescent store 

clerk. Maybe this allegiance in itself is the clearest picture of the folks general attitude 

toward policy. “l don’t wanta.” The image of this group’s general stance toward policy, 

with which | walked away, was approximately this character in the book - a somewhat 

adolescent rejection of the demands of what are viewed as a pack of unneeded and 

subjective restrictions on work and relationship. But as the conversation around Sammy 

continued this outlook became somewhat more finessed and varied. He was certainly 

applauded from all around the table for owning and then enacting his own response to 

policy, especially one with which he disagreed. But then we looked a bit deeper. Was 

this all braggadocios posing, for which there ultimately was no audience? Was that 

posing only part of it, with a deeper and ultimately truer reasoning behind his choice? 

Lots of questions about motive and goal circled around choices pertaining to policy, 

especially when it is an unwritten policy. Here’s another indicator of possible fertile 

ground for future digging. 

The acceptance of written (for which | heard the meaning of substantiated) 

policy and a highly negative response to informal (for which | heard the 

meaning of subjective directing on the part of a supervisor) policy . 

In all this questioning and exchange of opinion, one insight was offered that caused 

us all to stop and look more closely. Sammy did not like this store. He did not like the 

customers of the store. He did not like the products offered by the store. He did not 

honor his supervisor, the store manager. He did like these three young women who 

came in the door. The proposed conclusion this reading points to being: Sammy’s 

objection to a particular policy is grounded in his objection to the institution, in the 

person of Lengel, which formulated the policy. So we have another essential question 

for our participants. “| have heard a number of disgruntled voices about policy, written  



  

and subjective. What does this say about your attitude toward the place in which you 

work? All but one did not want to venture onto that thin ice. Another indicator of fertile 

soil: 

-Is there such a situation as an honored place of work? Or are we all just 

punching the money clock? 

-Can we look more closely at our attitudes toward policy to see a clearer 

image of our attitudes toward where we work? toward what we do for a 

living? toward work? 

-Can we give honor to our jobs, or must they give it to us? 

The one exception to the avoidance of this path of conversation was the environmental 

engineer. From his many years of involvement in the Masculine Spirituality discussion, 

he says, he has been developing his own image of what his work situation should be 

focused on. As | mentioned in the participant descriptions, he was just about to enter a 

new work situation. At this point in the discussion he told us about his interview with 

his future boss. He was certainly looking for a new place to work. But when this 

opportunity presented itself, he decided that he was going to defend his values from the 

beginning of any interview contact. So he walked into the initial interview with a rather 

precise description of what he needed in the makeup and character of the position 

being offered. It included a restricted (in today’s workplace) work schedule of 40 to 50 

hours a week. He was to have time to “enrich my faith and grow to know my Lord 

Jesus better.” He was a husband and father, roles to which he gave priority. And of 

course he told the company what a great job he could do for them. He got the job, with 

all this delineation. All the skeptics, everyone at the table, wondered if the company 

would continue to support this attitude when crunch time came. But at least he took the 

responsibility into his own hands. Throughout the rest of the conversation, his model 

was referred to again and again as an example of positive attitude toward the world of 

work. 

What interested me was his stance. Using the imagery very popular in the discussion 

on masculine spirituality, he was the wise warrior. He had given, and continues to give, 

clear consideration to the pressures and goals in his life. He crafted a very sharp and 

apparently effective sword to bring into his battle with the demanding “foe” of work. Do 

you see where | am going here? Are we back to the victor - victim dichotomy again. 

Also this man is relatively young, in his younger thirties. Using the imagery of Richard 

Rohr this man is still on his climb toward success. (See Appendix C for schematic of 

Rohr’s understanding of the process of spiritual maturation for men.) So in the group’s  



  

response there is a great attraction to a “hero” who has chosen to address the 

dilemma. There is something in this which we all can applaud, and frankly wish we had 

done. But, if Rohr’s image of the maturation process is correct, what happens after the 

charge of advance must commit to the deeper and far more demanding struggle to 

reach into the depths for one’s growth. Our “hero” was by far the youngest participant 

in the conversation. What about the rest of us? Is this an age specific stance? 

What is the goal in the struggle with the demands of the workplace? 

- control of one’s world 

- dominance in decision making 

- fulfillment (however one details that allusive state) 

- honor 

and so on, and so on... What does one hold up as the goal? Does it 

change over time? 

At this point, | asked for some clear affirming valuing of policy. It was given with 

some precise descriptions of what good policy does and what it does not do. Good 

policy is presented and seen and observed as a guideline in making situation-specific 

decisions. This is its greatest importance. It creates the possibility of a respectful 

workplace. It is an invitation to respect one another. It is good when the giver and 

definer and defender of policy is trusted. In such a situation it is adding value to the 

process and product of the workplace. Looking on both sides of a particular policy 

issue, it can stand in the way of work relationships (your contact with this supplier is 

solely for the purpose of assuring that we achieve our quality and schedule goal) or can 

be supportive of developing fulfilling relationships (your contact with this supplier is the 

doorway for potential future interaction with this particular company and the industry it 

is part of - we adopt the stance that this future depends in part on the personal 

relationship between individual members on each side of the existing relationship). 

Here was the general indicator | drew from this segment: 

There is a foundational realization for the need, and even value, of policy in 

the workplace. Why is this valuing not in the forefront of our consideration 

of policy, but rather is pushed to the background, needing to be invited 

clearly into the conversation before it is ever owned? 

Here we have a number of attitudes, dominant and secondary, about policy in its 

many forms operative in a workplace. Into this mix the participants were invited to 

include their understandings and personal valuing of the attitudes toward Law and  



  

Faith in the Scriptures and our Christian traditions. To lead up to this interaction, | 

presented the reasoning, detailed in the section on Focus of the Conversation, 

formulated to defend the connection between Law and Faith on one side and Policy on 

the other. No one had any objection to the comparison. 

The conversation at this point became less lively and took on somewhat of a stilted 

atmosphere. The Old Law of the Old Testament was viewed as a “bad restrictive 

thing”, whereas the New Law of the New Testament was of the Spirit, a “Higher Law.” 

There surfaced some pointing stories presented as describers of their understanding 

and valuing of the faith stance presented in scripture: render unto Caesar the things 

that are Caesar's; Jesus attitude toward Sabbath restrictions; Jesus attitude toward the 

Pharisees as defenders of a particular body of policies which purported to express the 

Law. Ultimately the conversation had the feel of attempting to explain the value of old 

mementos collected long ago in another life. Two men owned that their source of 

spiritual values was not so much what they personally extracted on their own from 

present day encounters with tradition, scripture or even predominantly prayer, but 

rather from discussions with people who are members of their faith stance and who are 

addressing the same demands as they are. The application of theology had to be from 

a personal contact, addressing present-day situations, and arising from shared 

consideration and conversation. No one was open to being told this is how it should be 

done, because the bible says so. This was clearly honored in a comment the attorney 

made in how she would consider introducing the values of faith into her work-life. On 

each occasion, and with each value teaching she would have to ask herself, “What can 

| take into the workplace? Then, what do | want to take into the workplace? When 

asked why she had these two questions to deal with every time, she replied,” | work in 

an environment, which | don’t think is that unusual, which is dominated by the attitude, ° 

if you don't like the rules, don’t work here.” 

And yet each of these participants valued this conversation because it dealt with the 

possible interaction between work and faith. But when the conversation lead to the 

particulars, except for the environmental engineer, there was a wall which divided the 

two realms. When asked how it might be possible to interlace these two worlds, the 

general suggestion was in how one interprets the law - policy in each situation as one 

is influenced by the world’s outlooks and goals. So here was the last insight | gathered 

from the conversation itself:  



  

The interaction between work and faith seems to reside in the outlooks and 

goals of an individual participant of both worlds. So a discussion in 

search of such interaction must be centered on the unique understandings 

and impressions of work values and faith values which surface and are 

active in the day to day movements of life; and not predominantly on the 

policies, laws, structures of either realm of faith or work. The discussion 

needs to work from a personal level of purpose and choice. 

 



  

Analysis and Interpretation of Knowledge 

Gained in the Implementation 

The time for our conversation on this Saturday was over. In ways, it seemed over 

even just as it was beginning to dig into the meat of the matter. We left with a number 

of questions on the table. Some good fodder for future talks. But this last observation 

was the one that needs addressing first before any others can be of truly applicable 

value. As | reflect on what | heard and thought, the center of this observation seems to 

be focused on commitment. Do we, as working professionals, carry a faith commitment 

into our workplace; and should we? This is certainly going beyond the cultural 

trappings of being a Christian. It is a primal commitment to an understanding of 

ourselves, our reason for existence, our goal in life, our identity, our relationship to one 

another, the reason we choose to do what we choose to do. The image growing in my 

imagination out of this conversation and what surfaced in it, is that of being confronted 

with a chasm. 

* Some realize they need to jump the chasm with all their belongings. They want a 

true stance of faith within their work world. 

* Others want those on the other side of the chasm (the values of the faith world) to 

jump across and be with them in the work world. They want a work world value 

system with flavoring and language from the world of faith. 

* And others want a bit of both. Let this be of my faith. But this needs to be of my 

work values. 

This image carries a feeling of anxiety and tense indecision. What am | to do? What 

should | do? What do | need to do? The scripture which surfaces is of Jacob 

wrestling with the “angel” of God before he was to confront his brother Esau and 

resolve the fracture of trickery and injustice which existed between them. And what 

surfaces from that story is that after sending all your valuables before you, you stay in 

the battle, you stay in the tension until the light of dawn comes. One is called to offer 

all that one might accumulate in the gift systems of either world - work or faith; in order 

to remain in the tension between these two realms. And one is called to remain in the 

tension not fleeing into either realm as an escape or as a release from the tension. 

Yes, but who is doing this calling. Going back to Jacob, it is the integrity of the 

participant in the tension which is calling to him. Could this be an image of salvation 

being uncovered? The call and gift of unity? 

Perhaps this is the uncovered element. We do not enter and remain in this struggle 

because it will necessarily improve our workplace environment. In some cases it might  



  

truly create a tougher struggle. And, if the Jacob story of struggling with God is to be 

honored, this struggle between faith and work is not necessarily a response to the 

professed stance of my faith community. In my particular case, | hear a great deal 

there about the church being counter-cultural; so | should stand against the 

environment at work. What this struggles seems to be about, as it was with Jacob, is 

the integrity of the participant. We strive to “improve” ourselves, in whatever situation or 

aspect of our lives where integrity is lacking. 

My handy little computer dictionary has just told me that integrity carries two primary 

meanings: Honesty and Completeness. Jacob was stretched between the harming 

trickery and transgressions of his youth ( which his encounter with brother Esau would 

resurface) and his successes as husband, father and head of his household. The 

crossing of the river (the chasm) marks the commitment to the tension between these 

two parts of himself (two parts of his life). In the evening when all that might give him 

external value or name him in this or that role has been sent on, Jacob stands 

trembling in the tension of his life world. It is here that God lays claim to him holding 

him in the tension of battle until the dawn is coming. Jacob is wounded for life and is 

given a new name - a new identity: Israel. Jacob retained the integrity of his whole self 

in his honesty of all that he was. God tested it through the night and blessed him with a 

permanent reminder of his wholeness, wound and all, and with the fulfillment of his 

identity. 

If we who labor in the workplace are to claim our integrity; and if part of that honest 

and complete identity is based in the understandings and values of a faith stance; then 

we must struggle in the tension which will arise between work and faith. This reminds 

me of a meditation prayer coming from the Ignatian Exercises. In your imagination find 

yourself on the battlefield dividing the forces of the Truth and the forces of the Lie. With 

whom do you align yourself? Well, | certainly wanted to be with the Truth, so | 

commenced to trooping over to the encampment wherein they were stationed. | was 

immediately repelled. To align oneself does not mean you get to hide behind their 

defenses. It means you stand in battle to defend that which you have chosen as your 

standard. So now the question is how do you prepare yourself for such a defense. 

Ultimately it became clear that the only defense against an assault of the Lie was to 

have nothing covering yourself by which the Lie might snare you and so cause a 

wound. It was to stand naked of all self-crafted defenses so that there is nothing to 

catch that which is hurled against you.  



  

Here we have an image which surfaces again a question | mentioned in one of my 

book reviews. These images certainly carry a masculine thrust. Is this growing from 

my own masculinity and my involvement in a group focused on masculine spirituality? 

Or is the workplace, in which most of us are occupied, a masculine place? Which 

leads to the other question. Are the faith statements of today’s Church cast in a 

feminine voice; at least those statements coming from the segment of the Church which 

is not still attached to a paternalistic accent as though this was the only voice the 

Church has. Or is all of this male - female dichotomy a great deal of psychological 

projection on the part of all the participants in the search? Why do | always seem to 

surface more questions than answers? 

One last image, if | may, before moving on: Is this the tension which the crucifixion of 

Jesus so graphically expresses? Stretched between heaven and earth, obedient to the 

will of his father and the love of his people, Jesus does not flee this ultimate tension 

even unto death so that he might remain in both; being truly God and truly human. As 

Catholics, gathering weekly under this image of tension in the cross, we must remain in 

the tension. Bridge the chasm we can, but with all our stuff if we are to cross at all. 

What does all this story telling and image flinging have to do with this conversation... 

and all, and all? If the purpose of such conversations in the future is to invite the 

participants into owning, and remaining in, and dealing with, this tension between work 

and faith; then the tools and entryway must begin not with institutional expressions of 

faith but the carried and honored images of faith within the participants’ life stories. By 

introducing the values of faith through the doorway of scripture, it was too easy to fall 

back on the rote response of the church speak. When dealing with what seems to be 

prevalent tension between work and faith, the faith expressions must be of a more 

owned and personalized flavor. Then having owned some active and integrated faith 

statements, it would be more natural and supportable to move back to the stories which 

clearly proclaim these personal statements. Then we can allow the tension between 

faith stories and work stories interact. For then the stories from both perspectives are 

truly claimed equally in the personal stance of the participants. | just started too far 

from the reality of the participants in the conversation. | gave them no tool by which to 

lay claim to true immersion into the faith stories that surfaced. Because of the lack of a 

means for expressing true ownership they were slipping back into their recitation mode.  



  

Evaluation of the Project 

In the proposal for this project | named two indicators by which this project would be 

evaluated. One was the response from the participants to an invitation to continue their 

participation in this type of conversation in the future. Of the seven participants, five 

expressed a desire to continue, saying that they found the conversation valuable. The 

two who said they did not wish to continue gave as the reason, their very active 

participation in the Masculine Spirituality conversation. They said the men’s group 

satisfied their need to participate in such a conversation on an ongoing basis. 

The other source of evaluation was a questionnaire given at the end of our session. 

(See appendix D for copies of their answers.) In them there was a consistency of 

valuing the conversation and what surfaced from it. Also throughout the responses 

there was an air of this just being the beginning: 

-“l don’t think you can handle (the topic) fully in just one discussion...” 

-“| felt we were zeroing in on several important ‘truths’ today but then kept 

‘dancing’ around them.” 

-" | can see future discussions that deal with honesty, ethics, environmental 

issues and politics as they relate to workplace situations.” 

Both of these indicators are clarification of a presumption | carried into the session. 

This is only an introduction into the conversation. It will have minor impact on the 

participants if it stands alone. This type of conversation needs an extended life in order 

to be fruitful at truly tilling the soil to allow for new growth. So these participants seem 

to agree. Let us continue and invite others into the conversation; and see where it 

grows from here. 

 



  

Analysis and Interpretation 

of the Results of the Evaluation 

You have heard the expression, “Stranger in a Strange Land.” In ways this could be 

the reading of the participants’ experience. This is strange and interesting. Or is this 

familiar to others but strange to me as | view what is very familiar, my work situation, 

from a strange perspective - my faith. Or is this familiar to others but strange to me as | 

attempt to vocalize what is familiar, the stories of my faith, in a strange place for such 

vocalization - my work place. And yet there is interest to continue. What would this 

conversation look, and more importantly feel, like if it were allowed to continue? The 

choice of the two men active in the Masculine Spirituality conversation to remain there 

as the place where they get such conversation | take as a good sign for this work-faith 

conversation. For if they see this gathering as being as potentially challenging and 

rewarding as that other, then there is life here for those who seek to delve into this 

issue of work and faith. If it follows the example of the men’s gathering, it will not be for 

everyone. It will be for those who are in search of a resolution of the tension. And 

again if one follows the other in flow, the participants will stay as the resolution 

introduces them to the riches to be found in such challenging tensions. 

From what they valued in this short experience: hearing others speak of their 

conflicts between faith and work and how they deal with such conflict; and the interest 

given to a consideration of how Jesus worked to convey his “Mission Statement’; there 

is an interest in a conversation that is applicable to the reality of their work life. As one 

participant put it, “I don’t think we were very open about our feelings about what these 

job situations caused.” | read this as wanting to move beyond theory and principles 

and touching on the reality of the interaction between personalized faith stances and 

experienced particular work situations. 

For this to happen, the faith must be owned as | mentioned above. By the 

commitment of ownership one is able to delve into its real impact within reality. No 

longer are we dealing with hypothetical situations, but with reality. The environmental 

engineer certainly modeled this approach as lived out at his stage of the journey. But 

the crucial question is that posed by those further along in their maturation down, 

instead of energized by the struggle of the ascent. 

Can we hope that in the tug and pull, the confusion and discord, of our work 

environment that the Lord can be uncovered as being also present in this part of our 
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existence. Our image of incarnation certainly speaks of this. But we seem to want to 

bring our icons and drapes into the cubicles and conference rooms, and thereby 

change the work place into a chapel. It just does not work. We become as hypocrites 

parading our streaming faces for all to see, so that all might name us as good and holy 

folks. We all have seen the folly of such parades through all of history. Instead of 

bringing in the window dressings and costumes, can we begin to ask ourselves where 

is God in my work? Not where can | bring God into my work, but where shall | begin to 

look so that | might uncover his presence there. What we bring to the workplace is our 

longings and a small personal momento of personal experience of faith, so that we 

might be helped in realizing what is of God in our workplace. | carry a small snapshot 

so that | might recognize you when | meet you in an unfamiliar place. And | bring the 

hope that such a meeting will occur. 

In such an enterprise it is helpful to know what one is looking for. And for us 

Christian the storehouse of such God sightings, if you will, is our tradition, especially 

the scriptures. But we must be careful not to view these images of God in stories as 

comparison charts. Can you match the exact images from all those shown? They are 

more revelatory as we lay claim to them as our own. Then they are no longer solely an 

external storehouse of images to be used for comparison. For with such ownership, 

they are enlivened as expressions of what is our value and truth stance in the world. 

So what is discovered in the work place can be identified as of God by the familiarity it 

has with what we hold in our hearts as true and valuable. 

So if this conversation is to continue, it must have a primary goal of inviting these 

participants into owning their personal faith stance in such a way that it might identify 

that which is from the same source within their work. Then faith is held as both 

nourishment and challenge. It harmonizes with what is of God - the Truth; and 

challenges with what is astray from such harmony. The tool missing in the 

conversation was one of personal committed ownership. Not that the participants did 

not have this. We just do not know yet how to talk out of such a commitment. The 

stories will help us. Especially when we get to the part when the stories are our owns.  
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Michael Flahive 
pastoral associate 

St. Austin’s 

23 February 98 
Good morning, 

Let me get straight to the point... I need your help. I am in the final classes 
working toward a Masters of Arts in Pastoral Theology offered by St. Mary of 
the Woods College in Indiana. The final class is a project in which I am to 
address a particular pastoral need present in my particular faith community, St. 
Austin Church. I have chosen a question I keep hearing on Sunday mornings in 
Development of Adult Faith, in the RCIA process, and during the Faith of 
Catholic class: “how do I live my faith out in my everyday life - particularly in 
my workplace?” It is a challenging question and, it seems, a timely one. And I 
am wondering if you could help me by participating in a conversation that will 
begin to uncover the details of this question, and so initiate an understanding of 
what an answer might look like. 

No I don’t expect you to bring a deep understanding of theology or the 
teachings of the church to this conversation. What I hope you will bring is your 
own experience in a workplace. What I will bring are some conversation tools 
that will allow all of us to investigate what happens when we place our workplace 
situations and relationships up next to our common faith understandings and 
stories. I want to know if this conversational encounter between these two 
“worlds” would be fruitful in answering the pressing question - how do I live out 
my faith? 

This conversational gathering takes four hours. It will happen March 7, 
Saturday, 10:00 am to 2:00 pm. We will gather in the Ss. Joan & Raymond room 
at the St. Austin Church complex. Lunch will be provided. Please let me know 
if you would be able, and would care to participate. 

Wshgel_ 

2026 Guadalupe Austin, Texas 78705 512-477-9471  
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UPDIKE / A&P 

“What John Updike does for a living,” writes John Romano in the New 

York Times Book Review, “is remind us of the human costliness of an every- 
day situation.” In “A&P” there is cost, and a small triumph—and a young 
man’s growing awareness of the “hard” world ahead. 

JOHN UPDIKE 

A&P 
(1961) 

In walks these three girls in nothing but bathing suits. I'm in the third 
check-out slot, with my back to the door, so I don’t see them until they're 

over by the bread. The one that caught my eye first was the one in the 

plaid green two-piece. She was a chunky kid, with a good tan and a sweet 

broad soft-looking can with those two crescents of white just under it, 
where the sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs of her legs. I 
stood there with my hand on a box of HiHo crackers trying to remember 

if I rang it up or not. I ring it up again and the customer starts giving me 

hell. She’s one of these cash-register-watchers, a witch about fifty with 
rouge on her cheekbones and no eyebrows, and I know it made her day to 
trip me up. She'd been watching cash registers for fifty years and probably 

never seen a mistake before. 

By the time I got her feathers smoothed and her goodies into a bag— 

she gives me a little snort in passing, if she’d been born at the right time 

they would have burned her over in Salem—by the time I get her on her 

way the girls had circled around the bread and were coming back, without 
a push-cart, back my way along the counters, in the aisle between the 
check-outs and the Special bins. They didn’t even have shoes on. There was 
this chunky one, with the two-piece—it was bright green and the seams 
on the bra were still sharp and her belly was still pretty pale so I guessed 
she just got it (the suit)—there was this one, with one of those chubby 
berry-faces, the lips all bunched together under her nose, this one, and a 
tall one, with black hair that hadn’t quite frizzed right, and one of these 
sunburns right across under the eyes, and a chin that was too long—you 
know, the kind of girl other girls think is very “striking” and “attractive” 
but never quite makes it, as they very well know, which is why they like 
her so much—and then the third one, that wasn't quite so tall. She was the 
queen. She kind of led them, the other two peeking around and making 
their shoulders round. She didn’t look around, not this queen, she just 

~ Walked straight on slowly, on these long white prima-donna legs. She came 
down a little hard on her heels, as if she didn’t walk in her bare feet that 
much, putting down her heels and then letting the weight move along to 
her toes as if she was testing the floor with every step, putting a little  
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deliberate extra action into it. You never know for sure how girls’ minds 
work (do you really think it’s a mind in there or just a little buzz like a bee 
in a glass jar?) but you got the idea she had talked the other two into com- 
ing in here with her, and now she was showing them how to do it, walk 

slow and hold yourself straight. 
She had on a kind of dirty-pink—beige maybe, I don’t know—bathing 

suit with a little nubble all over it and, what got me, the straps were down. 
They were off her shoulders looped loose around the cool tops of her arms, 
and I guess as a result the suit had slipped a little on her, so all around the 
top of the cloth there was this shining rim. If it hadn’t been there you 
wouldn’t have known there could have been anything whiter than those 
shoulders. With the straps pushed off, there was nothing between the top 
of the suit and the top of her head except just her, this clean bare plane of 
the top of her chest down from the shoulder bones like a dented sheet of 
metal tilted in the light. I mean, it was more than pretty. 

She had sort of oaky hair that the sun and salt had bleached, done up 
in a bun that was unravelling, and a kind of prim face. Walking into the 
A&P with your straps down, I suppose it’s the only kind of face you can 

have. She held her head so high her neck, coming up out of those white 
shoulders, looked kind of stretched, but I didn’t mind. The longer her neck 

was, the more of her there was. 

She must have felt in the corner of her eye me and over my shoulder 
Stokesie in the second slot watching, but she didn’t tip. Not this queen. She 
kept her eyes moving across the racks, and stopped, and turned so slow it 

made my stomach rub the inside of my apron, and buzzed to the other two, 
who kind of huddled against her for relief, and they all three of them went 
up the cat-and-dog-food-breakfast-cereal-macaroni-rice-raisins-seasonings- 
spreads-spaghetti-soft-drinks-crackers-and-cookies aisle. From the third 
slot I look straight up this aisle to the meat counter, and I watched them 
all the way. The fat one with the tan sort of fumbled with the cookies, but 
on second thought she put the packages back. The sheep pushing their carts 
down the aisle—the girls were walking against the usual traffic (not that we 
have one-way signs or anything)—were pretty hilarious. You could see 
them, when Queenie’s white shoulders dawned on them, kind of jerk, or 

hop, or hiccup, but their eyes snapped back to their own baskets and on 
they pushed. I bet you could set off dynamite in an A&P and the people 
would by and large keep reaching and checking oatmeal off their lists and 
muttering “Let me see, there was a third thing, began with A, asparagus, 

no, ah, yes, applesauce!” or whatever it is they do mutter. But there was no 

doubt, this jiggled them. A few houseslaves in pin curlers even looked 
around after pushing their carts past to make sure what they had seen was 
correct. 

You know, it’s one thing to have a girl in a bathing suit down on the 
beach, where what with the glare nobody can look at each other much 
anyway, and another thing in the cool of the A&P, under the fluorescent 
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UPDIRE:/ A&P 

lights, against all those stacked packages, with her feet paddling along 

naked over our checkerboard green-and-cream rubber-tile floor. 

“Oh Daddy,” Stokesie said beside me. “I feel so faint.” 

Darling,” I said. “Hold me tight.” Stokesie’s married, with two babies 

chalked up on his fuselage already, but as far as I can tell that’s the only 

difference. He's twenty-two, and I was nineteen this April. 

“Is it done?” he asks, the responsible married man finding his voice. I 

forgot to say he thinks he’s going to be manager some sunny day, maybe in 

1990 when it’s called the Great Alexandrov and Petrooshki Tea Company 

or something. 

What he meant was, our town is five miles from a beach, with a big 

summer colony out on the Point, but we're right in the middle of town, 

and the women generally put on a shirt or shorts or something before they 

get out of the car into the street. And anyway these are usually women 

with six children and varicose veins mapping their legs and nobody, in- 

cluding them, could care less. As I say, we're right in the middle of town, 

and if you stand at our front doors you can see two banks and the Congre- 

gational church and the newspaper store and three real-estate offices and 

about twenty-seven old freeloaders tearing up Central Street because the 

sewer broke again. It’s not as if we're on the Cape; we're north of Boston 

and there’s people in this town haven't seen the ocean for twenty years. 

The girls had reached the meat counter and were asking McMahon 

something. He pointed, they pointed, and they shuffled out of sight be- 

hind a pyramid of Diet Delight peaches. All that was left for us to see was 

old McMahon patting his mouth and looking after them sizing up their 

joints. Poor kids, I began to feel sorry for them, they couldn't help it. 

Now here comes the sad part of the story, at least my family says it’s sad 

but I don’t think it’s sad myself. The store’s pretty empty, it being Thurs- 

day afternoon, so there was nothing much to do except lean on the regis- 

ter and wait for the girls to show up again. The whole store was like a 

pinball machine and I didn’t know which tunnel they’d come out of. After 

a while they come around out of the far aisle, around the light bulbs, 

records at discount of the Caribbean Six or Tony Martin Sings or some 

such gunk you wonder they waste the wax on, sixpacks of candy bars, and 

plastic toys done up in cellophane that fall apart when a kid looks at them 

anyway. Around they come, Queenie still leading the way, and holding a 

little gray jar in her hand. Slots Three through Seven are unmanned and I 

could see her wondering between Stokes and me, but Stokesie with his 

usual luck draws an old party in baggy gray pants who stumbles up with 

four giant cans of pineapple juice (what do these bums do with all that 

pineapple juice? I've often asked myself) so the girls come to me. Queenie 

puts down the jar and I take it into my fingers icy cold. Kingfish Fancy 

Herring Snacks in Pure Sour Cream: 49. Now her hands are empty, not a 
ring or a bracelet, bare as God made them, and I wonder where the   
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money's coming from. Still with that prim look she lifts a folded dollar 
bill out of the hollow at the center of her nubbled pink top. The jar went 
heavy in my hand. Really, I thought that was so cute. 

Then everybody's luck begins to run out. Lengel comes in from hag- 
gling with a truck full of cabbages on the lot and is about to scuttle into 
that door marked mMaNaGER behind which he hides all day when the girls 
touch his eye. Lengel’s pretty dreary, teaches Sunday school and the rest, 
but he doesn’t miss that much. He comes over and says, “Girls, this isn’t 
the beach.” 

Queenie blushes, though maybe it’s just a brush of sunburn I was 
noticing for the first time, now that she was so close. “My mother asked 
me to pick up a jar of herring snacks.” Her voice kind of startled me, the 
way voices do when you see the people first, coming out so flat and dumb 
yet kind of tony, too, the way it ticked over “pick up” and “snacks.” All of 
a sudden I slid right down her voice into her living room. Her father and 
the other men were standing around in ice-cream coats and bow ties and 
the women were in sandals picking up herring snacks on toothpicks off a 
big plate and they were all holding drinks the color of water with olives 
and sprigs of mint in them. When my parents have somebody over they 
get lemonade and if it’s a real racy affair Schlitz in tall glasses with 
“They’ll Do It Every Time” cartoons stencilled on. ; 

“That’s all right,” Lengel said. “But this isn’t the beach.” His repeating 
this struck me as funny, as if it had just occurred to him, and he had been 
thinking all these years the A&P was a great big dune and he was the head 
lifeguard. He didn’t like my smiling—as I say he doesn’t miss much—but 
he concentrates on giving the girls that sad Sunday-school-superintendent 
stare. 

Queenie’s blush is no sunburn now, and the plump one in plaid, that I 
liked better from the back—a really sweet can—pipes up, “We weren’t 
doing any shopping. We just came in for the one thing.” 

“That makes no difference,” Lengel tells her, and I could see from the 
way his eyes went that he hadn’t noticed she was wearing a two-piece be- 
fore. “We want you decently dressed when you come in here.” 

“We are decent,” Queenie says suddenly, her lower lip pushing, getting 
sore now that she remembers her place, a place from which the crowd that 
runs the A&P must look pretty crummy. Fancy Herring Snacks flashed in 
her very blue eyes. 

“Girls, I don’t want to argue with you. After this come in here with 
your shoulders covered. It’s our policy.” He turns his back. That's policy 
for you. Policy is what the kingpins want. What the others want is juvenile 
delinquency. 

All this while, the customers had been showing up with their carts 
but, you know, sheep, seeing a scene, they had all bunched up on Stokesie, 
who shook open a paper bag as gently as peeling a peach, not wanting to 
miss a word. I could feel in the silence everybody getting nervous, most of 
all Lengel, who asks me, “Sammy, have you rung up this purchase?”    
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I thought and said “No” but it wasn’t about that I was thinking. I go 
through the punches, 4, 9, Groc, Tor—it’s more complicated than you 

think, and after you do it often enough, it begins to make a little song, 

that you hear words to, in my case “Hello (bing) there, you (gung) hap-py 

pee-pul (splat)!”"—the splat being the drawer flying out. I uncrease the bill, 

tenderly as you may imagine, it just having come from between the two 
smoothest scoops of vanilla I had ever known were there, and pass a half 

and a penny into her narrow pink palm, and nestle the herrings in a bag 
and twist its neck and hand it over, all the time thinking. 

The girls, and who’d blame them, are in a hurry to get out, so I say “I 
quit” to Lengel quick enough for them to hear, hoping they'll stop and 
watch me, their unsuspected hero. They keep right on going, into the elec- 

tric eye; the door flies open and they flicker across the lot to their car, 

Queenie and Plaid and Big Tall Goony-Goony (not that as raw material she 

was so bad), leaving me with Lengel and a kink in his eyebrow. 
“Did you say something, Sammy?” 
“I said I quit.” 

“I thought you did.” 

“You didn’t have to embarrass them.” 
“It was they who were embarrassing us.” 

I started to say something that came out “Fiddle-de-doo.” It’s a saying 
of my grandmother’s, and I know she would have been pleased. 

“I don’t think you know what you're saying,” Lengel said. 
“I know you don’t,” I said. “But I do.” I pull the bow at the back of my 

apron and start shrugging it off my shoulders. A couple customers that had 
been heading for my slot begin to knock against each other, like scared 
pigs in a chute. 

Lengel sighs and begins to look very patient and old and gray. He's 
been a friend of my parents for years. “Sammy, you don’t want to do this 
to your Mom and Dad,” he tells me. It’s true, I don’t. But it seems to me 
that once you begin a gesture it’s fatal not to go through with it. I fold the 
apron, “Sammy” stitched in red on the pocket, and put it on the counter, 
and drop the bow tie on top of it. The bow tie is theirs, if you've ever won- 
dered. “You'll feel this for the rest of your life,” Lengel says, and I know 
that’s true, too, but remembering how he made that pretty girl blush 
makes me so scrunchy inside I punch the No Sale tab and the machine 
whirs “pee-pul” and the drawer splats out. One advantage to this scene 
taking place in summer, I can follow this up with a clean exit, there's no 
fumbling around getting your coat and galoshes, I just saunter into the 
electric eye in my white shirt that my mother ironed the night before, and 
the door heaves itself open, and outside the sunshine is skating around the 
‘asphalt. 

I'look around for my girls, but they're gone, of course. There wasn’t 
anybody but some young married screaming with her children about 
Some candy they didn’t get by the door of a powder-blue Falcon station 
wagon. Looking back in the big windows, over the bags of peat moss and 
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aluminum lawn furniture stacked on the pavement, I could see Lengel in 

my place in the slot, checking the sheep through. His face was dark gray 

and his back stiff, as if he’d just had an injection of iron, and my stomach 

kind of fell as I felt how hard the world was going to be to me hereafter. 

READING AND REACTING 

1. Summarize the information Sammy gives readers about his tastes and 

background. Why is this exposition vital to the story’s development? 

_ List some of the most obvious physical characteristics of the A&P’s 

customers. How do these characteristics make them foils for Queenie 

and her friends? 

3. What is it about Queenie and her friends that appeals to Sammy? 

4. Is Queenie a stock character? Explain. 

5. What rules and conventions are customers expected to follow in a 

supermarket? How does the behavior of Queenie and her friends 

violate these conventions? 

. Is the supermarket setting vital to the story? Could the story have 

been set in a car wash? In a fast-food restaurant? 

. How accurate are Sammy's judgments about the other characters? 

How might the characters be portrayed if the story were told by 

Lengel? 

. Given what you learn about Sammy during the course of the story, 

what do you see as his primary motivation for quitting his job? What 

other factors motivate him? 

. JournaL ENTRY Where do you think Sammy will find himself in 

ten years? Why? 

_ CriTICAL PERSPECTIVE In her 1976 book The Necessary Blackness 

critic Mary Allen observes, “Updike’s most tender reverence is 

reserved for women’s bodies. The elegant style with which he 

describes female anatomy often becomes overwrought, as his 

descriptions do generally. But it always conveys wonder.” 

In what passages in “A&P” does Updike (through Sammy) convey 

this sense of wonder? Do you think today’s audience, reading the 

story more than thirty years after Updike wrote it, and more than 

twenty years after Allen's essay was published, would still see such 

passages as conveying “tender reverence?” Or do you think readers 

might now see Sammy (and, indeed, Updike) as sexist? How do you 

see these passages?   
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Work Values / Faith Values 
a conversation 

One of the goals of this conversation today is to critique this process as a tool in 
an extended investigation of the relationship between faith and work. Besides 
what has surfaced in our conversation during this time, 1 would also like your input 
on the process itself. 

One of the purposes of such encounters with stories of work, life and faith is to 
offer a different or broader perspective on all too familiar situations and the 
decisions made in them. Has this conversation today, in any way, offered that to 
you? If so, in what ways? If not, why do you think that is? 
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Was the introductory story," A&P”, helpful in entering this type of conversation? 
Why, or why not? 
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Were the methods of owning the policies in our work lives, our feelings towards 

them, and their interaction with our faith stories fruitful tools in investigating the 

interaction between work and faith. Why or why not? 

re ron alle 
Alois Lai rl ns il ala) rove pt | 

AL A Bis en TI ey Coan) his 
win do he Lidia WAS DO FAN 2 

WC OAL 20st 5 wort) Lows [idee 

AR wi odes IX ot mere. BF Ao Aonk i 

SAGA a Come). We J heugli om Leon of Bon Be Leas 

bd st Locoto dead. hme cen ) ness - Peden 

A a Y 
Of all that you said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest 
the greatest? What was detrimental to this investigation? 

MNewre LAA Ao 0 Yuba de proone Ao 

do Us N POLO 

retro Noble Sun Bored Quek ed TX 

3 Sas Gnith bid od Sh 
yh 30 Suiits bi Lo 3 EA] 

oo) Ov gh, CaS   Dp tee~.  SRNUAd oY WT Smo



Work Values / Faith Values 
a conversation 

One of the goals of this conversation today is to critique this process as a tool in 
an extended investigation of the relationship between faith and work. Besides 
what has surfaced in our conversation during this time, | would also like your input 
on the process itself. 

One of the purposes of such encounters with stories of work, life and faith is to 
offer a different or broader perspective on all too familiar situations and the 
decisions made in them. Has this conversation today, in any way, offered that to 
you? If so, in what ways? If not, why do you think that is? 
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Of all that you said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest 
the greatest? What was detrimental to this investigation? 
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Work Values / Faith Values 
a conversation 

One of the goals of this conversation today is to critique this process as a tool in 
an extended investigation of the relationship between faith and work. Besides 
what has surfaced in our conversation during this time, | would also like your input 
on the process itself. 

One of the purposes of such encounters with stories of work, life and faith is fo 
offer a different or broader perspective on all too familiar situations and the 
decisions made in them. Has this conversation today, in any way, offered that to 
you? If so, in what ways? If not, why do you think that is? 
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Was the introductory story," A&P”, helpful in entering this type of conversation? 
Why, or why not? 
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Were the methods of owning the policies in our work lives, our feelings towards 

them, and their interaction with our faith stories fruitful fools in investigating the 

interaction between work and faith. Why or why not? 
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Of all that you said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest 
the greatest? What was detrimental to this investigation? 
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Work Values / Faith Values 
a conversation 

One of the goals of this conversation today is to critique this process as a tool in 
an extended investigation of the relationship between faith and work. Besides 
what has surfaced in our conversation during this time, | would also like your input 
on the process itself. 

One of the purposes of such encounters with stories of work, life and faith is to 
offer a different or broader perspective on all too familiar situations and the ; 
decisions made in them. Has this conversation today, in any way, offered that to 
you? If so, in what ways? If not, why do you think that is? 

- tll dl penne ner Li Ai onrndond jo 

og iE te ppl 

Was the introductory story," A&P”, helpful in entering this type of conversation? 
Why, or why not? 
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Were the methods of owning the policies in our work lives, our feelings towards 

them, and their interaction with our faith stories fruitful tools in investigating the 

interaction between work and faith. Why or why not? 
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the greatest? What was detrimental fo this investigation? 
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Work Values / Faith Values 
a conversation 

One of the goals of this conversation today is to critique this process as a tool in 

an extended investigation of the relationship between faith and work. Besides 

what has surfaced in our conversation during this time, | would als like your ingut 
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offer a different or broader perspective on all too familiar situations and the 

decisions made in them. Has this conversation today, in any way, offered that to 

you? If so, in what ways? If not, why do you think that is? 
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Was the introductory story," A&P”, helpful in entering this type of conversation? 

Why, or why not? 
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Were the methods of owning the policies in our work lives, our feelings towards 
them, and their interaction with our faith stories fruitful tools in investigating the 
interaction between work and faith. Why or why not? 
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Of all that you said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest 
the greatest? What was detrimental to this investigation? 
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