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Bridging the sacred/secular divide 

By Phillip November 

[Posted on 20/08/2007] 

As Christians we tend to approach life in “bits 
and pieces.” In fact, we are taught that the 
Bible focuses exclusively spiritual issues with 
another standard having to be used for so-
called secular matters such as law, 
economics, politics, education, and business. 
As a result Christians employed in the 
corporate world believe that they are involved 
in "secular work" while a minister or 
missionary is engaged in "full-time Christian 
service."  
 
John Beckett describes his inner struggle 
with this sacred/secular split: “Sundays were 
Sundays, with the rest of the week largely 
detached, operating by a different set of 
rules. Can these two worlds that seem so 
separate ever merge?”1 So in reality it is as if 
Christians live in two separate “worlds.” Work 
and business is relegated to the secular 
world and church work is elevated to the 
sacred world. 
 
It is for this reason that we see committed 
Christians in the Middle Ages rejecting family 
life and ordinary work by withdrawing into 
monasteries to live quite lives of 
contemplation and prayer. They embraced 
the Platonic view that the material world was 
inferior to the spiritual world. Salvation was 
seen as the spirit being liberated from the 
material world so that it could ascend to God. 
Nancy Pearcey explains, “Laypeople were 
thought to be capable of attaining only 
natural, earthly ends, which were clearly 
inferior, while the religious elites alone were 
thought capable of spiritual perfection, 
defined primarily in terms of performing 
rituals and ceremonies. Thus the religious 
professionals took over the spiritual duties of 
those deemed unable to fulfil them for 
themselves – saying prayers, attending 

                                                
1 Nancy Pearcey, Total Truth: Liberating Christianity from its 
Cultural Captivity, (Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway Books, 2005), 
31. 

mass, doing penance, going on pilgrimages, 
and performing acts of charity on behalf of 
the common folk.”2   
 
The Reformers of the 16th century challenged 
this system of religious professionals versus 
lay believers by teaching the biblical doctrine 
of the priesthood of all believers (1 Peter 2:9). 
Whereas the term vocation in the Middle 
Ages were applied to priests, monks and 
nuns to describe their religious callings the 
Reformers deliberately chose the same word 
for so-called ordinary work.  
 
Joseph Spradley elaborates, “Both [John] 
Calvin and [Martin] Luther insisted that 
‘secular’ vocations were as important as 
‘religious callings’ and that it is possible to 
serve God in any honest and useful job. 
Calvinism encouraged diligent work and 
thrifty habits in worldly duties as a way of 
promoting the general welfare and glorifying 
God. This ‘Protestant ethic’ was especially 
endorsed by Puritanism and applied to 
scientific work. This was reinforced by 
attitudes of self-restraint, simplicity and 
diligence. The study of nature was divinely 
                                                
2 Ibid., 80. 
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sanctioned since it would reveal God's 
handiwork and exemplify orderly activity. The 
Puritans believed science could work for the 
glory of God and the benefit of society.”3 
 
Our Christian calling consists of more than 
observing certain holy days, prayers, fasting 
and attending church services and small 
groups. The individual Christian has a 
vocation (calling) to serve God in all we do, 
even through our involvement in business. All 
Christians must serve God “full-time.” For this 
reason those Christians called to serve God 
as ministers or as missionaries are not 
pursuing a more sacred calling than those 
Christians called into the world of business, 
science, law, education or politics. 
 
We cannot compartmentalize the Christian 
faith into sacred/secular realms. Francis 
Schaeffer observed, “Christianity is not a 
series of truths in the plural, but rather truth 
spelled with a capital ‘T.’ Truth about total 
reality, not just about religious things. Biblical 
Christianity is Truth concerning total reality – 
and the intellectual holding of that total Truth 
and then living in the light of that Truth.”4 
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Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the 
Lord and not for men, knowing that from the 
Lord you will receive the inheritance as your 
reward. You are serving the Lord Christ.  
(Col 3:23-24 ESV) 
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Christian World View and the Academic Enterprise (Downers 
Grove: IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 68. 
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