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Many Christians struggle with the challenge of living out their faith-based identi-
ties in the pluralistic workplace. The social psychology of religion is useful for 
understanding the difficulties and inhibitions that Christian businesspeople face. 
It elaborates on mental models that inform appropriate action at work as well 
as expressions of contested identity in a potentially unreceptive environment. 
Moreover, the social psychology of moral imagination details how one central 
and salient component of a person’s identity marshals mental models from other 
identity components to formulate and justify alternatives to the status quo. Moral 
imagination can explain how faith integration often occurs in the workplace, and 
it can be understood as an expression of God’s common grace for the business 
world as a means of reaching understanding and appealing to conscience across 
moral and theological foundations.

Introduction
I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the 
very thing I hate.… I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is 
what I do. (Rom. 7:15, 19 NRSV)

With these verses, the apostle Paul highlights the struggle with one’s sinful nature 
that vexes many and perhaps most Christians who take the challenge of holiness 
seriously. The total depravity of all humankind implies that this problem is not 
simply one of imperfect management of carnal impulses; it is also a problem of 
biased perceptions, fallacious reasoning, and an unfaithful will.1 The failure to 
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think, feel, speak, and act in ways that are consistent with our new identities in 
Christ is a thoroughgoing problem.

Christians in business often encounter situations in which their faith seems 
irrelevant or incongruous. We pray “forgive us our debts, as we also have for-
given our debtors,” but at work, debtors whose payments are behind schedule 
risk having their accounts turned over to a collection agency, while payables are 
held to the limits of creditors’ tolerances. Compensation levels climb for excel-
lent job candidates, while weak candidates receive no notice of their rejections. 
Supplier negotiations include bluffing and misinformation on the assumption that 
other parties use such strategies as a matter of course. Local governments are 
pressured for tax abatements with the threat of offshoring. Office gossip helps 
rivals and managers alike keep tabs on risks and opportunities. Forgiveness or 
forthrightness or forbearance seems hopelessly naïve. 

Accordingly, the “religious congruence fallacy” applies to believers in busi-
ness.2 Believers often do not actually subscribe to the complete set of beliefs 
that their commitments imply;3 moreover, individuals often do not act in ways 
that are consistent with their beliefs.4 Some deny that contradictions between 
belief and action even arise at work,5 while others despair of ever aligning their 
beliefs with their actions at work, instead insisting that their beliefs and actions 
must exist in paradox, or that Christians must abandon the business world due 
to its hopeless corruption.6 For many Christian businesspeople, the evil they do 
not want is what they do on a daily basis.7

Fortunately, the doctrine of common grace provides some hope that these 
problems of irrelevance or incongruousness can be resolved with something other 
than resignation. Rather, Christians are able to discerningly adopt insights from 
their environments, even as they appeal to the law whose requirements are written 
on the hearts of the Gentiles (cf. Rom. 2:14).8 We can reframe problems that we 
encounter in ways that are familiar yet novel to the people around us and that 
appeal to those people in terms that resonate with them (cf. Acts 17:22–34). We 
can thereby engage in what some philosophers have called “moral imagination”9 
and manage the tension between being alienated Christian pilgrims self-conscious 
of our differences and at the same time be engaged witnesses who participate in 
God’s renewing work in his world.10

I will explain how individual Christians may participate in God’s provision 
of common grace in the workplace by using moral imagination to bring their 
faith to bear at work. First, I will explore the problem of religious incongru-
ence, specifically with respect to faith integration in the workplace. Then, I will 
describe the phenomenon of moral imagination in social psychological terms 
and explain its intersection with the social psychology of faith integration. Next, 
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I will summarize the Reformed doctrine of common grace, relating it to moral 
imagination. Finally, I will detail some implications of moral imagination as a 
common grace ministry of faith integration for both theory and practice, includ-
ing advice to Christian businesspeople.

Religious Incongruence and Faith Integration
Faith integration refers to the attempts of Christians in the workplace to think, 
feel, and act in ways that reflect their identities in Christ. This reflects Kenneth 
Pargament’s characterization of the integration of faith into a person’s life in 
three dimensions: (1) integration of a person’s faith into a social community; (2) 
integration of the means a person selects in various situations with ends appropri-
ate to that person’s faith commitments; and (3) integration of “religious beliefs, 
practices, relationships, and motivations … with each other.”11 Some Christian 
business leaders have demonstrated a high degree of faith integration at work 
through their high-profile entrepreneurial inventiveness: The late Truett Cathy 
reintroduced Sabbath rest into the superlatively competitive fast-food industry,12 
whereas Tom Chappell created a line of ecologically responsible personal-care 
products while drawing inspiration from Puritan leader Jonathan Edwards.13 
However, nothing about the definition of faith integration restricts it to the work 
of entrepreneurs and executives.

There is a multiplicity of ways that a person’s faith can be expressed, and 
scholars have found evidence that faith has some systematic effects in the 
workplace. Weaver and Stansbury, in a review of literature on religious behav-
ior in the workplace, found evidence that religion both positively affected job 
attitudes, ethics, and prosocial behavior; reduced occupational stress and risk 
tolerance; but promoted some counterproductive behaviors.14 Miller theorized 
that faith integration would influence one or more of four domains that he called 
the “integration box”: (1) ethics (i.e., the pursuit of virtue and justice in the 
workplace); (2) expression (i.e., includes evangelism and statements of belief or 
identity that are made for the benefit of the speaker rather than the audience); (3) 
experience (i.e., the pursuit of meaning in one’s work, often by understanding it 
as a vocation or calling); and (4) enrichment (i.e., the use of spiritual resources 
to realize personal renewal and empowerment at work).15 Lynn, Naughton, and 
VanderVeen found in a survey of alumni of religious colleges whose gradua-
tion dates spanned fifty years that the answers to fifteen questions about faith 
integration all tracked together across respondents (using a statistical technique 
called exploratory factor analysis)16 and indicated that these are all expressions 
of a single phenomenon of faith integration rather than a set of separate-but-
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Table 1
Domains of Faith Integration

Weaver & Stansbury 
(2014) Miller (2007) Faith-at-Work Scale (Lynn et al., 2009)*

Favorable job 
attitudes

Experience I view my work as a mission from God.
I sense that God empowers me to do good things 
at work.
I pursue excellence in my work because of my 
faith.
I believe God wants me to develop my abilities 
and talents at work.
I view my work as a partnership with God
I think of my work as having eternal significance.
I view my work as part of God’s plan to care for 
the needs of people.
I view myself as a caretaker not an owner of my 
money, time and resources.

Reduced stress Enrichment I see connections between my worship and my 
work.
My faith helps me deal with difficult work 
relationships.
I sense God’s presence while I work.

Ethics & prosocial 
behavior

Ethics I view my coworkers as being made in the image 
of God.
I sacrificially love the people I work with.
When I am with others and alone, I practice pu-
rity in my work habits.

Expression My coworkers know I am a person of faith.

Risk tolerance

Counterproductive 
behaviors (rejudice, 
loss of cohesion, 
overconformity)

* With kind permission from Springer Science+Business Media: Monty L. Lynn, Michael J. 
Naughton, and Steve VanderVeen, “Faith at Work Scale (FWS): Justification, Development, and 
Validation of a Measure of Judaeo-Christian Religion in the Workplace,” Journal of Business 
Ethics 85 (2009): 236, Table V.
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correlated phenomena. Some of these expressions of faith in the workplace are 
listed in table 1 on the following page.

Notably, these expressions vary according to several individual and situational 
influences. Weaver and Agle theorized that the likelihood of a person’s carrying 
out their workplace roles in ways that reflect the role expectations of their reli-
gion is influenced by the salience of that person’s religious identity, that is, by 
the degree to which the other people who are meaningful to that person display 
expectations that her or his religion should be expressed in a given role.17 However, 
the salience of religion is itself impacted by the workplace context, which may 
or may not prompt or discourage its integration, leaving other competing role 
expectations at some greater or lesser degree of salience. Weaver and Stansbury 
also emphasized the influence of the centrality of religious identity, that is, the 
importance of religion to a person’s self-concept.18 A person may cherish their 
faith and readily acknowledge its importance but may receive no social cues 
that prompt its enactment in the workplace, thus rendering their faith central 
to their identity but not salient to their work role, and therefore quite possibly 
unreflected in action. Conversely, a person may have a faith that is peripheral 
to their self-concept but in their workplace receive strong cues that it should be 
enacted,19 perhaps through onsite prayer meetings or the frequent use of religious 
language among managers and coworkers. That person’s faith has low centrality 
to their identity but high salience to their work role, and it may well be reflected 
in action. Of course, a person with a highly central and salient religious identity 
will be relatively likely to enact it, and a person with a religious identity of low 
centrality and low salience will be relatively unlikely to enact it.

Day,20 and later Weaver and Stansbury21 have also theorized that the develop-
ment of religiously informed cognitive schemas and scripts22 may predict greater 
integration of faith in the workplace. These schemas and scripts, or mental 
models, provide pattern templates that allow a person to recognize an entity or 
situation and its meaning (e.g., a coworker who is expressing vulnerability) and 
to respond in an appropriate way (e.g., with listening, prayer, and perhaps aid), 
respectively. Individuals with more- and better-developed schemas and scripts 
may have a greater likelihood of recognizing opportunities to integrate their faith 
into their work and to seize those opportunities.

 Individuals for whom religion is important may still act in ways that are 
incongruent with their beliefs. For example, Darley and Batson23 found that 
seminarians hurrying to deliver a sermon on the parable of the good Samaritan 
often ignored a man slumped on a campus walkway, while seminarians who 
were not late for their next appointment were more likely to offer help, and 
more doctrinally orthodox seminarians were more likely to offer help more 
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insistently. Apparently, the highly salient “presenter” script with its imperative 
to be on time for one’s own presentation overrode the good Samaritan script for 
many participants, while the good Samaritan script was more accessible (i.e., 
more salient) for relatively more orthodox participants, at least when they were 
not in a hurry. Carpenter and Marshall24 found that students who both reported a 
highly intrinsic orientation to religion (i.e., whose faith commitments were based 
on their belief in the tenets of the faith itself, rather than on incidental benefits 
such as social connections or aesthetic enjoyment) and whose religious identi-
ties were primed by exposure to Scripture passages before the beginning of the 
experiment, were less likely to behave hypocritically when assigning rewards 
to themselves and others. When not primed with Scripture, even intrinsically 
religious students were relatively more inclined to cheat or assign benefits to 
themselves in a self-serving way despite their own stated beliefs about how a 
participant in their experiment ought to behave. Clearly, while religious identity 
is an important influence on religious thoughts, feelings, and behavior, situational 
triggers are crucial as well.

Studies on work-role behavior also have supported the idea that faith in-
tegration is influenced by a person’s configuration of identities and cognitive 
schemas. Lynn, Naughton, and VanderVeen25 reported that the intent to integrate 
one’s faith into one’s work is the strongest predictor of (self-reported) success 
at doing so based on their finding that membership in stricter denominations; 
church attendance; and scores on Benson, Donahue, and Erickson’s faith-maturity 
scale26 all correlated with higher scores on their faith-at-work scale. Increasing 
age also correlated with higher scores, although scores decreased for participants 
who worked in larger organizations. Similarly, Longenecker, McKinney, and 
Moore27 found that religious affiliation alone did not predict the stringency of 
study participants’ evaluations of sixteen unethical scenarios, but participants 
who rated religion as being moderately or highly important to them rated those 
scenarios more stringently. Moreover, those who agreed with two characteristi-
cally evangelical statements about the lordship of Jesus Christ over business and 
about the authority of Scripture also rated the scenarios more stringently. These 
results would seem to confirm that more central religious identities and better-
defined religious schemas result in greater faith integration behavior. 

Moreover, Lips-Wiersma and Mills28 studied faith integration behavior among 
adherents of a number of diverse faiths in New Zealand workplaces and found 
that the expression of religious identity in the workplace is often the result of 
an iterative “sense making” process.29 A religious individual who would like to 
integrate faith into work roles will often observe the reactions that other people 
of faith receive and attempt some tentative expressions of their own to gauge 
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others’ reactions. If coworkers or supervisors react negatively then nascent faith 
integration may be curtailed, and the resulting identity disjuncture may result 
in dissatisfaction with and eventually exit from that workplace. After all, if a 
religious identity is highly central to a person, and its expression is rejected by 
others in their workplace, that experience is disconfirming and/or distancing at a 
deeply personal level. Alternatively, a negative reaction may elicit a redirection 
or reinterpretation of the faith expression and eventually a different attempt at 
integration. If coworkers or supervisors react positively (or at least indiffer-
ently), then subsequent expressions may be richer and more definitive, and the 
person’s relationships with supportive coworkers or supervisors are likely to 
be strengthened.30 These findings illustrate the integration (or not) of a central 
religious identity into a person’s work roles over time, through probing of its 
salience in relation to the work context.

Altogether, it is clear that while religiosity can and does impact a number of 
workplace behaviors, its influence is often less than might be expected based on 
the earnestness of an individual’s faith commitments. In fact, the integration of 
those faith commitments into one’s work roles is a social-psychological process 
of identity formation, expression, and confirmation, which can be disrupted. 
Fortunately, many people of faith overcome the disruptions that they experience 
to the point where their faith commitments have powerful positive influences in 
their workplaces. Moral imagination, and the common grace of God that enables 
it, facilitates overcoming such faith integration disruptions.

Moral Imagination and Faith Integration
Sometimes a person of unusual insight finds a way to transcend the constraints 
and customs that seem to define “just the way things are” and devise a new 
way of doing those things that brings them closer to the way that we think they 
should be. For example, John Woolman, a Quaker merchant in eighteenth-century 
Pennsylvania, appealed to his fellow Quaker farmers and merchants in favor of, 
initially, voluntarily and unilaterally freeing their slaves (i.e., manumission) and 
eventually the abolition of slavery in Pennsylvania. He addressed himself to the 
presumption that African slaves were inherently lazy and unfit for freedom and 
convinced his fellow Quakers, a few at a time, to free their slaves to become 
sharecroppers instead.31 The freed slaves proved to be prudent and diligent, and 
the practice of manumission became widespread, just as the Quakers prohibited 
slaveholding among their members.32 By overturning a key belief about the 
feasibility of manumission, he enabled an economic alternative to slavery. That 
alternative made the gathering force of moral arguments against slavery more 
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appealing rather than more threatening and bolstered the nascent abolitionist 
movement.

Similarly, Blake Lingle is an owner and cofounder of Boise Fry Company 
(BFC), a fast-food chain in Idaho, Oregon, and soon in Texas, whose goals for 
the company are 

[m]aking amazing fries and burgers and creating an ethical business, influ-
enced by and representative of my relationship with Christ. The latter goal, 
to me, meant helping the poor, protecting the Earth, and treating people like 
Christ would.33

Helping the poor at BFC entails hiring refugees, despite the challenges that this 
labor pool entails. Lingle says, “[A]s a business owner, I have the authority to 
provide jobs, and thereby income, to the poor. It’s one way I can live out my 
faith.”34 Rather than frame his business as one constrained by labor costs in a 
competitive industry, Lingle framed himself as a person with the authority to 
provide jobs, and sought out an opportunity to serve vulnerable people.

For business leaders such as these, moral imagination35 occurs when an in-
dividual faces a dilemma or some other ethical problem in which they realize 
that the framing of the problem does not allow for an adequate solution. That 
prompts an awareness of the cognitive scripts or conceptual schemes (i.e., mental 
models) that frame the situation, that is, the usually taken-for-granted assump-
tions about what is happening and what it means.36 Once a morally imaginative 
person is aware of those mental models, they will also become aware of the 
moral conflicts that they create. Subsequently, that person will imagine other 
mental models that frame the problem differently, including frameworks that 
are drawn from other contexts besides the situation at hand—from prior jobs, 
educational experiences, or other life roles. The existing and alternative mental 
models will be evaluated against moral and practical criteria pertaining to the 
problem at hand, and if an alternative mental model is superior, then it will be 
adopted.37 This process enables a morally imaginative decision maker to identify 
the shortcomings of their prevailing mental model and envision alternatives that 
are not only practical but also morally preferable.

More importantly, this process is situated within the decision maker’s social 
psychological configuration; it cannot be abstracted from the decision maker’s 
perspective because no person is able to fully ignore their own perspective 
regardless of their attempts at impartiality.38 Instead, a person is able to gain 
insight into the strengths and weaknesses of their own perspective by examining 
it in comparison with other perspectives. In particular, each person has multiple 
perspectives (i.e., bundles of mental models) that form through learning and 
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performing that person’s social roles. Werhane has called these “thick selves”39 
because they are situated in the thick of a person’s experiences, relationships, and 
responsibilities in a given role.40 Those can be contrasted, in turn, with the “thin 
self”41 that exists at the intersection of a person’s set of thick selves. The thin self 
is that which is consistent about a person across all of that person’s roles, and it is 
that aspect of the self that evaluates the thick selves and mediates among them.42 
For example, a person may be enthusiastic and encouraging across all her roles 
and have a consistent rationale for such a disposition across roles; enthusiasm 
and encouragement would be aspects of her thin self. However, her enthusiasm 
and encouragement may be boisterous and outspoken among colleagues in her 
professional association (i.e., for one thick self) but subtle and understated when 
dealing with colleagues at work (i.e., for a different thick self). While the thin self 
may seem impartial, that impartiality only occurs with respect to the thick selves 
among which the thin self mediates; the thin self definitely has a perspective 
that is situated amidst a person’s experiences. That perspective is important for 
determining the appropriateness of responses to problems that break the usual 
frames that fit within a given thick self and, therefore, for knowing what alterna-
tive mental models (like those associated with a person’s faith) might be useful.

Consequently, moral imagination occurs when one’s thick self encounters a 
problem in its role that it does not have the resources to solve. The thin self ex-
amines the situation and the mental models within which it is framed to ascertain 
the moral and practical dimensions of the problem, and then it considers whether 
alternative approaches borrowed from one of the other thick selves might be more 
adequate. If a superior alternative is found, the thin self attempts to introduce it 
into the role in which the challenge arose.

Despite the complexity of moral imagination43 and the difficulty of measur-
ing its components, a few researchers have examined it. Caldwell and Moberg44 
found that individuals working in organizations in which ethics is an important 
theme of the organizational culture were more likely to consider unconventional 
alternatives and evaluate them in ethical terms, particularly with reference to 
the interests of others; however, that effect was more powerful for individuals 
for whom ethics was a less-central aspect of their identities, while individuals 
for whom ethics was more central were less affected by organizational culture. 
Therefore, individuals with highly central moral identities are more likely to 
exercise moral imagination, while those with less-central moral identities can 
still be prompted to exercise moral imagination if ethics is salient (i.e. made 
relevant by social cues) in their workplace.45 Whitaker and Godwin46 have found 
that moral attentiveness (an individual disposition to screen and evaluate situa-
tions for moral implications based on moral criteria) is positively related to an 
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individual’s combined ability to generate alternative courses of action, describe 
the moral implications of those courses of action, and evaluate the impacts of 
those courses of action on other identified people. Moreover, creativity (i.e., the 
cognitive ability to create novel and useful ideas) is also positively related to 
these same three outcomes.47 The limited empirical research on moral imagina-
tion suggests that situational differences and individual abilities interact with 
individual identities to cause variation in the expression of moral imagination.

The parallels between the social psychology of moral imagination and the 
social psychology of faith integration highlight opportunities for moral imagina-
tion to inform faith integration. In particular, it is useful to consider the thin self’s 
mediation among thick selves. A Christian may have several well-developed 
thick selves that stem from roles that are richly informed by her or his faith: 
elder or deacon, worshiper, youth committee chair, food pantry volunteer, Bible 
study member, and so on. A Christian’s family, friendship, or citizenship roles 
may also be richly informed by their faith, as may their savings and investment 
decisions.48 All of these may contribute mental models that are potentially ap-
plicable in the workplace: coaching or counseling weak performers, arranging 
or personally providing support for colleagues or stakeholders struck by some 
misfortune, or making conservative use of credit, for instance. However, making 
these connections in a way that is effective requires two things: (1) a thin self 
that is able to bring them to bear and (2) a process of moral imagination that 
is able to both accurately define the problem at hand and rigorously evaluate 
alternatives for their adequacy.

The thin self at the center of one’s identity that is consistent across all of one’s 
roles will be more likely to borrow mental models from religiously informed 
thick-self roles if religion is a central and salient aspect of the person. If religion 
is not a central aspect of one’s self-concept, then (if it is not altogether absent) 
it may be represented among the thick selves that the thin self coordinates, 
rather than as part of the coordinating thin self. Then, the morally imaginative 
incorporation of religious schemas and scripts is likely to be incidental to what-
ever other consideration the thin self is attuned. The thin self will also likely 
incorporate religion with varying degrees of salience. If religiosity is reinforced 
by relationships that are meaningful to a person’s central self-concept across a 
range of roles, then it will be salient and accessible even if few prompts to that 
end exist in the role at hand. 

An individual’s thick selves will also have varying degrees of religious cen-
trality and salience, depending on whether a person thinks of that role as being 
religious and the extent that relationships in a given role incorporate religious 
content. For example, if one thinks of one’s family as a religious family and 
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sees one’s role within that family as entailing religious responsibilities (such as 
praying before meals, attending religious services together, and so forth), then 
the centrality of religion to that thick self will be high. Similarly, if religion is 
part of the content of the relationships in one’s family (e.g., it is a regular topic 
of conversation), then it will be salient (i.e., readily accessible) to that thick 
self. One may also think of oneself as working for a “Christian company,” and 
experience high centrality of religious identity in that thick self; the salience 
of that identity for that thick self will vary to the extent that one’s workplace 
relationships actually incorporate or at least encourage religious content. As 
Lips-Wiersma and Mills found,49 many individuals may even tentatively try to 
introduce faith integration into their work roles in an attempt to establish the 
salience of that identity to a given thick self.

Moral imagination requires more than the readiness of the thin self to bor-
row schemas and scripts from alternative thick selves, which may result in ill-
conceived introduction of inappropriate ideas into the workplace. For instance, 
although one may regularly pray “forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven 
our debtors,” making no attempt to collect overdue accounts receivable can lead 
to financial and organizational ruin.50 Instead, moral imagination requires an 
accurate assessment of the problem at hand, including awareness of the mental 
models that structure the problem, along with a robust analysis of the adequacy 
of potential alternatives. This requires personal recognition of the mental models 
that are assumed within a thick self for which alternatives are available; that is, 
it requires critical thinking. John Woolman used critical thinking to identify the 
flawed reasoning behind the assertion that slaves were lazy and therefore unfit 
for freedom: in fact slaves who labored for no rewards other than continued sus-
tenance were unlikely to do more than required to attain that minimal sustenance, 
while freemen who kept at least a share of the fruits of their labors thereby had 
an incentive to diligence.51 Critical thinking therefore requires a willingness to 
examine received truths, even those cloaked in religious language. Recognition 
of the problem of human depravity can be invaluable for encouraging such an 
examination of flawed mental models.

Problem assessment is facilitated when an individual has schemas available 
in a given thick self that highlight the moral aspects of a problem. These sche-
mas enable an intuitive, and even a reasoned, response to an issue that prompts 
moral imagination, whereas a lack of moral schemas make it more difficult to 
even recognize the existence of a problem, let alone evaluate alternatives. An 
individual who learns faith-based business ethics has some resources for pars-
ing such issues. People whose study of religious ethics resonates with their thin 
selves and spans multiple application contexts not only have the mental models 
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for recognizing problems in the thick self of religious observance, but they also 
have ready access to parallel models that can be brought to bear as needed.

The creation and selection of morally imaginative alternatives is facilitated by 
a greater range of more nuanced mental models because that enhances the fit of 
the selected model to the problem at hand.52 Real experience in a field develops 
that range as an individual learns about the heretofore inscrutable differences 
that make a difference; study of a field, be it business, economics,53 ethics, or 
religion, also confers a range of mental models that can be used to frame and 
evaluate problems. Experience and education together are a powerful combination.

Common Grace and Moral Imagination
Attempts at faith integration in the workplace through moral imagination presume 
that the logics of faith and of business are not incommensurable. If attempts to 
bring faith and business together are nonsensical, misguided, or futile, as many 
people believe,54 then the phenomena described in the foregoing pages are dis-
tractions at best from the real business of the workplace. However, the Reformed 
doctrine of common grace furnishes a theological basis for believing that faith 
integration is salutary and that moral imagination is an important expression of it.

Common grace is

the touchstone of a general human grace, coming to you because you are among 
the children of humanity, yours together with not only all God’s children but 
in common with all the children of humanity….55

[T]he Lord our God is not merely holy, but also in his holiness he is at the 
same time forbearing, and it is from that “forbearance,” which yields the 
divine patience of the Almighty for bearing temporarily with sin, that “com-
mon grace” is born.56

Notwithstanding the corruption of human nature and all human works because 
of human depravity, because of God’s great love and concern for his creation,57 
he blesses all the world with the means for life and livelihood,58 while restraining 
the effects of sin from having their full and fearsome effects.59 While only the 
particular grace bestowed by God can turn a person’s heart and mind to God, 
common grace is sufficient to enable the full range of created human excellences 
according to God’s purposes for creation itself.60

Common grace in fact enables action by believers within the world at large. 
The destructiveness of sin and of God’s wrath against sin is held in abeyance 
so that some of the structure of creation remains intact despite its directional 



33

Moral	Imagination

distortions.61 Moreover, Christians are empowered to work within existing so-
cial institutions, even if the current states of those institutions are thoroughly 
dysfunctional, to bring them back into alignment with their divinely intended 
purposes.62 Christians can cooperate with the Spirit in the “progressive renewal” 
of the various institutions into which they have been called.63

Of course, heeding that call requires discernment. Although common grace 
has enabled the development of insight, ingenuity, and even genius across the 
range of human institutions throughout history,64 even enabling the functioning of 
conscience to alert humanity to its transgressions,65 it is the special revelation of 
Scripture that discloses the meaning and purpose of creation in its various struc-
tures.66 Discernment, too, is common grace because it pertains to the preservation 
and functioning of the created world rather than to the salvation of Christians.67 
Therefore, common grace brings together the conscience and the insights of the 
world with the Christian’s discernment of the meaning and purpose of both to 
enable their progressive reformation. This “imaginative function” of common 
grace provides a special opportunity for Christians to exercise moral imagina-
tion; in fact, moral imagination provides a useful template for understanding how 
Christians can engage in common grace ministry in business.

In particular, the “reproductive imagination”68 must first comprehend the way 
things are, with respect to the problem at hand. This will typically include the 
discerning appropriation of mental models that are typically used to frame that 
problem. There is nothing particularly Christian about applying the schemas 
“conflict of interest” or “breach of contract” or “discriminatory practice” to 
define important problems in business ethics. These frameworks not only entail 
engaging human institutions as they are rather than as we wish they were69 but 
also requires critical evaluation70 of the meanings and limitations of the mental 
models being appropriated.71 Having a reforming influence requires both a nu-
anced understanding of whatever one hopes to reform and circumspection about 
the limitations of one’s understanding.

Yet, thanks to God’s continuing work on us and through us in his world, 
we have insights that can be valuable for others,72 namely the imagination of 
alternative possibilities, the “productive imagination”73 that moral imagination 
enjoins. We can consider our insights and their application to be “culture care”74: 
envisioning alternative ways of thinking, feeling, and acting in business that 
make more beautiful and satisfying and human ways of life possible. We can give 
those ideas to others as gifts that can be used for their thriving.75 A Christian who 
imaginatively imports mental models from the thick self of her Wednesday-night 
Bible study, to envision new and gracious ways of dealing with difficult clients 
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in the thick self at work in her office on Thursday afternoon, is conceiving ways 
to reform that office and restore the social structures within it.

Christians also must evaluate the possibilities available to them and justify 
the new mental models that they choose to enact. That act of “normative free 
reflection”76 is facilitated by the possibility of appealing to the consciences of 
colleagues.77 Reasoning together enables errors to be corrected and practical 
considerations to be addressed. In that way, Christians can make positive and 
incremental contributions to nearly any institution, helping to renew them from 
within, and bless the people involved.78

Altogether, common grace provides both a theological account of the pos-
sibility of faith integration in the workplace and a normative impetus for doing 
so through moral imagination. 

Implications
Implications for Theory

Framing moral imagination as a form of faith integration highlights a social 
psychological means by which disparate identities are brought to bear on ill-
structured problems79 in an equivocal context,80 that is, one in which the forms 
and meanings of the alternatives at hand are unclear. Modeling the social psy-
chology of faith integration as a multistep process may help to better explain 
when, why, and how it does and does not occur. The predictors and outcomes of 
moral imagination may well apply to faith integration in general, and vice versa.

Understanding moral imagination also contributes to the literature on com-
mon grace and reformational influence81 by explaining how a Christian may have 
such an influence. The nuances of moral imagination highlight some necessary 
prerequisites for effective “culture care”82 and suggest a set of practical steps that 
can be taken by Christians who hope to have such an influence.

Implications for Practice

Christians who would like to exercise moral imagination in their workplaces 
can increase their capacity to do so in three ways.

First, they should beware of work idolatry.83 While it is important to be knowl-
edgeable enough about one’s work role to engage in the first problem-definition 
step of moral imagination, allowing that role to crowd out other roles within 
one’s particular calling diminishes the other thick selves that provide alterna-
tive mental models. Without maintaining depth of commitment and insight in 
the other aspects of one’s identity, it becomes difficult or impossible to critically 
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evaluate the mental models that are taken for granted in one’s work role, let alone 
imagine alternatives. In fact, if one’s work role does not include a significant 
number of other Christians, then neglecting connections into a faith community84 
outside of work may reduce the salience of religion to one’s central thin self, 
leaving it generally inaccessible and potentially less important over time. Rather, 
Christians should place special emphasis on regular participation in a worshiping 
community.85 This can forge relationships with other believers who increase the 
salience of faith-shaped identity and develop the set of faith-informed mental 
models needed for envisioning alternative possibilities.

Second, “complicate yourself”!86 A bigger library of mental models, both inside 
one’s work role and outside it, facilitates87 a more accurate characterization of the 
problem at hand in the first stage of moral imagination, it enables the elaboration 
of more adequate alternatives in the second stage, and it informs a more nuanced 
evaluation of those alternatives and justification of the chosen model in the third 
stage. Develop a range of experiences for oneself by pursuing a broad education 
with diverse and active learning opportunities. Read widely, reflecting on one’s 
experiences and perhaps even journaling about them. In the process, discuss all 
of the above with trusted confidantes who are willing to challenge one’s views 
as well as to affirm them. Varied experience and reflection build one’s library 
of mental models.

Finally, Christians can increase the salience of their religious identities. Besides 
cultivating relationships with other believers, inside and outside of the work-
place, Christians can also bring artifacts of their identity into their workplaces. 
Religious jewelry, Scripture quotes tacked to one’s cubicle wall, or a Bible on 
one’s desk88 can all help to prime one’s faith identity at work.89 In fact, artifacts 
need not be merely physical: practices such as praying before meals (privately 
or publicly) or Lenten or Friday fasting can also help to remind someone of their 
identity.90 Increasing the salience of one’s faith identity at work makes it more 
likely that one’s thin self will be able to access the mental models associated 
with that Christian identity as needed in the second stage of moral imagination.

Conclusion
Christians sometimes fail to act in ways that are consistent with their identities 
as new creations in Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 5:17). Yet moral imagination can help them 
to enhance human flourishing even in incongruous circumstances. This is one 
way to have a reforming influence in the workplace and participate in God’s 
common grace for his creation.
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