Take This Job and Love It #4

“Giving Up or Giving In”

Daniel 1:3-14

Between a rock and a hard place.


We’ve all been there.  Confronted by choices that seem to have no clear advantage.  Sometimes the consequences of such decisions are rather trivial, but when these situations take place on the job, the ramifications become quite serious.  Our livelihood could be at stake…and so much more.  


What do we do?  What do we do when we face moral compromises on the job?  Michael Josephson writes in his column, Character Counts,
We’ve located the source of moral deterioration in this country: Pressure. It’s all around and it’s wreaking havoc on society. 

According to a survey of American workers, more than half said they did something unethical or illegal in the previous year because of “pressures.” In Florida, sheriff’s employees who falsified crime statistics were under pressure. So were the school administrators in Texas who lied about their dropout rates, and the baseball players who took steroids, and all the youngsters who cheat on exams. Can you imagine the pressure all those cheating executives were under? 

Pressure. Apparently it’s overpowering, irresistible. We can’t expect mere mortals to stand up to it. So the way to restore our moral ozone is to remove pressure so there’s no reason to lie or cheat.


Easier said than done.  Pressure really is all around us.  Pressure from outside sources—employers, customers, co-workers—and pressure from within ourselves—desire for promotions, need to pay bills—all work on our minds as we are faced with decisions where black and white sometimes blurs into gray.
The Reality of Moral Compromise on the Job


No one can deny the reality of moral compromise on the job.  Stanley Baldwin, in his book, Take This Job and Love It, provides some real-life examples:

Arnold was a chief financial officer at a large corporation.  In his work he discovered that upper management was consistently engaged in mismanagement of the employee retirement fund and in incorrect and unfair accounting procedures.  He pointed out these inequities, but little was done by his superiors to change them.  He felt that his role had become negative—always pointing out what was wrong—and the tension was building, not only on the job, but at home and in his spiritual life.

John was a bricklayer.  His boss increased his production quota to the point that the only way he could meet his requirements was to cut corners, which compromised the integrity of the walls he built.  Other bricklayers did just that, but John felt it was unethical.  He tried to maintain his high quality of work, but his production level was falling behind his fellow workers, to the point that he was in danger of losing his job.

Veronica was a librarian.  In the course of her job, she came across a book on witchcraft which was downright blasphemous and, in her opinion, without redeeming value.  She was troubled by Jesus’ words: “Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to sin!  Such things must come, but woe to the man through whom they come!” (Mat 18:7).  While she enjoyed her job and felt that she could help others find good reading material, she agonized over having to catalog offensive material.

Janet was a telemarketer.  She believed in the product she sold, but not in the sales pitch she was taught by her supervisor.  She knew that it was less than 100% truthful.  When she tried using her own sales pitch, leaving out the part that was less than honest, her sales fell and she was under pressure by her boss.  She was instructed to use only the prescribed sales pitch approved by the company.

Do any of these situations sound familiar?  The details are all unique to each person’s circumstances, but the decisions that must be made are equally difficult.  And they are nothing new.  Such excruciating choices have faced godly people from ancient times.  Turn to the Old Testament book of Daniel, the first chapter.

In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it. And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, along with some of the articles from the temple of God. These he carried off to the temple of his god in Babylonia and put in the treasure house of his god. 

Then the king ordered Ashpenaz, chief of his court officials, to bring in some of the Israelites from the royal family and the nobility—young men without any physical defect, handsome, showing aptitude for every kind of learning, well informed, quick to understand, and qualified to serve in the king’s palace. He was to teach them the language and literature of the Babylonians.  The king assigned them a daily amount of food and wine from the king’s table. They were to be trained for three years, and after that they were to enter the king’s service [Dan 1:1-5]. 


At first glance this might seem like a wonderful opportunity.  Here are these young Jewish men, taken as captives from their homeland, given the chance to work for the king!  While the other exiles had little to look forward to, these men had a future ahead of them.  We are introduced to four in the following two verses:

Among these were some from Judah: Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. The chief official gave them new names: to Daniel, the name Belteshazzar; to Hananiah, Shadrach; to Mishael, Meshach; and to Azariah, Abednego [Dan 1:6-7]. 


(Isn’t it interesting that we know Daniel by his Hebrew name, but the other three are better known by their Babylonian names?)  In the midst of this seemingly bright opportunity, though, a dark cloud appears on the horizion:

But Daniel resolved not to defile himself with the royal food and wine, and he asked the chief official for permission not to defile himself this way [Dan 1:8]. 


We’re not told exactly what was wrong with the food and wine the king served—whether it was not kosher or if it had been first sacrificed to an idol—but in some way Daniel knew that it would defile him before God.  It was an instance of moral compromise.

The Risks of Moral Compromise on the Job

Moral compromises bring about risks.  Some are more obvious than others.  One of the obvious ones is seen in verses 9-10:

Now God had caused the official to show favor and sympathy to Daniel, but the official told Daniel, “I am afraid of my lord the king, who has assigned your food and drink. Why should he see you looking worse than the other young men your age? The king would then have my head because of you.” 


This risk arises if we choose not to give into moral compromise.  Robert Mattox writes in his book, The Christian Employee,
In the secular work world, our superiors may also ask us to violate God’s law. It might be only a matter of a little white lie, a little dishonesty, a little business practice that isn’t quite wrong, but not quite right either, depending upon how you look at it. If we refuse, our positions are threatened and, perhaps, the boss’s position, too.


This can be particularly stressful to us to realize that our decision not only affects our status at work but may involve others as well.  In this case, it was the supervisor whose job was on the line.  Other times it may be co-workers who are affected by our decision.


If we choose not to give in, we may not be as “successful” as the company or our coworkers expect.  We may be passed over when it comes time for promotions, or we may lose our job altogether.  We may even affect the jobs of our co-workers or supervisors.


So why not just give in?  Believe it or not, the risks of giving in are even greater.  In my study I came across an article from (of all places) The Tribune, a newspaper from India, entitled “Integrity Defines You.”  Author Taru Bahl writes, 

Only those who fail to differentiate between a basic principle and a simple wish feel that life requires compromise. These people then end up making compromises with their value system, business ethics, family principles and other guidelines which govern their personal and professional lives. From small compromises they move on to compromising on bigger things. They learn to take refuge in the fashionable argument of ‘moral grayness’ which gives legitimacy to those who don’t necessarily conform to the black and white pattern of existence. They compromise on their honesty, integrity and all that once mattered to them in the hope that it will take them closer to their goals.

They forget that the goals of a person of integrity must be in line with his values. His goals should be in harmony with his deepest convictions…. A compromise then is not a breach of personal comfort but a breach of convictions. A compromise does not consist of doing something one dislikes, but of doing something one knows to be evil and/or incorrect. Accompanying the spouse for a play which one is not interested in is not a compromise. It is surrendering to a personal choice to share and participate in the other person’s happiness. But…working for an employer who makes his money by fraudulent activities of which one is a part amounts to making a compromise.

There can, therefore, be no compromise on basic principles or on fundamental issues. Today, when people talk of compromise they don’t refer to legitimate mutual concessions but to the betrayal of one’s principles. Compromises, thus, imply acts of moral treason.

When we choose to give in to the lure of moral compromise on the job (or anywhere else, for that matter), we lose something of our integrity.  Our character erodes away.  Bahl concludes,

Integrity is something which one either has or does not have. It doesn’t come in small measures. It runs through a person’s veins, his blood and soul. It is reflected in every decision he takes, every stone he stumbles over, every crossroad he comes to, every mishap he encounters, every victory he rejoices in and every trauma he experiences. It is not present or measured in degrees and percentages. One cannot say that one will allow integrity to prevail in domestic matters but in the office one will turn into a ferocious hound who is ready to backbite about his colleagues. A fraud is a fraud, a cheat is a cheat. One cannot say, “I am 50 per cent virtuous and trustworthy and 50 per cent streetsmart.” Integrity is reflected in the way we think, lead our life, bring up our children, run our home and office, map out our future and in the vibes we transmit…. Integrity lends stature, height, substance and weight to a person, making him literally and figuratively stand ten feet tall. And at the end of the day, it most certainly is worth the effort.
 

Finally, and most importantly, is the risk of displeasing God by moral compromise.  Any time we give in to moral pressures, we sin.  It’s that simple.  And sin separates us from our Father.  We need to remember that when the lure of compromise turns our heads.  There is something much worse than living with the pressures to compromise on the job. It’s living with God in disobedience.
The Responses to Moral Compromise on the Job


So what are the options we have?  I see several possible responses to moral compromise on the job.


The first is to sell out.  King Ahab was guilty of this.  He succumbed to the pressure of his wife, Jezebel, at every turn.  It was easier to go along with what she wanted than to stand up for what was right.  (And there is indications from the Scriptures that Ahab knew what was right.  But he chose instead to compromise.)  It got so bad that Elijah the prophet said to Ahab, “you have sold yourself to do evil in the eyes of the Lord” (1Kg 21:20).  I cannot think of a worse indictment anyone could hear about himself.


Earlier I mentioned a column by Michael Josephson called Character Counts.  He goes on in that same editorial to tell the truth about the so-called “pressures” to compromise:

There’s something appealing about shifting responsibility for every form of human weakness from the individual to the system. Don’t blame the liar; blame the law. Don’t blame the cheater; blame the test. 

Please! “Pressures” are no more than temptations in disguise. The difference is that while we’ve always expected people to overcome temptation, we expect them to succumb to pressure. 

Yes, lots of people will lie, cheat or steal in the face of pressure. But that’s a reason, an explanation—not a justification. Pressures, temptations—call them what you will—are part of life. Sure, it would be helpful if we had less pressure, but it’s far more important that we have more character.

We need to believe in the power of virtue and expect moral courage, not surrender, when moral principles are challenged. We need to encourage and expect good people to do what’s right even when it’s difficult or costly.

Selling out is not an option for the true Christian.

The second option is to quit.  Some believers, when faced with a situation that hints of moral compromise, walk away.  Baldwin writes,

At the opposite pole from those who refuse to face the moral issues involved in their jobs are those who say, “I will have nothing whatsoever to do with moral compromise in any form. And neither should any other Christian.”
That may seem a totally admirable position to take. Still, I wonder: Does this stance represent true moral integrity or naive self-righteousness?
I believe Scripture gives us direction through this moral mine​field. In other words, we can be principled people and still function in the world as it is.
Remember Paul’s admonitions to believers to stay in the workplace, [in 1 Corinthians 7:17-20]. The question at Corinth was, “How should we live in light of our conversion? Since old things have passed away for us, can we still participate in this world’s system? Can we continue living with unsaved mates, working for unbelieving masters, and functioning in an ungodly culture?”
As you may recall, Paul answered that new Christians do not necessarily need to change their life circumstances. “Each one should retain the place in life that the Lord assigned to him and to which God has called him. This is the rule I lay down in all the churches” (1 Cor 7:17).
Paul specifically applies this Corinthian concept, as we might call it, to one’s marital state, to one’s circumcision (or lack thereof), and to one’s condition of servitude, which most closely resembles a job situation in our own day. Scripture does teach, then, that though most jobs in our fallen world involve some degree of complicity with evil, we as Christians should not with​draw from the workplace.

This doesn’t mean that quitting is never an option, but it should not be the quick choice.

Often we only see these two choices when faced with moral compromise on the job: Give in (to the compromise) or give up (our employment).  But I think there is a third alternative that we find in our text this morning.

Let’s pick up the story from Daniel 1:11,

Daniel then said to the guard whom the chief official had appointed over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, “Please test your servants for ten days: Give us nothing but vegetables to eat and water to drink. Then compare our appearance with that of the young men who eat the royal food, and treat your servants in accordance with what you see.” So he agreed to this and tested them for ten days [Dan. 1:11-14].

Mattox comments, 

Daniel’s solution to this difficult situation rivals, in my opinion, all the wisdom of Solomon. He devised what Bill Gothard calls a creative alternative, and its importance for us cannot be overemphasized. The eunuch’s viewpoint was “You must eat or we’ll both lose our heads.” That was all the eunuch could see. Daniel, on the other hand…said, “I tell you what, let’s try....”
A creative alternative can turn those difficult situations involving ethics into opportunities for you. Try using a creative alternative the next time you are faced with a request to do something which involves violating God’s principles. But remember to:
1) Respect your superior’s position and authority: Daniel respected the eunuch’s position of authority over the Hebrew children. That gave Daniel two responsibilities: he could not violate God’s law, and he could not jeopardize his boss’ position, in this case, his very life.
2) Recognize your superior’s limited frame of reference: Daniel knew God; the eunuch did not. That gave Daniel both an advantage and a responsibility. He had unlimited power and wisdom at his disposal. The eunuch, on the other hand, was concerned only with losing his head. The boss is concerned only with the success of the company and his own future security. He doesn’t want to lose his job when he’s forty-seven years old and would lose his pension. His response, like the eunuch’s, will be “you must do it or we’ll both be fired.” You must take the initiative, realizing that God wants you to be the instrument of His wisdom and peace.
3) Present a reasonable request which does not challenge the superior’s authority or force the issue: Daniel presented a reasonable suggestion. He didn’t suggest that all the children refuse the king’s meat. He didn’t suggest that he and the eunuch go to the king and debate the validity of God’s law versus the validity of the king’s diet. Furthermore, Daniel didn’t challenge the eunuch’s authority. He didn’t say, “How in the world did you get this job, when you don’t know anything about Mosaic law?” Daniel, in fact, deferred to the eunuch, saying, “I recognize your position and responsibility and I appreciate it. You make the decision, you judge us at the end of ten days. I put the whole matter in your hands.”
4) Suggest a reasonable deadline for resolution of the problem: Daniel suggested ten days, not two months or a year. And, by being specific, you exercise faith and thus give God a chance to act in a way that will bring glory to Him. Daniel simply backed away and allowed God to move to the fore.


What happened as a result?  The next two verses tell us,

At the end of the ten days they looked healthier and better nourished than any of the young men who ate the royal food. So the guard took away their choice food and the wine they were to drink and gave them vegetables instead [Dan. 1:15-16].

Daniel and his friends were able to continue in the career path before them without selling out to moral compromise.  Through some insightful and creative thinking, they were able to do what was required and still have a clear conscience.

Sometimes that is not the case.  Later in the same book of Daniel we see all four of these young men in different circumstances that also presented moral compromise.  In chapter three, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were ordered to bow in worship before a statue of King Nebuchadnezzar.  In this situation, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego had no opportunity to present a creative alternative. Nebuchadnezzar wanted nothing less than their worship, which they could not give. There was no middle ground; no ten-day trial period.  They had do submit to the king’s demands or be fired—literally!  In this instance they gave the only answer they could give a man who thought he was worthy of worship: “The true God is able to deliver us, but if not, we still will not worship you.”  They stood up for their convictions, come what may.  Mattox writes,
The only thing that has any bearing on your career is your relationship with God. If you are right in your heart with God, He will deliver you from the fiery furnace. And when you come out, you won’t even have the smell of smoke on your clothes. God will deliver you from the mouths of lions. He will walk with you in the midst of hungry lions and you will not be devoured. The lions will strangely lose their appetites for you…. Your boss’s attitude toward you doesn’t matter, but God’s attitude toward you does matter. It is the only thing that matters. Your future is determined by God and your response to Him alone.

When you fully comprehend that God and your response to Him determine your career, you will be set free from worry. You will no longer fret about achievement. You will no longer worry about the boss’s opinion of you. You will not get ulcers over meeting quotas or performance ratings. None of these things have any bearing whatsoever on your future. You can produce the worst performance rating in the history of your company and still be promoted to general manager; you can produce the best rating ever and still be fired.
“Many seek the ruler’s favour; but every man’s judgment cometh from the Lord” (Prov. 29:26). No matter how hard we try to win the boss’s approval, God is the one who passes judgment on our work. An even stronger Scripture is: “Promotion cometh neither from the east, nor from the west, nor from the south. But God is the judge: he putteth down one, and setteth up another” (Ps. 75:6-7).

How refreshing that is!  When we realize that it is God who is our ultimate Boss (which is another way of saying “Lord”), then it becomes quite clear whom we must please!  When there is opportunity for a creative alternative to moral compromise, we should pursue it; but when there is no wiggle room—when the choice is black and white—we must stand true to our convictions, and let the chips fall where they may.

This all sounds simple, though I know it is not easy.  But it is absolutely worth it.
�Michael Josephson, “Pressures Are Reasons, Not Justifications”, http://www.charactercounts.org


�Stanley C. Baldwin, Take This Job and Love It (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1988).


�Robert Mattox, The Christian Employee (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, Inc., ©1978.


�Taru Bahl, “Integrity Defines You,” The [India] Tribune, 29 AUG 1999.


�Taru Bahl, “Integrity Defines You,” The [India] Tribune, 29 AUG 1999.


�Michael Josephson, “Pressures Are Reasons, Not Justifications”, http://www.charactercounts.org


�Stanley C. Baldwin, Take This Job and Love It (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1988).


�Robert Mattox, The Christian Employee (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, Inc., ©1978.


�Robert Mattox, The Christian Employee (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, Inc., ©1978.





