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Preface

The purpose of this book is to examine selected theological and moral 
themes that are embedded in the commonplace features of everyday 
life. Why would I expend time and energy inquiring into the hum-

drum when there are presumably more lively topics on offer? Because the 
realm of the ordinary, a prominent aspect of the human condition that is 
too frequently ignored, is foundational to properly ordering the Christian 
life in general and the Christian moral life in particular. Specifically, everyday 
relationships and activities develop habits that help to form one’s character, 
and how one goes about performing daily chores and tasks enacts a sense 
of moral regard for one’s neighbors. The commonplace is both a school of 
virtue and a vocational setting for refining what is learned. Consequently, my 
thesis is that by attending to ordinary relationships and mundane activities, 
we gain a deeper appreciation of what is most important in our lives and 
what is required for our flourishing.

When I started this project, I thought it would be easy to write a book on 
everyday life. I have, after all, lived a long, ordinary life, so I have plenty of 
experience to draw upon. I was wrong. This has been a difficult book to write. 
I think there are three principal culprits to blame for this difficulty.

First, the ordinary is both ubiquitous and sparse, and therefore elusive. 
The ordinary is unobvious, uninteresting, and all around us— otherwise it 
wouldn’t be, well, ordinary. In those rare moments when the ordinary catches 
our attention we find it to be intractably dull, mind- numbingly boring. Some 
ordinary events, however, are also common occurrences shared by members 
of a group but experienced infrequently and uniquely by individuals. Most 
people fall in love and suffer the loss of or estrangement from loved ones. 
These are commonplace events shared by countless people, yet each individual 
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x

experiences them rarely and responds to them uniquely. The ordinary eludes 
our attempts to categorize and generalize because it consists of both the 
mundane and the eventful. It is untidy.

Second, my profession works against me. I was trained to be a moral theo-
logian. I have developed critical and interpretive skills that help me focus on 
questions of good and evil, right and wrong, virtue and vice. Such disciplinary 
skills enable me to contribute to the discourse of Christian ethicists, which 
is presumably of some value to the academy, the church, and society. But my 
academic focus also means that I miss much else. I miss much not only because 
focusing on certain subjects necessarily makes me inattentive to others, but 
also because I have been shaped by the values and prejudices of my professorial 
guild. And those values and prejudices treat the ordinary with indifference if 
not contempt. How can I be bothered with such trivial concerns as shopping 
and chance encounters with strangers when I must solve the monumental is-
sues of war and peace, justice, and genetic engineering? Ethics deals with big 
questions, larger- than- life issues. Even those rare attempts to pay attention 
to the quotidian often twist the mundane into something it should not and 
cannot be. Weeding an organic garden, for instance, is elevated to saving the 
planet from an ecological apocalypse. This is a vain boast because it bestows 
on the task a false significance that deceives, signaling a virtue where none 
exists. Weeding will not save the planet. It is simply a necessary, mundane act 
of gardening, and it is excruciatingly dull and monotonous.

Third, my cultural context is largely apathetic (and at times hostile) to 
the ordinary. The late- modern technoculture in which I live and work— and 
in which I assume most of my readers reside as well— is fixated on the ex-
traordinary. Everything is great, grand, awesome. Everyone is the best there 
ever was at whatever they do. We are addicted to personal excellence and get 
our fixes through a variety of technological aids and self- help strategies. It 
is all fantasy. If everything and everyone is extraordinary then nothing and 
no one is. It is a fantasy that flatters and thereby deludes. Like all fantasies, 
it distracts us from the real: a reality that is mundane, filled with ordinary 
people. The real world is not extraordinary, but it is where we are called to 
love God and neighbor. And that love is known and expressed, given and 
received, most often in unexceptional ways— in the routines and patterns 
of daily life.

To assume that I have liberated myself from the liabilities noted above and 
have gone on to write an extraordinary book on the ordinary would itself be 
a deadly fantasy. Rather, I think (hope) that my awareness of these percep-
tions and distortions has enriched my understanding and appreciation of the 
mundane as a vital setting of moral formation and action.

Preface

_Waters_CommonCallings_AD_bb.indd   10_Waters_CommonCallings_AD_bb.indd   10 1/21/22   2:11 PM1/21/22   2:11 PM

Brent Waters, Common Callings and Ordinary Virtues 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



xi

So what kind of book did I end up writing? In answering, I begin by describ-
ing what the book is not, an approach that is bound to irritate my publisher. 
But stay with me; I soon switch to the positive.

This is not a formal book on or about ethics. I do not use the ordinary 
to develop, refine, or illuminate a tightly reasoned theory of moral vision, 
agency, or action. Nor do I propose any solutions to the hot issues of the day.

This is not a book that summarizes or utilizes ethnographic studies. Some 
excellent books on the ethics of everyday life have used this methodology,1 and 
I have no intention or ability to duplicate or supplement these works. Instead 
of observing, describing, and applying the ordinary in constructing a social 
anthropology, I try to enucleate2 the mundane as a formative and normative 
narrative of the commonplace relationships and activities that are required 
for human flourishing.

This is a book on how the ordinary helps to form one’s character. Attending 
to commonplace relationships and activities helps develop habits that in turn 
contribute to the formation of character by predisposing one toward virtue 
rather than vice. Learning to be courteous instead of rude, for instance, is 
morally significant when habituated or when such habituation fails.

This is a book on how the ordinary helps to reinforce social bonds. Humans 
are social creatures. We are drawn to one another and cannot survive for very 
long alone and isolated. These social bonds are most often maintained by 
mundane acts routinely performed by nameless people we encounter daily. For 
example, it is primarily strangers who produce, sell, or otherwise provide the 
goods and services— such as food and shelter— we require to sustain ourselves. 
The ordinariness of most of our basic needs and wants reminds us how much 
we depend on each other, day in and day out.

This is a book that looks to the commonplace for clues about the central-
ity of love in the Christian moral life. “Love your neighbor” is a direct com-
mand. Obeying it, however, is neither simple nor obvious. People have a host 
of varying needs and issues that must be addressed in the right place, at the 
right time, and in a fitting manner. Fashioning elaborate social and political 
responses that address perennial questions of good and evil, justice and injus-
tice, and the like certainly has its place in Christian ethics. The “big” question 
of the human condition must not be ignored. But neither should the “little” 
questions of daily life. And the responses to these questions must be fitting 
if they are to be both faithful and efficacious. When a person is desperately 

1. See, e.g., Banner, Ethics of  Everyday Life.
2. “To enucleate means to extract the kernel of a nut, the seed of a tree.” Grant, Time as 

History, 13.

Preface
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hungry, she needs food to eat, not a lecture on or action plan for rectifying 
the injustices of the food chain.

This is a book that looks to the commonplace for some hints about human 
flourishing. It is a moral duty to attend to the physical and material wellbeing 
of human beings. As embodied creatures, we require a wide range of goods 
and services. But this is not enough. Humans also need mutuality and fellow-
ship if they are to flourish. They need a place where they belong and people 
with whom they belong. To use a crude analogy, the work of surviving must 
end in Sabbath rest. We flourish when we are at leisure. The ordinary and the 
mundane orient us toward this end of entering into rest.

In writing this book, I have engaged a number of intellectual conversation 
partners.3 In the following chapters I drop a few prominent names, such as 
Saint Augustine, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, C. S. Lewis, Karl 
Barth, Hannah Arendt, John Webster, and Gilbert Meilaender. I hope I have 
done them justice. Two writers, however, exert the heaviest influence. Oli-
ver O’Donovan’s work provides the principal theological pillars for expli-
cating and ascribing the implicit moral patterns and ends of everyday life. 
Humankind’s common callings and ordinary virtues are framed by God’s 
extraordinary acts of creation, incarnation, and resurrection. As is apparent 
in the following chapters, O’Donovan’s account of “entering into rest” is an 
especially fruitful concept, vividly capturing the end or telos of the Chris-
tian moral life, a life— it must be added— that is not at all divorced from the 
foibles and commonplace experiences of loving and living with neighbors.

The philosopher and novelist Iris Murdoch is the other writer. Her notion 
of “unselfing” plays a central role in this book. Unselfing helps us overcome 
“the fat relentless ego,” which is the enemy of moral excellence.4 The un-
selfed person is better equipped to be attentive to the other, learning what 
the good of the other entails and what she or he needs or requires of us, a 
process that is not unlike loving one’s neighbor. Per Murdoch, we attend to 
the other primarily in and through the muddle of commonplace relationships 
and activities. She refines this contention in both her philosophical treatises 
and her novels, but I believe that the import of unselfing is most clearly and 
richly revealed in Murdoch’s fiction.

My hunch about Murdoch’s fiction has also led me to consult a broader 
range of novelists. As the reader will discover, I frequently turn to them to 
illustrate my remarks about the moral implications of the mundane. I do so 
because these implications become most explicit when presented as story 

3. “Engag[ing] . . . conversation partners” is a euphemism for plundering.
4. See Murdoch, Sovereignty of  Good, 50–51.

Preface
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rather than as precept. Disclosure: I have not studied literary criticism enough 
to even qualify as a rank amateur. But I am a voracious reader of fiction, and 
I hope my plundering of these novelists is not too far off the mark.

A final prefatory note: I set out to write a book praising the mundane 
because I believe that in respect to the Christian moral life the mundane is 
highly formative and evocative, and almost always ignored. But to lift up the 
mundane is to encounter a stubborn challenge. The mundane is tedious, dull, 
repetitive, and boring. And trying to make it the least bit exciting would rob 
it of its formative and evocative power. So how does one write about this? 
The challenge is to make the mundane interesting enough to keep the reader’s 
attention but not so interesting that it ceases to be genuinely mundane. I hope 
that in the following pages I have struck a tolerable balance, providing an ac-
count of the common and ordinary that is not too dull and not too exciting, 
but just right.

Preface
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Part One

THEOLOGICAL AND  
MORAL THEMES
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3

C H A P T E R  1

Creation, Incarnation,  
and Resurrection

R ecognizing the importance of the ordinary requires contrast. The 
ordinary can be understood only in comparison to the extraordi-
nary. The extraordinary consists of those rare, at times unrepeat-

able, occasions that break the repetitious and expected. It is this rupture that 
sustains and gives the ordinary its significance and texture. To use a crude 
example, a vacation is enjoyable and renewing because it breaks the patterns 
of daily life. A vacation is a relatively rare occasion when we have the time 
to relax, to see new sights, or to play. At the end of a vacation, we also have 
(hopefully) renewed energy for once again undertaking the mundane tasks of 
daily living. But it is only because vacations are rare that they are pleasurable 
and refreshing. If we were always on vacation, the vacation would be a dull 
activity to be endured.

Discerning the theological importance of the extraordinary also requires 
contrast. To invoke a supreme understatement, God is the extraordinary real-
ity that casts light on our ordinary lives as creatures. In God, we encounter 
the source of our being, and we are drawn out of ourselves into a realm that 
is far vaster than ourselves. In God, we face the eternal that transcends the 
temporal; the beginning and end of all that has been, is, and shall be. Ex-
traordinary! And yet the commonplace and mundane activities of our daily 
living are not unrelated or unimportant to God. Before exploring what this 
relation and importance entails, we first need to visit three extraordinary 
acts of divine love.
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4

Three Acts of God’s Love

First, it is extraordinary that there is a creation. God did not need to create 
the world that you and I inhabit. God was not unfulfilled or incomplete until 
God created. God is simple, which means that God is complete simply by 
virtue of being God; to be God is to be without needs or desires that can be 
fulfilled only through subsequent acts to fill the voids.1 Humans, however, are 
complex. They have many needs and desires they strive to meet through their 
own creative acts. There are many voids to be filled— and many, if not most, 
remain empty. Humans, on their own initiative, can never attain a godlike 
simplicity that is full and complete in itself. Consequently, borrowing from 
Saint Augustine, our hearts are restless.2

Why, then, did God create? It was, and is, an act of gratuitous love.3 But 
if creation is an act of God’s love, does this not challenge the concept of di-
vine simplicity? If God is the only pure object of love, then shouldn’t God’s 
undivided attention be rightfully directed not outward but inward— that is, 
toward loving God? Doesn’t creation imply a lack in God that God is trying 
to rectify? This is a good question, and to answer it we must try to be clear 
about what love is— or at least about how we understand it from our limited, 
creaturely standpoint. The “flow” of love, so to speak, is not unidirectional. 
Love may be said to have both inward and outward trajectories. There is love 
of self, and there is love of the other. It is hard to imagine a genuine love that 
is entirely self- contained; narcissism, after all, is a behavioral disorder.

The love I described in the preceding paragraph is admittedly the kind 
experienced by incomplete creatures striving to satisfy unfulfilled cravings 
and desires. What does this love, then, have to do with God? It is important 
to keep in mind that for Christians, God is not monistic but triune. When 
we refer to God, we mean Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Within the Godhead, 
love is shared among three persons.4 Admittedly, this love is not identical to 
that which humans experience, but the two are not entirely unrelated. There 
is giving and receiving, and there is a strong relational component— there can 
be no Father without the Son. But the love shared among the persons of the 
Trinity is a perfect love that is not directed toward correcting any deficiency. 
The sharing of such perfect love, however, is not necessarily perpetually cy-
clical or self- contained. Perhaps such love cannot resist an impulse to create 

1. See, e.g., Augustine, On the Holy Trinity; Aquinas, Summa Theologica I.3; and Barth, 
Church Dogmatics II/1, 28–31.

2. Augustine, Confessions I/1.
3. See Edwards, Dissertation on the End; and Barth, Church Dogmatics III/1.
4. See Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 8–12; LaCugna, God for Us, chap. 8; Moltmann, Trinity 

and the Kingdom; Pannenberg, Systematic Theology I/5.

Theological and Moral Themes 

_Waters_CommonCallings_AD_bb.indd   20_Waters_CommonCallings_AD_bb.indd   20 1/21/22   2:11 PM1/21/22   2:11 PM

Brent Waters, Common Callings and Ordinary Virtues 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



5

something other than itself for no other reason than to express itself. To use 
a crude analogy again, the love shared by the persons of the triune Godhead 
spilled over to create the world as something other than God.

Gratitude is a fitting response to this gratuitous act of love. Life is a gift 
to be cherished, and its giver is acknowledged and worshiped as its creator. 
The fact that God did not need to create but did so nonetheless should elicit 
a joyful astonishment, for we are created literally for no reason. And humans 
carry within their being the mark of this gratuitous love— namely, the image 
and likeness of their creator. This is not to suggest that each person carries 
a divine spark, implying that humans are lesser gods. Rather, the imago Dei 
serves to remind humans of the creator who created them. Existence is a gift 
that humans can only receive and never reciprocate in kind to its giver.

This extraordinary and gratuitous act of divine love also offends because it 
is utterly undeserved. No one is entitled to be created, and life is therefore an 
unqualified and unmerited gift of love. This insults our sensibilities, however, 
for we want to be loved because we are deserving; we strive to earn the love of 
others. This is an imperfect expression of love that tries to rectify the deficien-
cies and fill the voids of our being, but has no standing before God’s perfect 
love. There is nothing we can do to merit God’s love; it is simply given. This 
tension between the joy and offense of a gratuitous creation shapes, in part, 
the fabric, purposes, and importance of ordinary, everyday living as examined 
in subsequent chapters. It suffices at this juncture to indicate that it is in the 
mundane that we learn to love people who do not deserve to be loved, and in 
turn we learn to receive the unmerited love of others. In other words, it is in 
the ordinary that we often encounter grace.

The second extraordinary act of God’s love is the incarnation. “The Word 
became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). God became a 
human being. The incarnation is a core Christian conviction, requiring elabo-
rate doctrinal exposition. For the purpose of this book, however, noting two 
implications will suffice. First, the incarnation of the Word reaffirms what 
God has created. Creation is good, but it is fallen, no longer enjoying an 
untroubled relationship with its creator. The underlying cause of the fall is 
a failure to trust God, exhibited through willful disobedience. God forbids 
Adam and Eve to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, but 
they do so anyway (see Gen. 3). The consequences are disastrous. The easy 
liaison between creator and creature is broken. When God visits Eden, Eve 
and Adam try to hide, for they are ashamed of their nakedness, which they 
had never noticed before. The tranquil bond between Adam and Eve is also 
severed. They refuse to take responsibility for their actions and are at odds 
with each other. The rapport between humans and the earth is ruined. No 

Creation, Incarnation, and Resurrection 
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longer is their gardening a carefree activity; it becomes painful and tedious 
toil. The fall exacts a heavy cost.

Presumably, God could have reacted to this disobedience by abandoning 
or destroying creation. Instead, God enters into covenant with these fallen, 
deeply flawed creatures, as attested in Scripture with the people of Israel. 
Within the Christian theological tradition, this covenant culminates in the 
incarnation. God does not choose merely to be in covenant with the human 
creatures God created; in Jesus, God decides to become one of them. In be-
coming one with us, God undoes the fall, healing the resulting brokenness of 
creation and its creatures. Additionally, the incarnation affirms the love that 
created us in the first place. It is a steadfast and unwavering love: a love that 
will not let us go, regardless of how unlovable we may be.

It is also a costly love. To undo the fall, God in Christ must take on the 
brokenness of creation and its creatures. Or, to use a theological concept that 
is no longer very fashionable in some circles, Christ must take on the sins of 
the world to redeem the world, to recreate its proper relationship with its 
creator. Jesus must die to accomplish this end. Regardless of which doctrinal 
account of atonement one employs,5 there is no escaping the necessity of Je-
sus’s death. There can be no Christianity without a cross, for the crucifixion 
is the paramount act of God’s love. It is only in and through Jesus’s death 
that creation can be emancipated from its sin and have its ruptures healed. 
In short, love, especially love of the other, entails suffering. It entails death.

But love does not end in death, which leads us to the third extraordinary 
act of God’s love: Jesus is raised from the dead. If there can be no Christianity 
without the cross, then so too there can be none without the empty tomb. The 
church does not remember a dead founder but worships and serves a living 
savior. Good Friday has no significance or meaning without Easter. The risen 
Jesus is the centerpiece of the singular but tripartite culmination of the incar-
nation, entailing crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension.6 The crucifixion is 
God’s simultaneous pronouncement of no and yes to the human condition. 
A no is pronounced against disordered human desires stemming from the fall, 
while a yes is uttered in favor of reordering our desires in line with Christ’s 
work of reconciling us with the triune God. In a related manner, the ascension 
moves this reordering beyond historical and temporal limitations. Together, 
the intertwined events of crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension create a 
pattern of ordering human life to which we should aspire to conform. When 

5. See, e.g., Baillie, God Was in Christ, esp. chaps. 7–8; Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/1, 
57–58; Moltmann, Crucified God.

6. See Waters, “Incarnation and the Christian Moral Life.”

Theological and Moral Themes 
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the gospel is proclaimed in ways that diminish or ignore any of these related 
moments, it becomes distorted and incomplete.7 Since resurrection is the cen-
terpiece, however, we must spend some time pondering its theological import.

What exactly was God doing in raising Jesus from the dead? The signifi-
cance of the resurrection is not confined to lionizing the man Jesus. If it were, 
Jesus would be merely a hero whom God rewarded for living an exemplary life. 
Jesus, however, is not a heroic figure but the savior, the Christ in whom and 
through whom creation is redeemed, healed, and reconciled. The import of 
the empty tomb is much broader and deeper. The resurrection is the undoing 
of the fall. It is through the same Christ, the Word, that creation was created 
and is redeemed.8 In Christ’s “conquest over death” we see humankind as it 
is meant to be seen.9 This proper human status cannot be accomplished or 
known in the world’s fallen condition. Consequently, Christ’s redemptive 
work refers to a created order because it “suggests the recovery of something 
given and lost”— namely, the properly ordered relationship among the creator, 
creation, and its creatures.10 This, in part, is why creation cannot be whole and 
complete without the suitable exercise of human dominion and stewardship, 
and why the redemption of creation first requires the reconciling salvation 
of human beings.

The resurrection, then, discloses the incarnation of the Word as the pre-
requisite of creation’s redemption. The resurrection presupposes the incar-
nation because, in Oliver O’Donovan’s words, “through a unique presence 
of God to his creation, the whole created order is taken up into the fate 
of this particular representative man at this particular point of history, on 
whose one fate turns the redemption of all.” Furthermore, Jesus’s resurrection 
points toward a general resurrection when creation shall be “totally restored 
at the last.”11 The resurrection is God’s exculpation of life and a “reversal of 
Adam’s choice of sin and death.” For in Christ all shall be made alive. The 
resurrection affirms the initial gift of life, meaning that God has not forsaken 
creation but has became incarnate. “Before God raised Jesus from the dead, 
the hope that we call ‘gnostic’, the hope for redemption from creation rather 
than for the redemption of creation, might have appeared to be the only pos-
sible hope.” Because of Christ, humans have “not been allowed to uncreate 
what God created.”12

7. See O’Donovan, Desire of  the Nations, chap. 4.
8. See John 1:1–5. See also Webster, Word and Church, chap. 7.
9. See O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 53–54.
10. See O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 54–55.
11. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 15.
12. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 13–14 (emphasis original).

Creation, Incarnation, and Resurrection 
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In sum, the resurrection of Jesus from the dead vindicates what God has 
created. The resurrection “tells us of God’s vindication of his creation, and 
so of our created life.”13 To reiterate the affirmation of the incarnation: it is 
good to be a creature, and a mortal one at that. Yet, as resurrection makes 
clear, mortality is not the final act of what Eric Voegelin calls the “drama 
of being”14— for Jesus Christ, the resurrected and living Lord Christ, “is the 
vindication of creation from death, the manifestation of its wholeness.”15 The 
creation that God did not allow humans to uncreate echoes God’s declaration 
on the sixth day of creation that “it was very good” (Gen. 1:31).

It needs to be emphasized, however, that God’s vindication of creation is 
not an event confined to the past. Easter is not encased in amber. Rather, vin-
dicating creation not only reaffirms its origin in God’s love, it also launches 
its proper trajectory toward its end or telos in its final redemption in Christ. 
And redemption is not restoration. The Bible begins in a garden but ends 
in the new Jerusalem; a new heaven and earth await us (Rev. 21:1–5). As 
O’Donovan argues, “The redemption of the world, and of mankind, does 
not serve only to put us back in the Garden of  Eden where we began”; 
consequently, “the outcome of the world’s story cannot be a cyclical return 
to the beginnings, but must fulfil that purpose in the freeing of creation 
from its ‘futility’ (Rom. 8:20).”16 The transformation of the world is neither 
endless repetition nor the negation of creation. “It is the historical telos 
of the origin, that which creation is intended for, and that which it points 
and strives towards.”17 History, then, has meaning and direction that can 
be understood and described within a narrative structure, one that is being 
drawn toward an eschatological end. It is within this narrative structure 
that Christians should order their lives, including the ordinary patterns of 
daily living.

That creation, incarnation, and resurrection are extraordinary acts of God’s 
gratuitous love is an article of faith that Christians believe, as attested in their 
doctrine, tradition, and experience over the centuries. But what does this have 
to do with the ordinary relationships and mundane activities that dominate 
the daily lives of humans? Quite a bit. It is only in contrast to some thing truly 
extraordinary that the ordinary has meaning, for it provides a delineating 
and delimiting context for ordering human life as creaturely existence. The 
reality of the triune God’s love that simultaneously transcends, pervades, and 

13. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 13.
14. See Voegelin, Collected Works, 14:1:39–43.
15. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 62.
16. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 55.
17. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 55 (emphasis original).
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draws us toward our destiny provides both the limits and the expectations of 
what it means for us to be finite and mortal creatures. We are to order our 
lives according to this love. Acknowledging the astonishing reality of God’s 
love as the beginning and end of our being should, at the very least, inspire a 
response of gratitude, humility, and patience.

This is a hard sell in our contemporary culture. When belief in God’s 
extraordinary love is affirmed with little conviction or effectively dismissed 
altogether, the ordinary loses its defining context. When the genuinely extraor-
dinary is effectively absent, its loss is compensated for with fabricated and 
hyperbolic alternatives. These alternatives are futile, however, because they are 
based on fantasies or on attempts to confer an unwarranted hyperimportance 
upon the ordinary. The former is seen in the transhumanist delusion of using 
technology to convert humans into superior beings with unimaginable phys-
ical and cognitive capabilities, perhaps even achieving personal immortality.18 
Attitudinal efforts to transform virtually all activities or efforts, however dull 
or commonplace they may be, into peak experiences are examples of the latter. 
(Even cleaning the bathroom can be an ecstatic experience!)

The problem is that both of these alternative routes denigrate who we are 
and how we spend most of our time. The transhumanists effectively loathe 
their status as embodied creatures because of the severe constraints that em-
bodiment places on the will. A body limits what one can do and how long 
one can live. Consequently, the many mundane tasks required for meeting the 
needs of embodied beings are resented as wasted time and effort. On the other 
hand, the attempt to make almost anything a potentially exuberant experience 
is a failed strategy from the start, for if everything becomes extraordinary, 
then nothing is. Without contrast, the extraordinary and ordinary lose their 
respective import.

But even if a proper contrast is maintained, why should the mundane at-
tract our attention? Isn’t it, well, boring? Yes, and other unattractive adjectives 
such as dull, tedious, monotonous, mind- numbing, and disagreeable could be 
added to the list, which is why the mundane should attract our notice. The 
mundane is formative. The routine and repetitious patterns of daily living 
help form who we are and who we are aspiring to become. Make no mistake: 
there is nothing exciting about these patterns. Washing clothes or dishes, 
picking up after others, mowing the lawn, and shoveling snow are all boring; 
and as Michael Raposa has observed, boredom is nothing to celebrate.19 He 

18. See Moore and Vita- More, Transhumanist Reader, for a sampling of transhumanist 
literature. For a critique of transhumanism, see Waters, From Human to Posthuman; and 
Waters, This Mortal Flesh, esp. chaps. 8–9.

19. See Raposa, Boredom and the Religious Imagination.
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goes on to chronicle the evils boredom promotes: indifference, distraction, 
emptiness, and— worst of all— the sin of acedia.20

Yet boredom also has its benefits. For instance, it can stimulate imagina-
tive responses. And, more importantly, boredom can teach us to wait: to wait 
for someone or something, and also to wait on someone, as in providing a 
service.21 Waiting is an important religious practice. In being attentive to our 
neighbors, for example, we wait for them to disclose their wants and needs, 
their good. If the mundane is filled with boring activities, then their routine 
and repetitious performance helps to form us as waiting people. And since 
waiting entails both presence and anticipation, it is, broadly construed, both 
an incarnational and an eschatological act.

The mundane is iconic. The ordinary sometimes reveals facets of the eternal 
that bracket the temporal, in turn giving us some insight into what should be 
genuinely most important in loving God and neighbor. Through these partial 
glimpses, we learn something about the proper ordering of the penultimate 
and ultimate, so that the former is neither denigrated nor inordinately extolled 
and the latter is prevented from becoming a distraction or fantasy.

In pursuing this proper ordering, Roger Scruton’s contrast between what he 
calls “scrupulous optimism” or “judicious pessimism” and a progressive opti-
mism that creates false hope is helpful.22 According to Scruton, “Scrupulous 
optimists strive to fix their hopes as best they can on the things they know and 
understand, on the people who are close to them, and on the small- scale local 
affections that are the foundations of our happiness. They know that they 
are vulnerable, like everyone, to the external and public events, and that they 
must provision against them.”23 This orientation promotes a greater love of 
neighbor than does the orientation of those who are dedicated to constructing 
a better future. Again, in Scruton’s words, “Judicious pessimism teaches us 
not to idolize human beings, but to forgive their faults and to strive in private 
for their amendment. It teaches us to limit our ambitions in the public sphere, 
and to keep open the institutions, customs and procedures whereby mistakes 
are corrected and faults confessed to, rather than to aim for some new ar-
rangement in which mistakes are never made.”24 Moreover, religion should 
neutralize optimism to prevent it from pursuing a false and destructive hope. 
Judicious pessimists “accept the world and its imperfections, not because 
it cannot be improved, but because many of the improvements that matter 

20. Raposa, Boredom and the Religious Imagination, 11–35.
21. See Raposa, Boredom and the Religious Imagination, 168.
22. Scruton, Uses of  Pessimism.
23. Scruton, Uses of  Pessimism, 35.
24. Scruton, Uses of  Pessimism, 36.
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are by- products of our cooperation rather than the goal of it.”25 Employing 
my terminology, these cooperative by- products are grounded largely in the 
mundane and not the extraordinary, especially those efforts dedicated to con-
structing an extraordinary future on our terms rather than God’s.

Judicious pessimism provides a needed check on the late- modern propen-
sity to assert a comprehensive mastery over nature and human nature, to 
construct a desirable reality rather than encountering a real one. The fabri-
cated reality is almost always on behalf of a highly ambitious agenda. This 
propensity is a consequence of coming to believe that this life is all there is 
or all that truly matters. Finding this life rather dull and uninteresting, late 
moderns compensate for their disappointment by making everything extraor-
dinary through their mastery. Asserting greater mastery presumably gives 
them greater freedom, power, and pleasure. Perhaps— but it also distracts 
them from what is genuinely true and good about being human.

The most alluring aspect of mastery, particularly when aligned with tech-
nology, is its promise of giving us the extraordinary. In cyberspace, for in-
stance, I can be and do whatever my heart desires; there are no limits— or at 
least that is the illusion I am offered. The popular media bombards us with 
reports about an impending golden age of medicine in which we will live long 
and healthy lives with enhanced physical and cognitive performance: through 
the eventual mastery of nature and human nature we can will ourselves to 
be whatever we want to be, rendering finitude and mortality increasingly 
extraneous.

I don’t buy it, because it is not in the extraordinary but in the ordinary that 
we learn what is most important about life. To reiterate: it is in the mundane, 
mind- numbing, boring, and tedious chores of taking care of ourselves and 
others that we catch glimpses of what God created us to be.

Since the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead is God’s vindication 
of our lives as creatures, what is entailed in ordering our lives as vindicated 
creatures in response to this extraordinary act of love?

The Ordering of a Vindicated Creation

Aligning our lives with a creation established by God, affirmed in the incarna-
tion of the Word, and vindicated by the resurrection of Jesus is apparently 
a daunting challenge— especially when creation’s eschatological trajectory 
toward its destiny in the eternity of the triune God is added to the mix. But 
it is also a task that is thoroughly mundane, and necessarily so. Creation is a 

25. Scruton, Uses of  Pessimism, 41.
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material reality, requiring routine and repetitious effort to make it a suitable 
habitat for its creatures, particularly human creatures bearing the imago Dei. 
The demands of materiality are most pronounced in respect to embodiment. 
As embodied creatures, humans must spend time (lots of time) tending to their 
physical needs for sustenance, shelter, clothing, rest, health, and the like. These 
needs are met primarily through routine activities and patterns of behavior.

We do not meet these needs, however, on our own. We were not created to 
be alone (see Gen. 2:18). Humans are social creatures, drawn to one another. 
As Johannes Althusius observed, “Clearly, man by nature is a gregarious ani-
mal born for cultivating society with other men, not by nature living alone as 
wild beasts do, nor wandering about as birds.”26 He adds, for good measure, 
that works of love cannot be performed in isolation. Humans have a basic 
need to associate and cooperate. This need is seen most readily in how we 
meet the physical needs mentioned in the previous paragraph. For example, 
we satisfy our needs for food, housing, and clothing predominantly through 
commercial exchanges that expose a requisite interdependence of producers 
and consumers. More importantly, it is in and through a myriad of associa-
tions that humans flourish. It is in the day- in, day- out life with friends, family, 
colleagues, and strangers that humans not only survive but thrive.27

Emphasizing the material is not to dismiss or diminish the spiritual. Hu-
mans are obviously spiritual creatures, as Scripture attests.28 But we are not 
bifurcated beings in which body and soul somehow uncomfortably coexist 
but are unrelated. To the contrary, the material and spiritual are inextricably 
connected. Whatever spiritual insight or experience we might attain, we do so 
as embodied individuals. Indeed, the human creature is a comingled physical 
and spiritual being. As Paul Ramsey insists, a person is both an “embodied 
soul” and an “ensouled body.”29 To ignore or discount either the body or the 
soul is to live a disordered and diminished life.

To reduce humans to nothing more than bodies is to embrace a deadly 
materialism. On this view, a person is effectively little or nothing more than 
the outcomes of physical stimuli located primarily in the brain. The mind— to 
say nothing of the soul— is an illusion, an evolutionary trick that has helped 
humans survive as a species over time.

To emphasize the spiritual at the expense of the material, however, is also 
deadly. To denigrate the body as little more than a prison of the soul is to fall 

26. Althusius, Politica, 22.
27. For a more detailed account of association as the basis for human flourishing, see Waters, 

Just Capitalism, esp. chaps. 2, 4, 6–7.
28. See, for example, the Gospel according to John.
29. See Ramsey, Patient as Person, xiii.
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into a heretical trap such as Manichaeism or Gnosticism. The Manichaeans 
believed the body was evil and that therefore anything having to do with ma-
terial existence was, at best, pointless, and, at worst, wicked. Gnostics believed 
that a few were wise enough to know and contemplate a higher spiritual 
realm, and consequently held the ignorant masses in contempt, fit for nothing 
other than manual toil— not unlike domesticated beasts. The mundane is the 
domain of necessity, an unsuitable habitat for the spiritual elite. Fortunately, 
as Beth Felker Jones insists, in the “Christian tradition, the temptation to 
denigrate the body has been continually reasserted and consistently rejected.”30

As physical and spiritual creatures, humans shape (or should shape) their 
lives in compliance with a vindicated creation through a series of callings 
and vocations; virtues; and their ordering of time, place, and action. Each of 
these three themes is examined in the following three chapters, but they are 
introduced briefly at this juncture to give an idea of what lies ahead.

A calling is a command or invitation to take on a way of life or specific 
task. Such commands or invitations may be issued by God or by a neighbor, 
or (as in perhaps most instances) by both. Individuals, for example, may 
discern that they are being called by God to ordination, a perception that is 
eventually verified or rejected by the church. Or a person may be called to 
become a physician after experiencing what it’s like to meet the needs of ill 
neighbors. Or a person may invite or be invited to the calling of marriage. 
On relatively rare occasions, a calling may be compelled. In a time of war, 
for instance, young men and women may be strongly urged to volunteer for 
military service or be conscripted. A calling, however, is not limited to so- 
called higher or special pursuits such as ministry, medicine, or the military. 
The clear majority of callings are in fact so common and ordinary that we 
fail to recognize them as such. People are called to be friends, spouses, and 
parents, and they are called to careers, jobs, and avocations.

This is not to suggest that every pursuit is a calling. A person, for instance, 
is not called to be a criminal.31 In general, a calling may be understood as 
a way of life or tasks that one is impelled to undertake that signify, either 
explicitly or implicitly, a love of God and neighbor. As I argue throughout 
the remainder of this book (especially in part 2 and part 3), this love involves 
coming to know and responding accordingly to the good of the other, a 
process that necessarily entails to a large extent the ordinary patterns and 
activities of daily life.

30. Jones, Marks of  His Wounds, 12.
31. I am aware that what constitutes genuinely criminal conduct in specific and varying social 

and political contexts is contentious. I assume, however, that these disputes do not negate the 
difference between lawful and criminal behavior in principle.
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Every calling obviously includes an affirmation, but it also requires nega-
tion. To say yes to ordination forces one to say no to being a layperson; to 
become a doctor means that one cannot also be a banker; one cannot be 
a military combatant and a pacifist.32 A calling specifies how we love and 
serve our neighbors. We do not love and serve others in general. Rather, we 
are called to love and serve particular people in particular ways. A calling 
acknowledges this particularity. This acknowledgment is especially striking 
in respect to the many common callings of everyday life. Again, there is 
a negation that is necessarily prior to an affirmation. One must say no to 
being a hermit before saying yes to friendship; no to singleness before yes to 
marriage; no to childlessness before yes to parenthood. And each affirma-
tion encompasses particular people. A friend is a person known and loved 
in greater depth than a casual acquaintance. This woman and that man are 
married to each other. Sons and daughters are more than mere children to 
their parents.

Every calling carries with it a vocation. A vocation refers to a set of skills 
and practices that are required to fulfill a calling. A minister, for example, 
should know how to prepare a sermon and provide pastoral care. A doc-
tor should be skilled in diagnosing illness and prescribing cures. Military 
personnel need to be well versed in battlefield tactics. Without a mastery of 
appropriate vocational skills, a calling is ineffectual (or worse). Our ordinary 
callings also have accompanying vocations, though these are usually infor-
mal and less specified, such as engaging in encouraging conversation, being 
attentive, cooking a meal, nursing a loved one who is ill, and the like. These 
are admittedly conventional skills or acts, but they are nonetheless crucial. 
Imagine how diminished our lives would be if they were filled with indifferent 
friends, inattentive spouses, and neglectful parents, and if no one bothered 
to clean the house, buy groceries, or wash the clothes. Moreover, it is often 
in performing these mundane vocations that the deepest bonds of love and 
mutual affection are forged.

Although vocational proficiencies are important in pursuing our callings, 
they are not enough. There is also the question of character. Being skillful is 
not the same as being good. This is where virtue plays a crucial role. Although 
the concept and importance of virtue are examined in greater detail in chap-
ter 3, we may offer a rudimentary definition at this point. For the purpose of 
this book, a virtue may be understood as a practice that habituates the good 
of loving God and neighbor. It is through routine and repetitious acts that 

32. Military chaplains and medical personnel could perhaps be pacifists. In the US military 
services, chaplains are not permitted to carry or use weapons.

Theological and Moral Themes 

_Waters_CommonCallings_AD_bb.indd   30_Waters_CommonCallings_AD_bb.indd   30 1/21/22   2:11 PM1/21/22   2:11 PM

Brent Waters, Common Callings and Ordinary Virtues 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



15

we fulfill our various callings and vocations in a good and faithful manner 
and thereby become good and faithful (i.e., virtuous) people.

Christian moral theology and philosophy have traditionally affirmed the 
three theological virtues of faith, hope, and love (taken from 1 Cor. 13) and 
the four cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance.33 
Additionally, there are other classic virtues, such as courage and fidelity, that 
are compatible with and have been incorporated within traditional Christian 
thought and practice. Each of these virtues denotes a quality of excellence that 
humans should seek to practice and habituate. How do good habits become 
virtues? Repetitious practice: doing the same good act, with the assistance of 
God’s grace and guidance of the Spirit, over and over again so they become 
part of our second nature. We become habitually faithful people, for instance, 
by constantly performing acts of faith. Paying attention to the requisite virtues 
that instantiate the good is also attending to one’s soul.

Speaking of virtue, however, requires that we also say something about vice. 
Again, for the purpose of this book, a vice may be understood as actions or 
habitual behaviors that prevent one from being virtuous. A vice diminishes or 
prevents virtuous behavior most often through either excess or deficiency. The 
vices corresponding to the virtue of courage, for example, are rashness and 
cowardice. To perpetually practice or surrender to vice makes one a vicious 
person. In many respects, vice is similar to sin, as reflected in the Christian 
tradition’s enumeration of the seven deadly sins: pride, envy, gluttony, lust, 
anger, greed, and sloth.

The virtues are both instrumentally and intrinsically crucial in pursuing 
one’s callings and vocations. The virtues are instrumentally valuable because 
attending to the good of one’s own soul also makes one more attentive to the 
people one is called to serve. As Gilbert Meilaender contends, “Doing what 
is right requires being good.”34 For example, adept ministers, physicians, and 
military officers promote the good of those they serve through example and 
conduct beyond their respective professional proficiencies. A life of virtue 
is also inherently good, for it requires introspection and self- transcendence. 
This is a fading art in late modernity, in which it is often assumed that per-
formance is all that matters. Yet ministers, doctors, and military personnel 
who are judged to be excellent solely on the basis of the performance of their 
duties are not necessarily good human beings. Virtue forces us to constantly 
revisit the question, What is an excellent human being, the kind of creature 
God created us to be?

33. See Pieper, Faith Hope Love; and Pieper, Four Cardinal Virtues.
34. Meilaender, Theory and Practice of  Virtue, 26.
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As I argue in chapter 3, practicing the virtues should play an important role 
in the Christian life. More broadly, the virtues should also play a prominent 
role in human life generally, especially in respect to the professions.35 Theoreti-
cal accounts of virtue, however, tend to focus on “larger” questions and issues 
of public conduct and behavior, concentrating on the suitable character of 
political, ecclesial, and business leaders and the like while ignoring more com-
mon virtues associated with daily life. This emphasis is understandable, since 
everyone suffers from vicious leadership and the ordinary virtues associated 
with daily living tend to be less obvious and are often ill- defined, thereby not 
lending themselves easily to intellectual reflection and exposition.

Giving the ordinary short shrift in discourse about the virtues is unfortu-
nate, however, because it results in an incomplete portrayal of what it means 
to be an excellent human being. This is especially the case for human crea-
tures attempting to align their lives to the vindicated order of creation— an 
endeavor that is quite mundane. To illustrate, marital fidelity is something 
more than avoiding adultery or resisting its temptation. Spouses also divide 
household chores, run errands, comfort each other, and are courteous. It is, 
at least in part, in practicing such ordinary virtues that a couple becomes 
habitually faithful to each other.36

As finite and mortal creatures, humans pursue their common callings and 
ordinary virtues over time and in particular places. The themes of time and 
place are developed more fully in chapter 4, but a few precursory remarks 
are in order. For Christians, time has a dual meaning. There is linear time, as 
in one day or year giving way to the next. There is also sacred time, which is 
cyclical, as exemplified in the church’s liturgical calendar. Both senses of time 
assist us in aligning our lives with a vindicated creation and its eschatologi-
cal trajectory. In brief, I argue that linear time (roughly associated with the 
secular and ordinary) is bracketed by cyclical time (roughly associated with 
the sacred and extraordinary), and in this bracketing the mundane is both 
formative and iconic.

Place reminds us that as embodied creatures, humans must be somewhere 
at any given time. This may seem obvious, but late moderns are increasingly 
nomadic, believing the illusion that they can be almost anywhere or nowhere 
at any time. Indeed, there is a growing preference for temporary and virtual 
spaces over enduring physical places.37 Yet humans cannot flourish by being 
constantly on the move, either physically or imaginatively; they need to be in 

35. See, e.g., Wheeler, Minister as Moral Theologian; Pellegrino and Thomasma, Philosophi-
cal Basis of  Medical Practice; Fisher, Morality and War.

36. See, e.g., McCarthy, Sex and Love in the Home.
37. See Waters, Christian Moral Theology in the Emerging Technoculture, esp. chap. 7.
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place for a time, to have a place to congregate. As noted above, humans are by 
nature social creatures, drawn to one another. And they need places, physical 
locales, where they associate with one another: a variety of locales, such as 
households, churches, parks, marketplaces. Moreover, these locales need to 
be built, maintained, and cared for (all very mundane activities) if they are 
to be hospitable places for human habitation and association.

To a significant extent, human action, especially corporate action, is orga-
nized and performed in specific places over time. A people organize and per-
petuate themselves politically as a nation spanning generations in a land. A 
city occupies a piece of territory, lending itself to commercial and cultural 
enterprises. A family lives together in a house. Admittedly, places and the 
people associated with them change over time. Nations come and go; cities 
are rebuilt, and their population may change dramatically due to demographic 
shifts; a family disperses. Yet despite these changes, humans continue to as-
sociate and do so while in place for either relatively lengthy or relatively short 
periods of time.

It is in this interplay of place and time that humans find their belonging, 
at least this side of eternity. We discover, in particular places and over time, 
where and with whom we belong. We belong with fellow citizens, fellow 
workers, fellow family members. These relationships are established and 
sustained through largely routinized and repetitive actions that over time 
demonstrate a mutual trustworthiness and reliability. Again, these relation-
ships change over time. Fellowship among citizens may grow stronger or 
become frayed due to changing political or economic circumstances. People 
change jobs. The parental relationship with young children is not the same 
as that with adult daughters and sons. But despite these changes, humans 
cannot escape the need, acknowledged or not, to belong somewhere and 
with some others.

This belonging is recognized and instantiated in ritual. At times, these 
rituals are highly formal. A civic event might commemorate a city’s found-
ing. Liturgy and the sacraments express faith. But, more commonly, there is a 
plethora of informal rituals that shape the patterns of daily life. Friends meet 
regularly at a favorite pub, and rituals are quickly established regarding con-
versation and who pays the tab. Workplace rituals help determine the formal 
and informal patterns of the work week. Families follow routines in prepar-
ing, sharing, and cleaning up after a meal. In short, ritual helps to order the 
ordinary actions that sustain our mutual belonging, because ritual is always 
a shared activity. Even when the principal object of a ritual is extraordinary, 
such as the Eucharist, it nonetheless draws attention to and affirms the mun-
dane through sheer contrast. Through ordinary bread and wine, for instance, 
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Christians partake of their Lord’s body and blood. It is through ritual, in part, 
that we affirm and act out our belonging in a vindicated creation.

Before proceeding, I wish to alert the reader that I will be frequently revisit-
ing and developing two themes in the following chapters, especially in part 2 
and part 3. I will say little about these themes at this juncture, other than to 
highlight a few key terms to place them on the reader’s radar screen, so to 
speak.38 The first theme draws on Simone Weil and Iris Murdoch’s concept of 
“unselfing.” According to Murdoch, the “fat relentless ego”39 often diminishes 
or prevents human flourishing because we fail to be attentive to the good of 
our neighbors. Acknowledging and attending to the mundane is a good first 
step in putting the ego on a diet.

The second theme is play. The ordinary is a playful domain. But how can 
this be if, as I have claimed, it comprises monotonous, dull, tedious, downright 
boring activities? Because play requires rules, for without rules there can be 
no play, and learning and obeying rules is common and routine. Counter-
intuitively, tending to the mundane helps develop a capacity for playfulness, 
and this is an important capacity because God created humans to be, in part, 
playful creatures. The mundane, in brief, helps us acknowledge that life is too 
important to treat it with undue seriousness.

38. I am reflecting my advanced age by using radar imagery. Perhaps it would be more cur-
rent to suggest that I am here dropping two pins on the reader’s GPS app. (I am obliged to my 
editor, a millennial, who helped me with this wording.)

39. Murdoch, Sovereignty of  Good, 51.
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