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 Abstract 

In theology, the meaning of work has long been debated. Miroslav Volf emphasizes that 
work should not be made too important and therefore focuses mainly on the 
instrumental function of work. David Cosden, on the other hand, distinguishes between 
an instrumental, a relational and an ontological dimension of work.   

In this paper, I want to deepen the theological debate by including Pierre Bourdieu's 
reflections on the economy of the gift. This is relevant to the debate because work is 
often understood as serving others with your talents or gifts. Unlike Claude Levi-
Strauss, sociologist Bourdieu emphasizes that a gift is more than a deferred economic 
transaction. According to him, it is a way to increase symbolic capital (prestige, self-
esteem, a sense of dignity). To understand why people are motivated to work it is 
important to view work as a means to acquiring both economic and symbolic capital. A 
strong focus on symbolic capital can lead to auto-exploitation, according to Bourdieu.   

In addition, I will use the work of sociologist and political economist Andrew Sayer. He 
interprets work and self-esteem not only sociologically, as Bourdieu is doing, but also 
morally.  In Sayer's analysis, vulnerability, responsibility and human dignity are central 
concepts. I will raise the question of what theology can learn from Bourdieu and Sayer 
about work, self-esteem and human dignity. At the same time, I will explore which 
notions can be found in the theology of work that can be brought into the political-
economic debate. My hypothesis is that the notion of vocation is indispensable to fully 
understand the meaning of work. However, such a vocational model of work is not 
uncontroversial, even in theology.  
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