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Job 1:1, 2:1-10

 A wealthy bank executive was driving down the California coast late one night, having had too much to drink at a party. He tried to steer his expensive sports car too quickly around a sharp bend in the road. The car spun out of control and headed for the edge of a gigantic seaside cliff. At the last minute the man managed to survive by leaping free of his car, but in doing so, his arm got caught and was completely severed from his body. A horror-stricken truck driver who saw what had happened ran to the wealthy man’s side, and with great concern showing on his face, wrapped the man’s bleeding shoulder with his coat. But the unfortunate CEOcontinued only to look blankly out over the cliff, mumbling, ‘My BMW, my BMW!’ ‘Forget about your car’, said the truck driver, ‘We should look for your arm, maybe the doctors can sew it back on.’ At that moment, the miserable man of wealth realized he had indeed lost his arm and started to refocus his attention. Now, he started wailing, ‘My Rolex, my Rolex!’  

The rock band REM sings of it beautifully: Everybody hurts sometimes. Even wealthy bank executives. It’s easy enough for us to laugh off the more self-induced kinds of sufferings that may occasionally come along and knock the spoiled rotten down a few notches. And if as mature adults we only could with integrity, who wouldn’t prefer to keep believing that the good always prosper and the bad get punished? Trouble is - in this world, at least, it just ain’t so.  
People devote their entire careers to the study of the various ways sentient beings suffer. Philosophers, theologians, the social sciences, art and literature, biology, neurology, psychology, prevention and palliative care, all give it their best and try to deal with it. None have managed either to adequately explain suffering, nor to entirely prevent it. 
But then, it could be that suffering per se is not what bothers most people. We can at least begrudgingly endure (or even perversely watch and take pleasure in) a certain degree of punishing pain IF and WHEN priorities have obviously been askew: suffering the consequences of having done something stupid or just plain wrong. That apparently was pretty much the case with the overly privileged, inappropriately drinking, highly materialistic CEO I just told you about. It’s true that many seem to manage, up to a certain point in life, to stick to the very naïve belief that life is all a simple rewards/punishment kind of deal. Even back in Old Testament days, many assumed it to be so: If you’re bad, you suffer. If you’re good, you thrive. But then: along comes Job throwing all that out of whack. Job was doing everything right when suddenly, out of the blue, everything went wrong for him.  

More mature persons come to realize in time, if not to fully accept the fact that there’s little or no correlation between the amount of wrong we commit and the amount of pain we experience. We even discover, to our surprise and chagrin that it is very often in fact quite the opposite: When we do what is right, we get knocked down. Roadblocks are repeatedly put up before us. We may do the very best we think we are capable of doing, and just as we reach out to receive the reward we think we deserve for our labors, we get hit from our blind side and again sent reeling. 

Of course, when people suffer for a sufficiently clear and righteous cause - think of all those arrested during the Civil Rights movement, think of the persecution of the early church, the whole life direction of Jesus himself, many things you and I may have endured during our own lives in order to promote something worthy and good. . .. It’s amazing, and inspiring what sufferings human beings can and willingly do endure…WHEN the purpose is clear and the cause is just.   
It is the UNdeserved and apparently pointless kinds of suffering, the suffering of the innocent, of the poor, of the already-far-too-much-hurting that really throws all our rationalizations, all our neat and pat answers into a tailspin; and thus it has been since time immemorial.  
You don’t need my spoon-fed examples of random, inexplicably horrific suffering. It happens every day. Nobody, certainly not the peace-loving Samoan Islanders, deserve a tsunami, or the death and destruction that result from an earthquake or typhoon. Not to mention likely more permanent oceanic inundation of one’s entire island home due to global climate change and soon-to-be rising ocean levels.  
Do you remember the brutal killings of those little Amish schoolgirls a few years ago? Their unlocked, unbarricaded one room country school house had a warmly-inviting handmade sign below the chalkboard that read, “Visitors Brighten People’s Days”. How painfully ironic that that visitor who came in firing an assault rifle didn’t brighten anyone’s. When we ask Why, why, why? We are ever so much like the Old Testament sage whose name was Job.   

There was once a man in the land of Uz. So begins the important, challenging, no-easy-answers Bible story of Job. During the month of October, our recommended readings for each Sunday include readings from the book of Job; if we can all stick with it a while, I’d like us to take these readings on as a series. Job is, of course, THE archetypal example of a good person who endures relentless undeserved suffering. Few over the centuries have ever been inclined to name their child Job, given that the name has itself become virtually synonymous with the kinds of agony no one wants to have any proximity to whatsoever. 
And though challenging and deep, the passing centuries have proven the story of Job to be a very good story indeed. It’s constantly being retold in new venues; in fact, your rather pleasurable homework assignment this week, should you choose to get an A+ for effort, is to watch the new movie trailer on YouTube of the latest Coen Brothers’ movie, A Serious Man. Soon to be at a motion picture theater near you, A Serious Man is actually a comedic rendition of the story of Job. It’s guaranteed to make you both cringe AND laugh. 
* * * * *
As a pastor, as a human being, I’ve never been able to adequately put into words that which ‘explains’ why good, poor, and innocent people are made to grovel and why truly evil jerks manage to snear at the rest of us from such high places. WHEN someone is in the middle of their worst bouts of suffering it’s hardly the time to try to ‘explain’ it anyway! That doesn’t stop Job’s friends from trying to do that very thing, of course. All their ‘answers’, to a limited extent, kinda ‘make sense’. We won’t have time in church to review in detail the entire book of Job even if we spend all of October on it, but if you read it through on your own, you’ll notice that the bulk its chapters consist of Job’s “friends” trying their damnedest to explain his sufferings to him! All of their explanations are “reasonable”! Each, in someone, somewhere’s human experience, may have validity; each could, on occasion, actually help. But beyond that very limited degree, their explanations don’t help one iota, other than to catalogue the various ways that people have, over time, cruelly and inappropriately blamed the innocent.
Now this morning, since we’re mostly just looking at the start of the story, I don’t want to prematurely go to the ending and spoil it for you. Sticking then with the text that Christy read for us from the first two chapters, we get the part of the story that has over time given us the stereotypical notion of having ‘the patience of a Job’. Here and for now, Job is indeed patient. Or depending on how you take it, you might decide that he’s being too passive, willing, as his sufferings are just beginning, to receive “both the good AND the bad” from the perceived hand of God. Later on in the story, we’ll encounter quite a different side of Job, a less-patient, more protesting side. But for now he models for us the virtue of patience, of not being quick to complain. There are forms and occasions of suffering that just plain are. We too have to learn to accept, to some extent, both the good and the bad as they come to us. But: will Job, will we be able to maintain our faith as both in fact do come to us with all their fury?  

We do get one little early hint that Job is indeed mortal, and capable of getting POed. He’s none too thrilled about the loathsome, itchy sores that have suddenly come upon him, from the soles of his feet to the crown of his head. So – what does he do? He gets snippy with his wife, telling her, in a typically sexist Old Testament fashion, that she speaks “as any foolish woman would” when she suggests he oughta get hopping mad at God for making him endure such calamities. Or maybe he’s just kindly teasing her, for we are assured that Job remains an innocent and an entirely good man.     
There is this other glaring problem we ought to address right from the get-go, at least it seems so to our modern ears: in the way the narrator sets up the story, Job doesn’t even have any idea that it’s actually a lousy bet taking place way off in the realm of the heavens that is causing him all this misery! Satan, who back in Old Testament times, is not the devil as some Christians have come to picture him, but rather an angel who has been given the role of prosecuting attorney on behalf of God, is being questioned by the ultimate Judge. Just what have you been up to, Satan? What good have you done lately? The prosecuting attorney angel named Satan has already been going to and fro on the earth for some time now, even actively inciting people against God, so he can find them, guilty and convict them. It’s like one gigantic sting operation, the keystone cop dressing up like a drug dealer, seeking to prove that no one is innocent, no one is good, all are corruptible. God, on the other hand, argues that people aren’t really THAT bad after all, and oh, by the way, have you considered my blameless and upright servant, Job? Now THERE’S an example of a human being who’s a good fellow if I ever saw one! We are all invited to relate to God in the story at this point, to ourselves look for the beautiful, ourselves look for the true upon this earth, to focus less on evil and more on what is good. In fact, we DON’T give a thought to God’s good servants upon this earth often enough or deeply enough - we could devote entire lives to studying, emulating great and saintly beings, and in doing so, greatly extend the good that does indeed exist upon this planet. On the other hand, Satan does make a rather convincing argument about human depravity. Theologically, he’s a Calvinist, you see. He believes that people are, at the core, selfish and rotten. He stresses the need for the relatively good people to not be so naive. And the next thing you know, we find him betting, actually wagering with God. If it had been a financial transaction, it would have been something like an insider trade on derivatives something completely outside of the average working stiffs range of control. Satan’s betting that God can’t produce even one single exemplary, upright person, that every last one of us is, frankly, corrupt to the core. “I’ll bet you anything that Job is, if you dig down deep enough, just as depraved as all the others”. Nowadays we may find it rather troubling that God might wager a bet at all, and allow such a ‘test’ to take place, but it is, after all, a story, not some literal occurrence, and in the story, Satan is granted free will, given the official go-ahead to ‘go out from the presence” of the Lord, and to busily inflict loathsome sores on an innocent man in order to test the quality of his virtue. It may be the most ironic book in the whole of scripture - in a time when most people believed, as many still do today, that the righteous prosper and wrong-doers suffer, here a perfectly righteous person is suffering NOT because he did anything wrong, but because he has actually been doing everything right!  

It may be that the central question, the basic wager, in the Book of Job is not about WHY the righteous and innocent suffer at all, but rather, whether we’re only ‘good’ to the degree that we get something for ourselves by BEING good. WHY do we go to church? Why take God seriously at all? Are God and religion and virtuous living and even human kindness itself only means to a desired end that we aim to enjoy, or is God, is all that is good upon this planet, an end in and of itself? Is goodness its own reward, worth whatever it takes to maintain?

I think these are fascinating questions to ponder. Job has, up until now, lived a comfortable and trouble-free life. Will he remain faithful to God when hardship REALLY hits him? Is his virtue dependent upon receiving the good things of life? How much of what we do is motivated by self-interest, and to what extent can we, do we, will we, move beyond mere self interest to a purpose and a calling and a mission that is bigger than ourselves alone, a cause that cannot be stayed by adversity? The book of Job challenges us to find answers to such questions, avoiding the many pitfalls of clichés and easy answers stay tuned, if you dare! And may we indeed discover the greater good that lies beyond and adversity.           Amen.
Readings-
Job 1:1

1There was once a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job. That man was blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil.

Job 2
2One day the heavenly beings came to present themselves before the Lord, and Satan also came among them to present himself before the Lord. 2The Lord said to Satan, “Where have you come from?” Satan answered the Lord, “From going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down on it.” 3The Lord said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one like him on the earth, a blameless and upright man who fears God and turns away from evil. He still persists in his integrity, although you incited me against him, to destroy him for no reason.” 4Then Satan answered the Lord, “Skin for skin! All that people have they will give to save their lives. 5But stretch out your hand now and touch his bone and his flesh, and he will curse you to your face.” 6The Lord said to Satan, “Very well, he is in your power; only spare his life.” 

7So Satan went out from the presence of the Lord, and inflicted loathsome sores on Job from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head. 8Job took a potsherd with which to scrape himself, and sat among the ashes. 9Then his wife said to him, “Do you still persist in your integrity? Curse God, and die.” 10But he said to her, “You speak as any foolish woman would speak. Shall we receive the good at the hand of God, and not receive the bad?” In all this Job did not sin with his lips. 
