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Job 23:1-9, 16-17

Hymn # 515, O God, My God

The Iona Faith Community’s plaintive hymn, O God, My God is, I believe, the perfect intro to today’s reflection on Job, and on his long, inexplicable time of terrible suffering. It is a protest song, one, as the liner notes say, “of stark honesty before God”, and yet one that keeps coming back, verse after verse, TO God with said protest, doggedly holding to the belief, even when mired in depression and grief, that God will yet be, gracious, loving, and healing.   

Take in this passage too, from THE CLOUD OF UNKNOWING, a work of Christian contemplative spirituality. It became the basis for what is known today as the faith practice of Centering Prayer:

You may find a kind of darkness around your mind, as it were a cloud of unknowing.  You seem to feel nothing in your will except a naked intent toward God. However hard you try to do something about it, this darkness and this cloud remain between you and God. It seems as though you neither see God by the light of understanding nor feel God in the sweetness of love and affection. But learn to live with this darkness, crying out always to him whom you love."





 Learn to LIVE WITH this darkness? Well… Already, in song and thought and prayer, we’re giving consideration to dark and desolate places, but now, we’re being asked to look straight down in that pit, if not in fact to descend into it, to live with the darkness therein?! The just-quoted anonymous 14th-Century Christian mystic called this dark place in life The Cloud of Unknowing. I haven’t warned you that we would be going there, so if you feel by this early point in the sermon that you just can’t take it, I suppose now’s the time to get up and walk out. I mean, we’re not even close to the Christian calendar’s officially designated time for going to dark and desolate places, the Season of Lent. And it’s such a beautifully sunny Indian summer morning. Your timing seems way off, God! Or Pastor Dan! Or whoever recommended these readings from Job this month! Well, it wasn’t exactly my idea. So, I officially make my protest, right here and now, and I make it on behalf of all of you as well. But life’s greatest challenges, deepest pits and darkest clouds, aren’t encountered on predictable dates and in easily manageable doses. So: here we all find ourselves. Let’s go, to the extent we’re able, to such places together, as bravely and as lovingly as possible.  

A lot has transpired since last Sunday’s introduction to the story of Job. Job, I remind you, is THE archetypal poetic and biblical example of a good person who undeservedly finds himself enveloped in absolute agony. Last week, we emphasized Job’s initial patience in the face of it. And if you’ve been reading along through the Book of Job, you know that his so-called ‘friends’ - Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar, have been haranguing him for some time now, trying to explain exactly why all this is happening to him. Since they basically believe he had to have done something to bring all of this on himself, Job’s responses grow shorter and more desperate by the minute. His friends may mean well, but in fact, they’re only increasing his misery.  

On opening night last Friday Sam and I did go to see the new Coen Brothers’ movie version of the story - word of caution - for a range of reasons, its R-rating being only one of them, I can’t really say that I recommend it to you all. Job is portrayed in the film as Larry Gopnik, a physics prof who lives a pretty-much average geeky middle class existence in 1960’s suburbia. When we first meet Larry, in the spring of 1967, his tenure case is pending, his son’s bar mitzvah is approaching, and, as in the original, a lot of bad stuff is about to happen, for no apparent reason. In the movie, he consults three rabbis, none of whom give him the answers he’s so desperately seeking.   

WHEN someone is in the middle of their worst bouts of suffering it’s hardly the time to try to ‘explain’ it to them! People tend to want to explain suffering more for their own sakes than for the person they’re allegedly trying to explain it to. We posit a link between others who suffer and their purported sinfulness. We do it because we want to insolate our own selves from it. 

And though each of Job’s friends’ and Larry Gopnik’s rabbis’  ‘answers’ could possible have a small degree of validity to them, their explanations don’t help, don’t offer any solice, other than to catalogue, so we don’t have to make the same mistakes, the various ways people cruelly and inappropriately blame the innocent and make sufferings worse.  

All of this leads us spack dab to the point at which Job’s sufferings are close to being at their very worst. And reading today’s passages from the 23rd Chapter of Job as if it were a day-to-day journal, we can identify. If we’re lucky, we identify at some poetic distance; if not, well, we’re there. We’re living it. We have been where desolation’s pits are deepest, when unknowing clouds are dreariest.

Job’s hitting rock bottom now. Or rather, he’s alternating precariously between extreme suicidal despair and loud dogged protesting. The fact that he’s still protesting at all is a very good thing. Though at the end of his rope, he hasn’t given up on God. He’s still defending his own innocence, insisting on his rights, and to a remarkable degree bucking the overwhelmingly powerful inducement to give up entirely. He is, after all, being tortured. And people being tortured will say anything their tormenters seem to want them to say, will do anything it takes to get the torturing to end.  

Yet through all this, Job continues to search for a just, merciful God he can’t seem to locate, but refuses to stop believing in. In vv. 4 and 5, Job expresses the wish that he could lay his case before God to see what God’s answer would be. He envisions a heavenly court where reason would prevail, and Job would be acquitted of all accusations leveled against him. But notice one remarkable thing here - at this point, Job is not seeking restoration or redress for wrongs he has suffered, but rather, that his name be cleared of the slanderous accusations his ‘friends’ have made against him! He still holds to his integrity, unwilling to confess to sins he knows he has never committed.   Again:  when tortured, most will confess to anything they think their tormentors want to hear. And if all your friends keep saying you’ve done something wrong, eventually you’re likely to believe it yourself.

So let us at least admire this: At the heart of Job's complaint is neither that he IS suffering, nor even that God would allow such a thing, but that God feels distant, absent, so far removed as to be unknowable, a cloud of unknowing. The heart of Job's struggle, then, is not his loss of wealth, not his physical pains, not even, perhaps, his mourning for the lost hopes and dreams of beloved family members who have died—rather, at the heart of it all is that God is, or overwhelmingly appears to be, absent. Uncaring. We get a foreshadowing here, a faint echo of Jesus' cry from the cross: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  

These stark moments of a felt sense of abandonment are not in the least glossed over in the Book of Job. In the Old Testament wisdom tradition, God is often hidden from human affairs, seen only through second-hand effects, glimpsed in created things. The hidden or inaccessible God is a theme that permeates some of the more complex dimensions of our Judeo-Christian spiritual tradition. 

Then it gets even worse. In v. 15, Job declares that he is terrified, terrified of God. It is at a critical moment. At this point in the story of Job, The Old Testament notion of the fear of God which has been, in my humble opinion, abysmally misinterpreted for centuries, reaches the apex of its most extreme and horrific logic. That logic is this: If God is all powerful, than God is not good. If God is all powerful, than in Job’s case, God is a terrorist. If, on the other hand, God is entirely good and loving, than, well, God must not be all powerful! Not in the way people tent to think of power, anyway.
Job, having been tutored all his life in the then-dominant notion that God is in charge of everything that happens, is now terrified of God. Terrified! Because in his worldview all his torturous misery up to this point has to have been God’s doing, and may yet, in ‘completing what God has inexplicably appointed for him’, destroy him altogether. Given that this is his assumption, that his suffering is God’s doing, Job wishes, as he states in v. 17, that he could just disappear from God’s sight, and vanish in darkness. He would at this point prefer death to further inexplicable misery.

Not all of us have ever been there, some perhaps. Many of us, have known and cared about people who have been there. It may be the absolute worse place a person ever gets to in life - it is hitting rock bottom. Something has to change big-time - resulting in either death, or some kind of resurrection, a new birth as powerful as death.  

In order to get closer conceptually TO said changes, I defer to the excellent analysis of Burton Cooper, who says the following: “If we think of the Bible as a coal mine with seams we have been mining for centuries and other seams we have hardly touched, then we have our clue to how a (particular) view of God other than that of the main theological tradition can also be a biblical view. The (main) theological tradition has mined one of the largest seams in Scripture. Let’s call that seam the monarchial image. In this seam, God is a great, awesomely mysterious and powerful creator. God is a loving and just King. All-controlling and all-knowing, nothing happens outside the divine will. God never changes in any way; God is eternally the same.

It’s a powerful image! We are all familiar with it. It is the image of God with which many of us have been brought up. It is also the one that troubles our faith when we ask how God can allow so much senseless human suffering to occur.

There is no question that Scripture contains an extensive seam to which this monarchial image of God can trace its origins. But there are other seams in the Bible, seams which run toward a different image of God - an image which has been barely explored because the monarchial image is so strongly established. 

For example, there is a startling text found toward the end of the book of Isaiah:

In all their affliction he [God] was afflicted,
and the angel of his presence saved them;
in his love and in his pity he redeemed them (Isa. 63:9).

And there’s the more-familiar suffering servant language of Isaiah 53 too:
He was despised and rejected by every one,
full of sorrows, and acquainted with grief
….Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows;
… wounded for our transgressions,
bruised for our iniquities, 
and bearing the stripes by which we are healed (Isa. 53:3-5).

These parts of scripture are essentially about the God whose power is realized in vulnerability. 

As long as Job believes that God has a monarchical kind of all-controlling power constantly at the divine disposal, he has reason to believe that those who are crushed in life are crushed by God. But maybe the book of Job will not make sense until we see it as turning away from the monarchial image of God and toward an image of God as vulnerable. –B Cooper 

Maybe that’s what did happen to Job right after he hit rock bottom – he became familiar with a whole “other” God!
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor and theologian who was executed by the Nazis in 1945 for his involvement in the plot to assassinate Hitler, portrayed this alternative Biblical image of God in the following lines written from his prison cell:

People go to God when they are sore bestead,
Pray to God for succour, for peace, for bread,
For mercy for the sick, sinning or dead:
All people do so, Christian and unbelieving.

People go to God when God is sore bestead,
Find God poor and scorned, without shelter or bread,
Whelmed under the weight of the wicked, the weak, the dead:
Christians stand by God in God's hour of grieving.

God goes to all people when sore bestead.
Feeds body and spirit with God's bread,
For Christians, heathens alike, God hangeth dead:
And both alike forgiving.2
Here is an image of God which runs against the notion of an unchanging, controlling, awesomely powerful, predestinating planner. Here is God imaged with real limits, "whelmed under the weight of the wicked and weak," grieving, weak by worldly standards and conceptions, and coming to us in suffering and forgiveness. This is the vulnerable image of God.

Of course, it is but an image. And God surely is surely more than what we can imagine. But in our Thursday Bible Study, and in next Sunday’s sermon, let’s explore this image of God a bit more as we discover what came next…for Job.
So far, I hope we’ve at least discovered this much - that the Job of Old Testament wisdom tradition gives voice to unjust sufferings accurately and honestly. We may have discovered also that Job says boldly what some of us are too timid to say. He makes poetry out of what in many of us is only a tangle of confused whimpers.  He shouts out to God what a lot of us mutter behind our sleeves. He refuses to accept the role of a defeated victim. 

And I think it’s so important to note not only what Job does, but what he does NOT do. Job does NOT ‘explain’ suffering to us.  We’re not taught how to live so as to avoid it. And, in midst of it all, (Peterson): “Job does not curse God, attempting to rid himself of the problem by getting rid of God. Eventually, in the course of facing, questioning, and (yes) respecting suffering, Job finds himself enveloped in an even larger mystery - the mystery of God. Perhaps the greatest mystery in suffering is how it can (like joy, actually) bring a person into the presence of God, (filling us eventually with) wonder, love, and praise.  Suffering certainly does not inevitably do this (neither does happiness), but it does it far more often than we might expect. In the end, it does that for Job. (Suffering did not steer him away from God, but rather filled him with yet more wonder and compassion.)

But we have a way to go before we get there. Please stay tuned.   

