Lesson #6 – A Bit on Wisdom, and Some Reflections…..
Hidden in the middle of JOB is a literary gem, a Wisdom poem that… like several parts of the third round
of discourses… seems randomly and confusingly inserted, and not clearly related to surrounding
materials. In the muddle of that section, it is not even clear who is supposedly speaking. But….
Job 28: 1 Surely there is a mine for silver, and a place for gold to be refined.
2 Iron is taken out of the earth, and copper is smelted from ore.
3 Miners put an end to darkness, and search out to the farthest bound the ore in gloom and
deep darkness.
4 They open shafts in a valley away from human habitation;
they are forgotten by travelers, they sway suspended, remote from people.
5 As for the earth, out of it comes bread; but underneath it is turned up as by fire.
6 Its stones are the place of sapphires, and its dust contains gold.
7 That path no bird of prey knows, and the falcon's eye has not seen it.
8 The proud wild animals have not trodden it; the lion has not passed over it.
9 They [the miners] put their hand to the flinty rock, and overturn mountains by the roots.
10 They cut out channels in the rocks, and their eyes see every precious thing.
11 The sources of the rivers they probe; hidden things they bring to light.
12 But where shall Wisdom [Hokmah] be found? And where is the place of understanding?
13 Mortals do not know the way to it, and it is not found in the land of the living.
14 The deep says, "It is not in me,” and Yamm [the sea] says, "It is not with me.”
15 It cannot be gotten for gold, and silver cannot be weighed out as its price.
16 It cannot be valued in the gold of Ophir, in precious onyx or sapphire.
17 Gold and glass cannot equal it, nor can it be exchanged for jewels of fine gold.
18 No mention shall be made of coral or of crystal; the price of wisdom is above pearls.
19 The chrysolite of Ethiopia cannot compare with it, nor can it be valued in pure gold.
20 Where then does Wisdom come from? And where is the place of understanding?
21 It is hidden from the eyes of all living, and concealed from the birds of the air.
22 Abaddon and Mot [death] say, "We have heard a rumor of it with our ears.'
23 God understands the way to it, and God knows its place.
24 For God looks to the ends of the earth, and sees everything under the heavens.
25 When God gave to the wind its weight, and apportioned out the waters by measure;
26 when God made a decree for the rain, and a way for the thunderbolt;
27 then God saw it and declared it; God established it, and searched it out.
28 And God said to humankind, "Truly, the fear of the Lord [Adonai], that is Wisdom;
and to depart from evil is understanding."
The poem is unique in several ways, first of all as the only detailed description of a mine and mining in
the Bible. (Mines and mining are mentioned elsewhere, but not described.) Secondly, the description of
the mine and mining is used as a metaphor for seeking Wisdom. You’ve got to dig deep!

There are other references to Wisdom, by various characters, scattered throughout JOB. The most
important being one tucked away in God’s great cosmic speech (JOB 38-39):
“Who has put Wisdom in the inward parts, or given understanding to the mind?” (Job 38:36)
The more that I (KLC) have sat with JOB, the more I have come to wonder if maybe Job 28, and 38:36,
aren’t the rather sneakily hidden… in plain sight… keys to reconciliation between the Almighty and the
complaints of Job.
What, or who, is Wisdom? I think the clue lies in Job 38:36, where the mention of Wisdom [Hokmah]
slips in among other personified powers… or sub-deities… such as Yamm [Sea] and Mot [Death]. (Both
also show up in Job 28.) In post-exilic Jewish literature, Wisdom/Hokmah, was regularly portrayed as a
feminine sub-deity who was with God from the beginning, at the creation, and so on, helping set
everything in order. And, she was the one who knew the way in which humans should live. (See
Proverbs 8-9, Wisdom of Solomon 6-11, various parts of Ben Sira/Ecclesiasticus, and so on. Wisdom is
similarly alluded to in Job 15:7-11. In Greek, by the way, she is Sophia.)
In JOB, I suspect that Wisdom is the God-bestowed inner guide bespeaking right and wrong to Job, the
divine secret rooted in fear (reverence) for God, and the shunning of evil. But, you have to dig for it….
*******
The intention of this survey of JOB has been to offer a basic “plain” reading of the text, and see what it
has to say for itself. Outside references to language or historical and literary contexts have been
included only where they seem to serve for better understanding JOB. The result of this reading has
been somewhat surprising for the lesson preparer, and perhaps for those who have been reading the
lessons too. In wrapping the study up, I want to offer some reflection on what I’ve noticed… and invite
others to ponder their own interpretations and understandings.
It may be helpful in this to remember that JOB is “a” book of the Bible, not the whole Bible. JOB says
what it says, and other biblical books say what they say. The hope is that while the spectrum of our
understanding will be broader than any particular biblical text, we will nonetheless respect the integrity
of each text and let it say what it says and question what it questions. Like Job itself, the Bible is an
ongoing discussion, not a monologue. Each will have their own read of JOB, with insights they may find
helpful, or not….
For myself (KLC), I find the vision of the complicated powerful cosmic Almighty God of the Mountain and
the Wilds compelling, and oddly comforting. I also appreciate and value the implicit permission to
question God, and all human interpretations.
What has most spoken to you in JOB?
I have also found myself unsettled by the seemingly unresolved question of God’s relationship to human
goodness and wickedness, or to human suffering. Is God “almighty” but not exactly good? Or is God
“good” but not exactly almighty” Or… what? Is right and wrong behavior just a matter between and
among humans? (Job 35:8) I think not, but it is complicated. And, as noted above, Wisdom seems to be
key.

The God of Job is also shown, at the very least, as allowing the severe “testing” of this blameless man…
something other authors of the Bible continued to struggle with. (See, for instance, James 1:12-18)
What has most unsettled you in JOB?
The core insight of the Job character seems to be:
“LIFE IS NOT FAIR!!!”
And, he makes a pretty good case for that argument.
The issues of JOB linger on across time.
In John’s story of the man born blind, the disciples ask Jesus a truly Un-Comfortable question:
“Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” (Jn. 9:2)
Jesus’s reply exonerated the man and his parents, but is not entirely Comfortable either:
“Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be
revealed in him.” (Jn. 9:3)
In Romans 8, the Apostle Paul wrestled with the sufferings and groanings of creation itself, and of the
community of those who trust in Jesus. One Job-like verse has proved particularly hard to interpret:
“And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are
called according to God’s purpose….” (Romans 8:28, KJV)
Two additional old readings of this verse are given in the notes of the NRSV:
“We know that God makes all things work together for good….”
And:
“We know that in all things God works for good….”
In the differing nuances lie the old JOB questions… “Is God doing something to us ‘for our own good’?”
or, “Is God with us as life unfolds, helping us on to a good outcome?” (My personal leaning is toward
the second option, which… I believe… was also the preferred reading of my college Greek prof.)
I am also reminded of the stories of how, in the wake of WWII… sometimes while still in the camps…
God was actually put on trial by religious leaders and scholars in the Jewish community for complicity in
the atrocities of the Holocaust. God was tried, found guilty, and then… in one famous account… the
assembly adjourned to join in offering their evening prayers to God. That really fits JOB.
The enigmas of JOB persist among us.
In the context of my life journey, the questions of JOB have hit very close-to-home in various times and
ways. I’ll offer two examples….
Story 1: My mother’s sisters, Aunt Martha and Aunt Mary were twins, and both experienced too much
undeserved suffering and hardship in life. They were born in 1906, and both became schoolteachers.
Martha married Jim Hutton in 1935; and Mary married Leonard Cuthbertson (my dad’s 1st cousin) in

1940. Both somewhat late marriages, for those days. Martha had one son. Mary had three children, a
son and two daughters. So far so good, but then their troubles descended.
In the late 1940s Jim and Martha were in a car accident and Martha broke her back. For the rest of her
life she had no feeling from the waist down, and was only able to walk with 1 or 2 canes. Then, in 1951,
Jim died suddenly of a heart attack. Martha was left as a single mom with a 15-year-old son, and a
major disability. She returned to teaching. After marrying in his early 20s, and then divorcing, Martha’s
son, Jim Jr., was killed in a car wreck in October 1962, at age 26. (I was six, and have vivid memories of
our getting the news and of the following days.) A couple of years later, Martha had her first bout of
breast cancer, and x-ray treatments. Retiring early, she moved in with sister Mary, and died from a
recurrence of the breast cancer in 1972. She was a staunch Presbyterian, and a much-beloved aunt.
Mary’s “luck” lasted until 1956, when (on the night I was born) Leonard died of a massive heart attack,
not yet 50. Mary was left with her three kids, the eldest not yet 14. (Growing up in the same town,
these double-cousins were like extra siblings to me.) She too returned to teaching. A year later her son
was in a car/motor-scooter accident on his way home from his after school job. He was nearly killed,
with major physical and brain damage, and was in a coma in the hospital in Kansas City for six months
before waking up. He and his mom lived together for the remainder of her 99 years, and he died just
over two years after her. (I conducted both funerals.) Mary also had a bout with breast cancer along
the way, but survived.
From an early age I remember people shaking their heads and wondering how and why so much
suffering and hardship had descended on the Gibson twins? It didn’t seem fair. I came to wonder, too.
Story 2: My awakening to the fact that I might be gay coincided with the Presbyterian Church’s first
major debate over gay inclusion and ordination in 1978. The realization took me several years to work
through, with much questioning along the way, but not as long as it took the church. The
denominational discussion stretched out until 2011 (re: ordination) and 2015 (re: same-sex marriage),
with many on both sides leaving the church in the meantime.
At the same time as the early part of the church struggle was the AIDS crisis of the 1980s and 1990s,
with many thousands who died including several very close friends of ours, plus a wider group of
acquaintances. I clearly remember first reading in about 1981 of the mysterious “gay cancer” showing
up in San Francisco and New York, and fearfully wondering what “God” might be doing? (I was in
seminary at the time.)
I can’t, and won’t, pretend that no behavioral issues are involved with HIV/AIDS. Of course they are.
But there were and are also behavioral issues in the religious community’s response that exacerbated
things.
Basically from the get-go of the LGBTQ movement, the role of the “Un-Comfortables” was taken up by
religious conservatives who strongly asserted that homosexuality is a “choice” and that homosexuals are
“unrepentant, self-affirming, practicing” sinners, going against both God and the natural order. Many
gays and lesbians were rejected and turned away by their families and home churches. And then, when
significant numbers died of HIV-AIDS, their sexuality and the cause of their deaths too often was either
openly condemned, or went totally unacknowledged at their funerals and in their obituaries. (One
learned to read between the lines.)

Even with the changes over the last forty years, gayfolk, and members of the transgender community in
particular, continue to face many of the same prejudices and struggles that have threatened us across
the years. Many still live in fear for their lives, and their souls. LGBTQ youth remain at high risk for
bullying, homelessness, and suicide. As I see it, in too many instances Elihu still speaks.
From the LGBTQ side… we have done plenty of challenging Job-like questioning in response: “Are we
not as God made us, and created ‘good’? What does the Bible really say? How is it wrong to be honest
about who you are? How is it wrong to love? How is it wrong to be in a committed partnership with
one you love? Would a good-and-loving God actually send a disease (or a hurricane, or, or, or…) to
punish us? And then damn us to eternal Hell too? Can we not love God and neighbor too? Why do you
so fear, hate, and judge us so?”
For forty-some years, the LGBTQ community has lived into the Job story, and that shows up in our
literature, media, and memoirs.
(Thankfully, in the Presbyterian process at least, we believe we finally discerned God’s voice and
Wisdom, speaking from the tempest words of approval, welcome, and peace.)
Such are a couple of the stories and questions from my life… and what of others? Have you ever felt like
Job? Or have you wondered at the Job-like sufferings of others you know and love?
The stories repeatedly circle back to the basic existential question of whether, if you are suffering, it is
somehow really your own fault? Or, are we sometimes (like Job’s servants and kids) just collateral
damage in God’s punishment or testing of another? Or… what? Where is God, and what is God up to?
How are we handling such questions, currently?
Old questions seem to be being raised anew regarding COVID-19, refugees and migrants, racism,
violence against women, and, and, and…. “What did you do wrong to bring this on yourself?”
The primary sin of the Un-Comfortables was to consistently blame the victim… a sin still far too
common.
(Their other major sin, I think, was their implicit embrace of the “heresy” of health and wealth. “If
things are going good for you, you must be okay with God.” And, vice versa.)
And so, JOB in a nutshell? My thought:
Life isn’t always fair! The blameless may suffer; and the wicked can flourish.
Don’t let over-simplistic God-talk get in the way of what you mindfully know to be true.
It’s okay to question things… even God.
YHWH/Shaddai is Almighty… amidst all the chaotic complexities of the forces of nature and
cosmos, supernatural powers, wild animals, and mythic monsters. (And, people too?)
Dig for Wisdom, fear God, and shun evil.

