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THE TWENTY-SECOND SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

A Story of Faith
Job 1:1-22; 42:10-17

What portions of the Bible should we be reading these days?  Would
you suggest we spend some time with the psalms since so many of them offer
comfort during difficult times?  How about Paul’s letters to the churches in
Asia Minor.  His words are always inspiring.  Maybe we should delve into the
Gospels and their relentless assurance of our salvation.  We would do well to
take some time to read and reflect on any of these sections of scripture, but
today I have a different suggestion: How about spending some time with Job!

Your first reaction might be mine as well.  Job?  No way.  That story is
such a downer.  It’s all about tragedy and loss, questions and frustrations,
grief and isolation and insensitive friends.  It’s a story from another time and
place.  We need to hear something relevant to today.  We need a story for our
time and place!

Precisely.  What more could you want in these days of tragedy and loss,
questions and frustrations, grief and isolation and insensitive friends than
Job?  If all that you have ever gleaned from the Book of Job is that it is about
a man who lost everything and yet was extremely patient until he got it all
back, then you need to read this marvelous story again because that is not at
all what the story of Job is about.

One of my mentors, beloved chaplain and Old Testament professor at
Furman, L.D. Johnson, was himself well acquainted with loss and grief
because two of his children died as young adults.  He called the Book of Job
“world class literature.”  It is.  It is also a profound story of faith–not only the
faith of Job–but the faith of his wife, the faith of his friends, and the faith that
God had in Job.

Earlier we heard the reason for this amazing story from the first chapter
of the book.  Admittedly, the context is problematic.  The first and second
chapters are an ancient folktale about a patient man named Job who refused
to give up his trust in God despite horrific loss and heartache.  That story is
concluded in the final verses of chapter 42 which we just heard.  At a time
when Satan was not the demonic figure we have come to know and loathe,



he was seen as part of the court of God.  Note, however, that the term “satan”
means “the adversary.”  The reason for that name quickly becomes apparent.

What takes place in the council of God sounds like a bragging match
between this adversary and God.  “Have you seen my boy Job as you have
been going to and fro over the earth?” God asks proudly.  “He’s quite a
guy–the very epitome of faith!”  The adversary responds that Job is like that
because God has fenced him in. Nothing and no one can touch him.  Give
him a taste of life outside of your sheltering wings and see what happens, he
challenges.  God takes on the wager but warns him not to touch Job himself. 
As we know, in one horrible day, Job’s livestock are raided twice, his sheep
and shepherds are killed by a lightning strike, and all of his children die when
a fierce windstorm causes the house in which they are feasting to collapse on
them.  He immediately plunges into mourning, but refuses to blame God by
professing, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return
there; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of
the Lord” (1:21).

The next time God gathers the court together, he and his adversary talk
about what happened and Satan points out that Job himself suffered no
physical harm.  “Touch him and you’ll see that he winces,” he taunts.  Again
God gives Satan permission to mess with Job’s health but not to take his life. 
Although terrible boils cover Job from head to foot and he bemoans his fate,
he does not place the blame on God, though his wife urges him to “Curse
God, and die” (2:9b).  His friends arrive to offer comfort and sit in silence with
him.  At the end of this ancient story, God restores Job’s livestock and Job
has ten more children.  In the end, all seems to go well.

At some point, probably hundreds of years after the original story began
circulating, someone added the major portion of the book which is in poetic
form.  In beautiful, vivid, and poignant language, we hear Job’s friends insist
that his suffering is a result of his sin and call on him to repent.  We hear a
rather impatient Job protest to the contrary and ask questions that seem to
have no answers.  We also hear Job’s argument with God and God’s
response to Job, both of which are raw and painful, ultimately bringing fresh
insight and a new relationship between Job and God.  

Alphonetta Wines (Alfie to her friends) writes that the story of Job saved
her faith.  For ten years she avoided church and anything that had to do with
faith because of her perception that the church and the Christian religion were
both irrelevant to current struggles of justice in the world.  It was only when
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she returned to church to help out by playing the piano and heard a minister
preach a series on the story of an impatient Job that her faith in God and her
place in the church were revitalized.1  Eventually she was ordained, earned
a Ph.D. in Biblical Interpretation, and served as a pastor, theologian, and
author, among many other things.  For several reasons, she said, Job saved
her faith.

First and foremost, she discovered in the story of Job an honesty with
God she had never before encountered.  Job never cursed God, but he had
plenty of questions and accusations.  There is a longstanding tradition in the
Jewish faith of arguing with God, and Job exemplifies it.  He calls God to
account and God, in turn, clarifies in no uncertain terms who God is and who
Job is.  Instead of knowing God primarily through hearsay, Job finally sees
and hears God on a personal level.  One of many surprises in this story is that
after Job complains about how difficult human life can be, God gives him an
earful of the effort required to create the world and keep it spinning day after
day, reminding him that being God is no cakewalk!  A new, vigorous, and
authentic relationship between Job and God emerge from the ashes of Job’s
grief and anger.

In this honest dialogue with God, we discover that love and justice are
at the forefront of biblical faith.  We do have to get past the literary device of
a wager between God and the adversary to understand that God is on the ash
heap of life with us.

The ancient folktale and the poetic exploration of theodicy (the eternal
question of why do bad things happen to good people) create a powerful
tension that we often feel day by day.  The prevailing theology at the time of
Job, and one that persists to this day, is known as retributive justice–you reap
what you sow.  In other words, God rewards good behavior and punishes bad
behavior.  Job calls that theology into question, however, because he and
God both insist that Job has done nothing to deserve the tragedy that befell
him.  Sometimes, I think, we like to discover that some sin is behind whatever
tragedy takes place because it takes us off the hook since we would never do
such a thing.  Notice in the news that almost every auto accident is defined
in one way or another as to whether or not alcohol or some other substance
was a factor in the wreck.  When accidents happen for no discernable reason,
however, we are thrown off track because it reminds us that tragedy can befall

1Alphonetta Wines, “How the Book of Job Changed My Life,” Enter the Bible; available online at:
https://enterthebible.org/how-the-book-of-job-changed-my-life.
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us at any moment of any day regardless of who we are or what we have done. 
I suspect that actor Alec Baldwin and the family of cinematographer Halyna
Hutchins know that reality all too well today.

The book of Job asks us to do the difficult thing of holding seemingly
opposite truths at one and the same time.  We do believe that God loves us
and holds us in loving and protective hands.  We also know that terrible things
happen to all people regardless of faith or not.  How do we explain the
collapse of an apartment building in Florida, the devastation of a hurricane in
Mississippi, or the invisible presence of a virus that has killed millions and
affected life on the planet as nothing else ever has?  Do we believe God has
abandoned us?  No!  Do we believe God is punishing all of us for something
only a relative few have done?  No!  Do we believe that bad things happen to
good people and good things happen to bad people apart from any judgment
of God?  Yes!

Job invites us to a new understanding of God that is not based on
ancient superstition but is grounded in personal experience.  That is why Job
finally recants his accusations and affirms his faith in God after he has seen
and heard God directly.  He admits that up to that point hearsay was the basis
of his belief.  How many of us know God primarily through what we have
heard and not because of our personal experience with God?

Precisely because of this problem, Job’s friends were of no help
whatsoever to Job.  Each one insisted that Job must have sinned in order to
reap the kind of disaster that had come his way.  What other reason could
there be for such devastation and heartache?  After God and Job are
reconciled, God chastises Job’s friends for speaking falsely about God and
for what they said to God.  God points out that for all of their pontificating to
Job about what he should do to repent and be reconciled to God, never once
did they pray for Job in his time of need.  In contrast, Job prayed for his
friends that they would be forgiven for speaking wrongly of God.

Granted the end of the story (which is part of the original folktale) is
unsatisfactory because it seems to suggest that the old theologies are correct. 
Job reconciled with God and his fortunes and family were restored.  He did
what was right and God rewarded him with good.  Yet how can any number
of children replace a child that is lost?  Can any amount of goods or money
heal the wound that such great loss has caused?  I think the answer is
always, “No!”
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Kathryn Schifferdecker, Professor of Old Testament at Luther Seminary,
proposes a different reading of the end of the story.2  She suggests that
instead of seeing the ending as a payoff for the pain that has been suffered,
we look at Job’s life as a kind of resurrection story.

Job charged God with creating a chaotic world in which tragedies like
his were likely.  God, however, powerfully explained that the world was
created with order and beauty and freedom.  Humans are beneficiaries of all
the wonders of the world as well as sometime-victims of the capriciousness
of nature and one another.  In other words, the world is a place of great
wonder and devastation, a place where a sunrise or sunset can take your
breath away or a storm or virus can take your life away.

In the same way, we can look at what happens to Job at the end of the
story as part of the wonder and mystery of the world.  It can sound like an
ironic ending to such a profound story, but we have to pay attention to the
details.  Job did not have his fortunes restored immediately; it took time to
rebuild his farm.  Moreover, the children he and his wife received arrived
perhaps over a ten year span of time.  Think about what it took for Job and his
wife to even consider having more children after what had happened to their
beloved seven sons and three daughters.  How many couples over the years
have thought long and hard about whether or not to bring children into this
world?  It required a lot of soul searching and a true leap of faith for Job and
his wife to have children again.

I like how Professor Schifferdecker sums up the end of this intriguing
story, “Living again after unspeakable pain is a kind of resurrection.”3  Later
Greek translators would add the final word of the story, not included in most
of our Bibles: “And it is written that he will rise again with those whom the Lord
raises up.”4

The story of Job is world class literature, but more important, it is a story
of faith–the faith of Job, the faith of his wife, the faith of his friends, and of
God’s faith in Job because God never gave up on Job.  It is also a story of our
faith which asks several questions: What do you really believe about God and
yourself?  Is that belief based solely on what you have heard from other
people or on what you have learned firsthand from God?  When bad things

2Kathryn Schifferdecker, “Commentary on Job 42:1-6, 10-17,” Working Preacher (October 28, 2012);
available online at: https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-30-2/
commentary-on-job-421-6-10-17

3Schifferdecker.
4Schifferdecker.
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happen, do you turn to God for help or point to God in blame?  Either way is
fine with God as long as you engage in a conversation that allows God to
answer your questions and accusations.  Do you believe God offers a future
that always intends the very best for us all?

Job is a good story for this day and time.  Every day brings news of
tragedy and loss, questions and frustrations, grief and isolation and, yes, even
insensitive friends.  Where do you turn?  How do you make sense of it all? 
When will it end?  Job’s story and our story are stories of resurrection.  With
God, every story is.  That is Gospel.  That is good news for us all!  Amen.
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October 25, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We have to admit, O God, that when we hear about Job or anyone like
him, we offer a prayer of thanksgiving that we are not in a situation of such
loss and heartbreak.  We also know that we, like everyone around us, will do
anything we can to offer help and comfort to someone in that kind of distress. 
We do thank you, Lord, that we are gifted with compassion and kindness. 
May these two qualities never diminish or disappear from our hearts.

Today we pray for everyone whose name we have mentioned in our
hearts that their needs might be met in the best ways possible.  We also pray
for their families and caregivers whose own prayers are for healing and
wholeness.  We pray for our medical community, for civil servants who keep
us safe, and for leaders who are tasked with making the best decisions for our
community, state, and nation.

We also pray for ourselves, O God.  Each of us carries an armful of
concerns, worries, and burdens that are ours alone.  Help us to attend to each
of those needs in ways that helpful and not harmful.  Bring us healing of body,
mind, and soul, we pray.  And remind us that we do not have to struggle alone
for you have provided many people to walk with us and help us bear the
weight that presses so hard upon us.

We pray for healing for our world.  We want to be able to cure and
eradicate Covid.  Continue to help us in that endeavor, we pray.  And let us
never forget that there are even more insidious and dangerous diseases that
threaten us.  The animosity that spreads from one person to another, the
anger that burns hot within us, and the distrust that infects us have put us all
at risk.  Inoculate us with a love that “bears all things, believes all things,
hopes all things, and endures all things.”  Grant us the love of our Savior in
whose name we pray.  Amen.


