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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

The Book of Job is probably the most misunderstood book of the Bible.  When I mention the name of Job, what adjective first comes to your mind?  Patient, right?  Wrong!  The bulk of the book focuses upon Job’s impatience with his suffering!
The book is basically divided into two parts:  

· a prose/narrative section, consisting of a couple of chapters at the very beginning and a chapter at the very end of the book.

· And, secondly, a poetry section consisting of the 40 chapters between the beginning and the end.

The patient Job imagery comes from that much smaller prose section.  It was a well-known folk story, a kind of morality fable about a pious man named Job.  Job was so good, so perfect, that you realize at once that you are not reading about a real-life person.  This is a “once-upon-a-time” story about a good man who suffered.  And we could title it after that famous, best-selling book from 25 years ago:  When Bad Things Happen to Good People.

One day, the story goes, Satan appears before God to tell him about all the sinful things people were doing on earth.  God says to Satan, “Did you notice my servant Job?  There is no one on earth like him, a thoroughly good man who never sins.”

Satan answers God, “Of course, Job is pious and obedient.  You make it easy for him to be pious and obedient by showering riches and blessings on him.  Take away those blessings and see how long he remains your obedient servant.”

God accepts Satan’s challenge.  Without in any way telling Job what is going on, God destroys Job’s house and cattle and kills his children.  He afflicts Job with boils all over his body, so that his every moment becomes physical torture.  Job’s wife urges him to curse God, even if that means God’s striking him dead.  Three friends come to console Job, and they too urge him to give up his piety.  But Job remains steadfast in his faith.  Nothing that happens to him can make him give up his devotion to God.

Now, you see, don’t you? – it’s from these prose sections of the book that we get our image of the patient Job.  At the very end of this prose story, God appears, scolds the friends for their advice, and rewards Job for his faithfulness.  God gives him a new home, a new fortune, and new children.  The sevens sons and three daughters which were slaughtered in the beginning are replaced at the end with another set of seven sons and three daughters.  
Perfect justice, isn’t it?  I mean, at least numerically.  Who could complain, except perhaps Job’s weary wife?

Well, over the generations, many, many people must have been told that story.  Some of them probably were comforted by it.  But I’m also sure that there were others who were shamed by the story – shamed into keeping their doubts and complaints about their suffering to themselves.

And then along came a poet who was definitely bothered by it.  What kind of God would that story have us believe in, he must have thought, who would kill innocent children and visit unbearable anguish on his most devoted follower in order to prove a point – in order, we almost feel, to win a bet with Satan?  What kind of religion is that story urging on us, which delights in blind obedience and calls it sinful to protest against injustice?

This poet was so upset with that pious old fable that he took it, turned it inside out, and re-wrote it as a poem in which the characters’ positions are reversed.  In the poem – those middle 40 chapters of the book – Job does complain against God, and now it is his friends who uphold the traditional theology:  the idea that if you are righteous, then you won’t have to suffer.

Here’s how the argument gets laid out by Job’s friends in the poetry section – arguments which Job vehemently and consistently denies.  First of all, his friends tell him, “Job, you are suffering for your sins.  If you’d just confess your sins, your suffering would disappear.”

“But,” Job protests, “I’ve done nothing wrong!”  Remember, the poet is still using the construction of the morality fable, that Job is this bigger-than-life, perfect, righteous person.  Besides, Job would argue, “Why am I suffering like this when this evil man over here has it so good?”

Argument #2 from Job’s friends goes like this:  “Well, Job, life is tough.  God never promised you a rose garden.”  Well, life is tough.  But why Job?  Or why you?  Why isn’t life equally tough for all of us?

Argument #3 goes like this:  “Wait.  Be patient.  From your limited perspective, you may think that the world is unjust, that God has either lost control or he is not just.  The wicked do appear to prosper, and the innocent seem to suffer.  But God will straighten it all out eventually.”  And we Christians might add, “If not in this life, at least in the life to come.”  

Argument #4 is probably one that we have heard before, too:  “Suffering is good for you.  You may suffer for a time now, but you’ll be better off in the long run because you’ll learn things that will help you avoid even worse suffering in the future.”

None of these arguments satisfy Job.  He still doesn’t understand his suffering.  And my guess is that those arguments are also not totally satisfying to us either. 

Job demands a confrontation with God.  He wants his day in court.  A chance to present his case before God, and to demand an answer.  And his request is granted.  Our text for this morning is a part of God’s answer to job, if you can really call it an answer.

Answer #1 from God:  life is full of mystery.  “Where were you, Job, when I laid the earth’s foundations.  Tell me, Job, if you know and understand.  Who settled its dimensions?  Surely, Job, you should know!”  In other words, maybe the best thing for a sufferer to do is to abandon the search for reasons why he or she is suffering.  To admit our human limitations and to trust God to take care of those things that only He can know.

A second answer is also implied here:  God cares.  Just by the simple fact that Job experiences God’s presence is an indication to him that God cares.  Maybe that could be phrased this way:  the answer to Job’s suffering may have been beyond his limited grasp, but yet he trusted the Answerer.

Or maybe we could put it another way, the way Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it:  In a suffering world, only a suffering God will do.

So what’s the basic message of the Book of Job?  The Book of Job deals with the meaning of suffering on two different levels:  the intellectual level – why do people suffer?....and the survival level – how can I make it through my suffering?

The end message of the Book of Job is on this survival level.  There is no intellectual explanation for our suffering.  God will still be with us even in the depths, but we must not expect to have all our questions answered.  There are things we simply cannot know.  Live with that.  Face it honestly.  Have faith in God.
You see, if you take three facts, God is good, God is great, and the innocent suffer, you can only reconcile two of those. You can never, ever reconcile all three. The Bible never gives an answer. After Job complains and complains, God says to Him, "Where were you when I created the world? You don't ask me those questions."   It is a mystery that we will unravel only when the Kingdom comes.  

Job, you see, is asking the question, “Why?”  When God finally speaks, God changes the subject. God does not answer the question, “Why?”  Rather, he answered the question, “Who?”  
· Who determined the measurements of the earth?

· Who stretched the line upon it?

· Who laid its cornerstone?

And the answer to all those “Who?” questions is God!

Have you ever heard the expression?  God writes straight with crooked lines.  I believe it’s an old Portuguese proverb that Soren Kierkegaard took up.  What we may experience as suffering – crooked lines – may end up – from God’s point of view – as being straight.  While our suffering may be a mystery to us, in God’s eyes there is a purpose.
So what do I say to you when you suffer?  Have faith?  Trust the God who laid the foundations of the earth?  If that statement is put before a sufferer as something that must be done, it can become a very frustrating answer.  I can no more order someone to have faith in God than I can order them to stop being depressed, or be six inches taller or change the color of their skin.

We cannot will faith for ourselves.  If it happens, as it finally did for Job, it is a gift from God himself.  We may not be able to make faith happen, but we can at least be open to the process that gives it a better chance of happening.  That means that, even in our suffering, we continue to address our thoughts and feelings toward God – even our anger, the way Job did.
I know, we want our whys answered, but God wants to give us something that makes a difference in our lives.  God is the Who who does make a difference in our lives….the God who comes to us in Jesus Christ, who goes all the way to the cross and suffers there for us.  Trust in that God who writes straight with crooked lines.

