Revisiting Job
Job has always been a mysterious book for me—chapter after chapter of onerous dialogue between Job and his friends sandwiched between visions of God which include bizarre scenes of what seems to be God’s daily life, presiding over meetings with angels, including Satan. And God’s relationship with Job reminds me of the saying, “With friends like that, you don’t need enemies.”  I have always understood the point of Job to be that when we suffer it’s not necessarily because we did something wrong, making the same point that Jesus did to his disciples when they asked him, "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?" "Neither this man nor his parents sinned," said Jesus, "but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life.”(John 9:4)
Then I heard Doug Pratt preach on Job 42:7-8,
After the LORD had said these things to Job, he said to Eliphaz the Temanite, "I am angry with you and your two friends, because you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has…. My servant Job will pray for you, and I will accept his prayer and not deal with you according to your folly. You have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has."

This really stopped me short because Job’s friend’s voices sound so familiar as they talk about how God punishes sin. Sure they’re judgmental, but who could have known that God had set Job up like he did? I have always thought of them as being hard on Job, not wrong about God.  But as Dr. Pratt talked about God’s anger with them, I got uncomfortable. I thought about all the times I’ve heard or read Christians who sound just like Job’s friends. Sometimes I agree with them and what’s worse I had the sinking feeling that I talk like them too. So I decided that I really needed to find out what made God so angry. I’m not sure I’ve found the answer but I’ve definitely found things worth thinking about. 

The first real difference I found between the friend’s view of God and God’s self-revelation to Job has to do with lions. It might seem silly, even a little trivial, but I think it set me off in the right direction. I don’t spend much time thinking about the food chain but I assume that animals fend for themselves. When I look at National Geographic or the Discovery channel or Planet Earth videos I see animals hunting and feeding themselves. Job’s friends share this perspective--The lion perishes for lack of prey,/ and the cubs of the lioness are scattered (Job 4:11)-- but apparently God sees things differently. When he challenges Job in verses 39-40 of chapter 38, God highlights his attention to his creatures and his involvement in providing for their needs: 

Do you hunt the prey for the lioness 
       and satisfy the hunger of the lions 

 when they crouch in their dens 
       or lie in wait in a thicket? 

 Who provides food for the raven 
       when its young cry out to God 
       and wander about for lack of food?
Apparently the animals are not completely left to their own devices. God pays attention to what happens to them, listens to them and is involved in their needs being met. (Incidentally Jesus reiterates this in Mt. 6:26, Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.)  
I would not have noticed the discrepancies about lions if I weren’t looking for them, but once I was sensitized to the fact that God is more compassionate and involved than Job’s friends think, Eliphaz’ view of God’s relationship with man jumped out at me: 
If God places no trust in his servants, 
       if he charges his angels with error, 

 how much more those who live in houses of clay, 
       whose foundations are in the dust, 
       who are crushed more readily than a moth! 

 Between dawn and dusk they are broken to pieces; 
       unnoticed, they perish forever.





Job 4:18-20 

Our “foundations” may be in the dust, but Eliphaz lands into error when he leaps to the conclusions that God doesn’t trust us and that our lives go “unnoticed.” I think the book The Sacred Romance first brought to my attention the momentous role that God assigns to humans in the working out of his cosmic story, (it just so happens that the example it gives is that of Job): 
Indeed, when we consider how central a part Job was given in the drama God was directing, we are confronted with the reality that we, too, could be in the same position. It seems that the part God has written for us is much too big and certainly too dangerous. Paul confirms this thought in Ephesians when he tells, “The church, you see, is not peripheral to the world; the world is peripheral to the church. The church is Christ’s body, in which he speaks and acts, by which he fills everything with his presence” (1:22-23, The Message). Every human being is of great significance to God, but those whom God has drawn to believe in him are center stage in a drama of cosmic proportions. 
I wouldn’t trust myself or the church with a center stage role in the cosmic drama but God does. To ignore that fact is to miss an important aspect of who He is. In contrast to Eliphaz, who believes that God doesn’t pay much attention to humans, Job feels God’s presence pressing in on him-- What is man that you make so much of him,/ that you give him so much attention (7:17)—so much that he wishes that God would leave him alone. But he also, inexplicably, believes in a personal, intimate relationship with God: You will call and I will answer you/ you will long for the creature your hands have made (Job 14:15).

As the book’s dialogue develops Job’s friends continue to espouse an impersonal, almost mechanical, view of the way life works: As I have observed, those who plow evil/ and those who sow trouble reap it (4:8). Their speeches revolve around the following syllogisms:


Major premise: Bad things happen to bad people. 


Minor premise: Bad things happened to you and your children.  

Conclusion: You and your children are bad.


Major premise: God blesses people who obey him.


Minor Premise: You aren’t experiencing God’s blessing


Conclusion: Repent and you will be blessed. 

These arguments have the appearance of wisdom, in fact much of the biblical wisdom literature like Proverbs teach the same major premises, but the conclusions reflect an incomplete picture of God, a half-truth more closely related to Buddhism, with its belief in karma (an impersonal system of cause and effect) than Judaism or Christianity because it doesn’t take into account the love, grace and mercy which are key attributes of God’s character. 
When God revealed himself to Moses (Exodus 34:6, 7) he announced both his justice and his mercy, 

Then the LORD came down in the cloud and stood there with him and proclaimed his name, the LORD.  And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, "The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation."
To leave out any of these attributes is to paint a false picture of God. To worship a God who doesn’t match this description is to worship an idol we’ve made up instead of worshiping the God who is. Bono does a masterful job of showing what a world of difference there is between Karma and Christianity: 
Bono: You see, at the center of all religions is the idea of Karma. You know, what you put out comes back to you: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, or in physics—in physical laws—every action is met by an equal or an opposite one. It's clear to me that Karma is at the very heart of the universe. I'm absolutely sure of it. And yet, along comes this idea called Grace to upend all that "as you reap, so you will sow" stuff. Grace defies reason and logic. Love interrupts, if you like, the consequences of your actions, which in my case is very good news indeed, because I've done a lot of stupid stuff.

On one level, my study and meditation on Job hasn’t led me anywhere new.  I already knew that God relates to his creation in a personal, not a mechanical, way before I waded through chapter after chapter of depressing poetry about suffering. But partly because the book of Job is so old, it is fresh.  In our contemporary postmodern, multi-cultural world where religions of every variety from every corner of the earth are clamoring for attention, it is refreshing to go back to a time before there were religious institutions, back when there were just people looking at what happened in the world around them and trying to figure out what their observations meant.

Rules of logic tell us that when we’re creating hypothesis from our observations we should choose the hypothesis that involves as few assumptions as possible. But the book of Job tells us that there are things are going on that we don’t see or have any way of knowing about but that effect what happens in the world and in our lives. And because we don’t know everything that is going on, it is imperative for us to know who is in charge of what is going on and what they are like.  
Along with Job we learn that the One in charge is wise and powerful and awe-inspiring and doesn’t owe anything to anybody (Who has a claim against me that I must pay?/ Everything under heaven belongs to me. Job 41:11) And we learn that he listens and he cares. Even though God doesn’t give us the satisfaction of hearing him explain to Job why he was suffering so much, God gave Job the audience that he begged for. 
But although it’s not new for me to know that God is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in love and faithfulness it is new for me to realize that it makes him angry when people don’t take those qualities into account when they’re talking about him. Hopefully now when I find myself thinking judgmentally about others, I will catch myself and remember what Sister Eustacia had me memorize my freshman year in high school:   
[Mercy] is an attribute to God himself; 
And earthly power doth then show likest God's, 
When mercy seasons justice… Therefore,…
Though justice be thy plea, consider this, 
That in the course of justice none of us 
Should see salvation: we do pray for mercy; 
And that same prayer doth teach us all to render 
The deeds of mercy. 


Merchant of Venice. William Shakespere.
