The anguish of Job
Job 19. 21-27 ; Job 23. 1-17					Crown, Sunday 14 October 2012
Job is a longish and very focused book in the Bible. When we read the beginning of it last week, we met with the man at the centre of it whose name is Job and who was, certainly, a good man. And the framing of the book is that this good man was put to extreme trials. He lost things which mattered to him, he lost people who mattered to him; he suffered horrible ill health. And at the beginning, as I was preaching last week (and I’m happy to provide copies of that sermon, and this week with the Office open again we’ll put it onto the website also), it’s all raising big questions – questions like, do we believe or trust in God only for what comes from it for us; can we keep faith even in the hardest of times? What does God want of us; what are we meant to do when things turn out really badly? Job himself puts in two big questions of his own: first, can we accept, as it were, our nakedness before God – that the world is not in our hands? Second, really just going on from there, should we accept the rough and the smooth – for it may be horrible, but we’re not the only ones who at times really will be struggling?
So the book of Job begins, and we’ve leapt on many chapters now to get to today’s readings, and what’s going on is an exchange between Job and his friends. Job’s situation hasn’t changed – he’s not at all well, he’s bereaved, he’s utterly in the pits – but he and his friends are trying to make sense of it. The problem is they can’t get anywhere together. Job is unable to step apart from the pain he’s in. There are points at which he says, I’ve had enough, I want to die; and then there are points that he is screaming, at the top of his voice, that this is all so unfair. He’s a good man. Why? Why should he go through this hell on earth? His friends, well they start off precisely in a sense where Job is, in that clearly it isn’t fair, it isn’t right for someone who is good to suffer terribly, but their conclusion then is that, well, Job does (must) deserve what is happening. God is the punisher of sin. Job is being punished. He must have done something wrong. Job can vent his feelings at length. So can his friends. They just keep on with words upon words about how things can and do pear-shaped, and we really don’t have a leg to stand on before God. You know, nothing is wild in what the friends say. All they stick by is the thought, he brought it upon himself; how are the mighty fallen; you put yourself up, you bring yourself down, you smoke and you get heart disease, cancer; you drink too heavily, your liver is messed up, and so on. We say these things. Yet as we read it, and as we hear Job protesting and because we know from reading the beginning of the book that he was not a bad man, these words that “we get what we deserve” are as words awful. They carry no comfort. They build no hope; these supposed friends only discourage, as it were opening the door to despair.
I’m sorry, it’s a heavy book: there in our first reading we picked up Job pleading, have pity, my friends, have pity. I don’t understand, he says. Please don’t you say you understand, don’t say that because you don’t. People can be so hurtful when they think that they are saying what’s right.
And that is as far as we have got today. Never let it be said that the Bible deals in simple fairytales. There are fully human stories throughout and not least here in this book of Job. This man Job is trying to get his head round the apparent absence of God, God being so silent when Job so needed him. That’s what we read in chapter 23, our second reading. God is meant to be in the north and the south and the east and the west: well, why not here and now?  
Job doesn’t doubt we face the same questions as he does, so there is one more thing I would like to observe. If you read the book up to this point, you will see that quite often Job deals with God at a distance as it were – asking himself really, what’s all this about? How can this be fair? This cannot be the way things are meant to be. But then at times Job clearly speaks it also directly to God. Job prays, he prays in a way that the friends conspicuously never do. He asks God to help. They never pray to God for him, they just have all these theories, their supposed understanding of how things work out. But in this book, when God does speak, near the end, it is to Job He speaks, and not to them. Job’s faith is battered but the roots are holding, as that wonderfully famous verse puts it: I know that my Redeemer liveth. I may go to the grave with much unknowing, but still God is God, not me. God, we need you.
Job is a parable and it is about you or me and where we go with our anguish - where we turn when some part of our world collapses. Though I know many of us won’t need to do much imagining, this last week in Aleppo Syria, or for relatives of the Hillsborough victims 23 years on, all kinds of anguish is very much alive. Job’s honesty about his grief must be helpful, and his courage. We are allowed to lament; we are allowed to ask God why? 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote that hymn we sang just before I preached and I have put the text of his poem on the order of service, together with a couple of quotes. This was a young German who was in his prime during the time Hitler was in power, very bright, a very wonderful man I would say, but forced to think about, what is going on? how is there evil in this world? what can we do about it? – and Bonhoeffer ultimately was wrestling with this as he was locked up and awaiting execution by the Nazis. I’m sure he knew about Job. He writes that whatever else we’re about, it’s not about us being clever, pretending that we understand everything; it’s even less about us making things worse by colluding, giving into the powers of darkness, i.e. taking on within ourselves say a spirit of revenge, negativity, cynicism, despair. Others will let us down, wrote Bonhoeffer. People do that – just as I myself am all too capable of letting you down: not one of us can stand and say, I have done everything right. But God is a God of grace, whose will is good and who desires our salvation. God will condemn sin and God will ask much of us. Jesus acted for good, acted to save. It cost Jesus his life because the trouble is all around, even in supposedly good people, sometimes especially in supposedly good people; so the way of Christ, Bonhoeffer saw, is a way of suffering, it is a battle, it asks for courageous faith. Jesus knew as well as Job that God is at work in north and south and east and west, yet the question, where are you God, was on Jesus’ lips when he ended up on a cross. I’ve offered a sermon on Job asking the question, why me, but with Jesus taking suffering on, isn’t the alternative question equally important: why not me? Because this is where we’ve got to – whether we can carry this faith (in Job’s words)? “I know that my Redeemer liveth, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth. And though worms devour my body, yet in my flesh shall I see God.” Each of us might pray, Lord, help me.

