The patience of Job?
Job 1. 1-12, 2. 1-10					Crown, Sunday 7 October 2012
This book Job: it’s quite a long book and if you do read it through as I hope you will in this next month (there’s a challenge), it sometimes feels as if it goes on and on. Most of the book, the huge part of it, is conversation between this man Job who gives the book its title and his supposed friends. And the theme, as I’m sure many of you will know, is a theme that is in fact very important: why do things go wrong in this world? Why does a five-year old girl disappear, maybe murdered; why does a 22 year-old have a heart attack; how can people do what they do to one another, say, in India, some very poor people being given not even half a chance? Three examples from my week. And we have these things all the time. This book of Job cannot run away from questions.
And although anyone will ask those questions, they are particularly hard questions when we ask them of God. I mean, hard in the sense of almost disastrous. Why does a loving God allow these things? How does a supposedly good Almighty God allow these things to happen? If we don’t believe in God, the questions don’t linger so much. As Charles Darwin or Richard Dawkins would be quick to tell us, look at nature which is red in tooth and claw. All kinds of nasty things are out there. It’s how it is. It’s just how it is. And so sometimes, when people come up against it, when life becomes very hard, faith is hanging there like a thread and we might well incline to pull the thread away. 
There’s a children’s book called “The Bad Beginning”, by Lemony Snicket. “Dear Reader, I’m sorry to say that the book you are holding in your hands is extremely unpleasant. It tells an unhappy tale about three very unlucky children. Though they are charming and clever, the Baudelaire siblings leads lives filled with misery and woe. From the very first page of the book when the children are at the beach and receive terrible news, continuing on through the entire story, disaster lurks at their heels.... In this short book alone, they encounter a greedy and repulsive villain, itchy clothing, a disastrous fire, a plot to steal their fortune and cold porridge for breakfast.... It is my sad duty to write down these terrible tales, but there is nothing stopping you from putting the book down at once and reading something happy, if you prefer that sort of thing.”
Well, here we are at the beginning of Job, and quite frankly it too is awful from the very beginning. Job is a good man, a very good man, a very pious man. There is no doubting that. Even God thinks so. And yet God, according to the first two chapters, mucks him around. This Satan figure is saying, och people are religious only when things go OK, when they get something good out of it. So God says, right you take everything away that matters to Job, and you’ll see. So all Job’s animals are killed. All Job’s servants are killed. All Job’s children are killed, all ten of them. To prove a point? This is gross. And Satan isn’t finished. He hadn’t been allowed to touch Job himself. OK, says God, do that and we’ll see. So Job breaks out in horrible sores, and we know his wife can’t cope, and he is as low as low can be. As an experiment? This is not exactly going to get people believing in God, is it, if who God is is One who will be so cruel. That’s the beginning of this book in the Bible.  As Virginia Woolf commented, God does not come out well.
But I want us to read this book, and not to read it too quickly either. Let me say a bit about this beginning (and it’s just the beginning today. There is more to come too.) For starters, let’s read it as a parable. Jesus told parables too, not nearly as long as this one – suppose a man did this; picture someone on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho, and so on. Here, chapter 1, verse 1, “Once there was a man named Job, living in the land of Uz”. Uz, where’s that? It’s nowhere else in the Bible. “Once”: when? All the Bible up to this point says in the days of this king or that king, at the time when this happened or that happened. The whole book of Job begins with imprecision. It’s a parable. 
And like Jesus’ parable about Dives and Lazarus, we have a view of life on earth and whatever is beyond the earth. There is Satan, or more correctly, The Satan. In ancient Persia, this word I’m told named an official position at court – somebody who was always to ask hard questions. Has the Government done its sums correctly on the Virgin rail bid? there’s a question for the Satan. Satan probes, asks very awkward questions, and it is a very awkward question, do you or I believe in God because we want things to go well? Do you or I believe in God only if things go well? Will you or I stick in when things go wrong and not as we want? There’s the line of Satanic questioning, and clearly the parable from the outset is asking us to think, do we worship God for who God is or do we worship God for who we want God to be for me?
Second, there is God. The best reading which can be put on this God who allows Satan to go and do his worst is perhaps quite an important thought again. God really cares, seriously cares, about how you or I deal with life. God does load a measure of trust on us. Our salvation is not just about God sweeping us in regardless of how we speak or behave. There is something expected of us. In Job’s case it seems almost more than anyone could bear, but parables tend to paint things very clearly; think of a fairly extreme case of someone who “is tested”. Actually in the end of the day we can’t get away from the fact that there are people in the world who do lose their children, or lose all their prized possessions, or who struggle with awful health. So, though we count our blessings, what in the end is the basis of our hope? Is it things going well for us in this world? Or is it God – God’s willing us to reverence Him from beginning to end? 
Third, just in what we’ve read today, there is Job. Twice Job offers a word on what has gone wrong. It’s not all that Job says in this book – in fact a great deal more is yet to come: read on, come next Sunday! – but just for today, two words. First, “naked came I out of my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return. The LORD gave and the LORD hath taken away. Blessed be the name of the LORD.” (1: 21 in older translation) I think there’s a lot in that. What it doesn’t do is chime with modern talk of rights, a right to this and a right to that; I wouldn’t want to settle only with these lines by Job but I’m not sure I can settle only with talk of rights either. We have much in life which is a gift and needs to be thought of as a gift all the way through. We will go to war, we have so often gone to war, because people have put that aside so as only to say, I get what I get. How do we see our possessions, how do we see our children – as ours just? There is more to it. Even in this awful beginning to Job’s book, we are being taught.
The other thing that Job says, after he becomes ill, is “shall we receive good at the hand of God, and not receive evil?” Again, for all that it raises questions as well as answers, that’s very strong; hugely important. I was in a meeting ten days ago. We did get into a fankle, and so quickly there were certain people ready to walk out. Giving up, not being ready to accept we may have to endure, work, put ourselves out, not be defeated by illness, by awkward characters, by problems, by difficulties, what then can happen? I hear Job telling me something else I don’t want to forget, even though it might be very hard: doesn’t it matter to persevere, and not to abandon hope, and perhaps even through weakness to learn that God is faithful?
I reckon that here in chapters 1 and 2, Job has a bold faith. Bold faith admits the questions are hard but they have to be asked of God, put to God. Sorting it ourselves – well, both Job and his friends in chapters to come show us that takes us nowhere great.  Yes, I know we could read more cheerful, happy books; but then I hear people saying, I wouldn’t have thought about it till it happened to me. Job is offered so that we may think about it – some scary stuff that’s real to life! How do I live? What do I believe? Who is God? To be continued.

