The questions around happy endings
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I’ve called this “The questions around happy endings”, because this book of Job gets a happy ending. This man who has been utterly broken, who saw every one of his ten children die, who went himself through a horrible physical ordeal and in the bargain with all too little sympathy from the friends he turned to, in the end it all comes right. The friends end up at the harsh end; Job gets property back, he even has another ten children; and he gets a long life too. 
And so we might be tempted to shut the book, saying, Come on. It just doesn’t work like that. It works out in films sometimes, yes; but in real life? What’s that about? Well I have these questions, certainly. Even though this week there was a news story of a woman who had lost her four children in a house fire, a story of her joy at having a new baby; even though this week after this flooding and damage and deaths on the east coast of the USA, we hear people saying, we will rebuild, we will get back, this is what America does; even though there is a human spirit to start up again, of course there can be, still the end of this book of Job on the surface seems a let-down. You and I want a bit more from this long story of Job suffering. Why do people have to suffer so? What is going on when tragedy strikes and God seems to be so silent? There have been Bible commentators writing, you know let’s bin chapter 42; it’s maybe a later addition; some say, perhaps it’s better to leave Job unresolved than to pretend he got trite answers.
Well, above all because I don’t think I’m so God-inspired that I know which bits of Scripture are good and which are not and I rather suspect that others are in the same boat, let me think through this chapter 42 with you. Let’s see how questions about happy endings might actually help us.
Scripture will yield its riches if we go with it: if we attend carefully to what it says and not to what we think it says. And so there are four parts to chapter 42, this conclusion to the book of Job. That’s what I can offer you and I think it’s worth offering. The first part comes from the mouth of Job (vvv.1-6). Job at the conclusion is clearly humbled. Because of what God has said (as I said earlier, God basically said to him, will you please remember that the world and all that is created was not made for you alone), Job has been quieted. From the windows of the hospice where people die you see the beauty of the river and the autumn trees. Or, as we always think on November 11th, where bombs blew people to bits, there the poppies grew. Actually, it goes beyond thankfulness for what life does give. Yes, we need to be thankful for what life gives and not so disposed always to be thinking about what our lives have not brought us (that is a big point!), but more than that, to know that God is the giver. I, though dust and ashes, see you God. I know that my Redeemer liveth. God is our helper, therefore we shall not be afraid. Whatever happens, God will not be moved / felled / destroyed, and God is love and where else could we possibly rest our hope? “I am ashamed”, says Job. I all but gave up on you, O God. I cannot, I must not do that. 
The second part of Job ch.42 is that there was some anger of God loaded upon Job’s supposed friends. They had not spoken well of God; or maybe the original Hebrew says, they had not spoken well TO God. Both were true. When evil takes a hold on our lives, when we are assailed by the legions of hell and we are broken, the last thing we need is for others to be saying, tough – and in brackets, thank goodness it’s not happening to us. So God need Job to pray for his friends. These people deserved to be disgraced. We don’t have Job’s prayer text: as one commentator beautifully put it, presumably it began, “Father, forgive them: for they did not know what they were doing.” The wake-up call is that you and I need that prayer more often than we realise because we did not do what we should have done.
Then third, vv 10 and 11, Job is made prosperous again and he is back in the company of family and friends. Here it’s just a brief thing to note I think, which is an underlining that whatever else needed to be restored to Job in terms of justice and fairness – we’re told he got back lots of possessions – there was also a need for the sharing of sympathy and kindness and comfort. Suppose all the events of this parable did happen: it wasn’t as if Job was unscathed, unmarked. He was still fragile and people are, because of what has happened in the past, because of fears and anxieties. When someone who has been through a battle is now doing well, still they should not be left to stand on their own. Friendship, offering good friendship, is hugely important.
And then we’re at the last section, where Job’s life is blessed and he has sons and daughters (12-17). A film-happy ending on the surface, but in the language of the Bible, not just that. What we pass on to our children, what we pass on to our children’s children, we cannot underestimate how crucial that is. In the Bible, if the flood was going to swamp the world, there had to be a learning of lessons for time to come; if Israel were slaves in Egypt and then rescued, there are stories to be told of how precisely that rescue worked (and how again and again it almost didn’t work); when Israel were forced into exile by Babylon, this was above all a huge prompt to sort out some priorities, for the sake of the next generation and other generations to come; when Jesus Christ lived and then was put to death on a cross, this is told to us not just that we might know but we might tell our children. In the story of Job, this Bible story, as so often it’s where the children figure in it that leaps out. Job has 7 sons and three daughters, and it’s his daughters we get the names of; and incredibly unusually and surprisingly and in those days shockingly, because it ran against all social custom, he gave inheritances to his daughters as well as his sons. Job in chapter 1 of the book had tended towards being a bit of a male control-freak; at the end of the book he has to love what he cannot control. The world does not revolve around him, and it’s a lesson not just for him in himself, but for him with regard to his children, even his daughters. He must trust them with love, unconditional love; he must model to them unconditional love. (If you like Shakespeare, you read King Lear alongside Job!) It’s really not a clever idea to live somebody else’s life for them. Job would now always be saying, we love God not on account of what we think we want God to do for us, but we love God because God is to be loved, full stop. And so let us love one another. (And Jesus fulfilled that love on the cross.) 
Here we are in this world, and according to this whole book of Job, great things may happen, and it is a beautiful world, but the Satan may also have his way for a time. Anyone can be broken by that, even the strongest believer. We’ll go down, and if we’re unlucky as Job was, so-called friends can bring us down further. The question around happy endings is, I think, will you live into these trials and keep with God as long as it takes? Will children and anyone else knowing me see how I trust in resurrection? that I believe totally in Christ’s victory over evil? So many people become bitter. So many people try just to save themselves. I say the question around happy endings asks us to live forwards with faith.  “Teach us, good Lord, to serve you as you deserve: to give and not to count the cost, to fight and not to heed the wounds, to toil and not to seek for rest, to labour and not to ask for any reward save that of knowing that we do your will.” Amen.

