Reflections on the Book of Job in the Holiday Season

So here we are once again, deep into to the holiday season.  I hope you all enjoyed your Thanksgiving feast and survived the rough and tumble sport that is Black Friday.  Now the holidays that cluster around the winter solstice, Hanukah, Christmas, Kwanza and the New Year are rushing toward us.  This is a season of lights, and a season of sharing. It is a season for the telling of the story of a child born into poverty and homelessness.  A child born into an occupied land on the edge of the empire and so persecuted by the powerful that he must flee into exile in Egypt.  The story of God as a poor homeless refugee.  The savior who comes to us not from on high but from the lowest rungs of the 99%.

Like many holiday seasons, just below the sounds of songs of good cheer, there are also some sour notes, some discordant notes.  You don’t have to listen very hard to hear the rumble of Bah Humbug and the complaints of compassion fatigue.  The poor and the homeless?  Get a job! And refugees?  Please, we need an electrified fence to keep them out.

I saw one of my favorite holiday movies the other night, “It’s a Wonderful Life” a fable about the struggle between the honest and decent everyman, George Bailey, and the rich banker, Mr. Potter. 

There is a moment in the movie where George Bailey is brought to the lowest point in his life.  His Uncle Billy has lost a bank deposit of $8000.  George is desperate.  If he can’t replace that money right away he faces arrest, disgrace and the ruin of the business he has worked so hard to keep alive.  He goes to Mr. Potter and pleads for a loan.  He says that he lost the money.  Mr. Potter, who by the way took the money that Uncle Billy lost, turns him down flat and calls the police to have George arrested.

And what does George do?  Like a lot of good people, he blames himself.  He takes this misfortune personally.  He feels responsible. He despairs that his life has been worthless and wishes he had never been born.

Which brings me to a text not often discussed in the holiday season: the Book of Job.  Now sometimes you may hear that the Book of Job is about suffering, or patience, and while those are important themes, I don’t think that’s what the Book is about.  I think it has something to say about the problem George Bailey faced in that movie and about how we should regard fortune, good and bad.

If you haven’t read the Book of Job recently, or ever… allow me to give you a brief summary.

In the first chapter we learn about Job and his family.  He has a wonderful family and he’s filthy rich.  He has seven sons and three daughters.  He owns seven thousand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred oxen, and has many servants.  He is the Warren Buffet of his time.  And he is also a good guy.  He shares his wealth with his neighbors, he is good to his servants and everybody loves Job.  He is a devout man and regularly gives thanks to God for his good fortune.

The next chapter there is a big scene shift.  All of the heavenly beings are having a little get-together and God bumps into Satan who has just been cruising around the earth taking care of business.  God says to Satan, did you happen to take note of my servant Job?  Is he a great guy or what?  God is needling Satan, pointing out this fine example of his creation who seems immune to the temptations of Satan.  And Satan says, oh please, of course he is singing your praises morning, noon and night!  He has a lot to be thankful for.  Satan is needling God right back.  He is suggesting that Job’s love for God is not pure and unconditional love, but a lesser form of love, one based on reciprocity.  Take away his wealth, Satan says, and he will curse you to your face.  God takes the bet. He tells Satan: You may afflict Job only don’t harm him physically.

Satan gets right to work.  In the course of one day four messengers come to Job.  The first messenger says robbers stole all his oxen and killed all of his servants and I alone escaped to tell you.  The next one says fire destroyed all his sheep and the servants tending them and I alone escaped to tell you.  The next has a tale of robbers taking all his camels and killing the servants.  And finally a servant comes and tells him all his children were dining together and a great wind came and brought down the house on them, killing all his children and the servants attending them.

So in a few hours he learns that all his wealth has been destroyed and all his children and many of his servants are dead.  He grieves terribly.  He tears off his clothes and shaves his head.  But finally he says “Naked I came from my mother’s womb and naked shall I return – the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.  Blessed be the name of the Lord.”

So the scene switches back to the heavenly beings and God bumps into Satan again.   God says: What did I tell you?  All those terrible things you did to Job and he still blesses my name!  And Satan says, well sure, but he still has his health.  Take that away, and he will curse you to your face.   God doubles down on the bet.  He tells Satan: he is in your power only don’t kill him.

Again Satan gets right to work and afflicts Job with “loathsome sores” from the soles of his feet to the top of his head.  Job is in agony.  He heads out to the edge of town to grieve and suffer.

And next we have the visit of three friends of Job.  When they meet Job, they can barely recognize him as he has been so disfigured by his affliction.  They tear off their robes and sit with him in the dust.  They weep for his suffering and they sit with him in silence for seven days and seven nights.  Finally Job speaks.  And he curses, not God, but the day he was born.  He cries out to God to explain why was he born if his life was to end in such suffering.

And once Job had broken the ice, his friends have the opening they have been waiting for to speak their piece.  And their message basically is: Job, we don’t know how, we don’t know when, we don’t know what, but obviously you have sinned greatly against God.  And how do they know this?  Well, just look at yourself, you’re a walking poster boy for divine retribution.  What you need to do is repent, ask God for forgiveness and God in his mercy may relieve your suffering.

And Job hears them out and says: No.  I don’t think so. I’ve led a good life and nothing that I have done merits this suffering.

His friends are scandalized.  It’s worse then they thought!  Job is in denial!  And they each take a turn trying to get Job to face the facts and admit he is a miserable sinner.  Job will have none of this.  And Job’s denial of responsibility is very threatening to them.  If Job is right, if he is blameless, then their whole understanding of the structure of the moral universe is upended.  They want to believe, they need to believe, that a just god punishes those who are evil and rewards those who are good.  But Job offers no encouragement for this belief.  At one point he says to them – don’t we all know notorious sinners, men who would take the last penny from the widow and the orphan, and yet these men prosper!  Where is the divine retribution?

They have to admit he’s right but this just makes his three friends even angrier.  These guys embrace a philosophy very much like Calvin’s doctrine of predestination that says good fortune is a sign of God’s favor and suffering --- well, that’s a sign that you’re a worthless sinner.  And this is not just about theology - you can find many secular equivalents of this philosophy as well.  It is a very comforting theory if life has been good to you.  If you possess privilege and wealth, if you find yourself in a position of power, well, maybe you deserve it.  Maybe whatever god you worship is rewarding you for your righteousness and hard work.  And for those who are not so fortunate?  Maybe they deserve their misfortune.  Maybe if they would just straighten up and fly right, try a little harder, come to Jesus or come to Buddha or get right with the universe, they too could get a bigger piece of the pie. 

It is easy to see why this philosophy can be popular with those enjoy good fortune.  It relieves one from any responsibility for the suffering of others and allows the fortunate to feel really good about themselves.  It is a philosophy that blesses the status quo. It tells us that radical inequality is all part of some plan.  Blessed are the high achievers for they shall inherit the earth. But sometimes we see this philosophy embraced by those who are suffering.  Like George Bailey blaming himself for the mistake of Uncle Billy, blaming himself for sticking with the crummy old Building and Loan when he could have chosen more lucrative opportunities in his life.  

Why do victims of misfortune blame themselves?  Partly, it is because we are brought up to take responsibility.  This is particularly true of UUs.  Now taking responsibility is a good thing and there are many things that are within our power to change and improve.  But like hyper-responsible George Bailey we sometimes feel responsible for things that are beyond our control.  Why?  At some level it’s empowering.  If I am responsible for my suffering, then I can change it.  Get right with God, change my ways and I can change my fortune.

Job makes the opposite case to his friends.  Suffering can and does afflict the righteous and the blameless.  And that is terrifying to his friends.  It means that what happened to Job could happen to them.  For no reason, one’s wealth and health can be wiped away.  So they continue their arguments with Job, becoming increasingly strident and long-winded.

Now God, who has been sitting up in the heavenly balcony watching all this is finally fed up with these guys and makes an appearance on earth.  He comes out of a whirlwind and tells Job’s friends to shut up because they don’t know what they’re talking about.  And then Job asks God the 64 thousand dollar question: God: Why am I suffering so?  Why have you allowed this?  The answer has to be one of the most disappointing passages in sacred scripture.

Basically, God says to Job: I’m God and you’re not.  I could tell you but the answer is beyond the comprehension of a mere mortal like yourself.  Were you there when I laid the foundation of the earth?  Can you bind the chains of the Pleiades or loose the cords of Orion?  Do you know the ordinances of heaven?  No, you don’t.  God goes on like this for about four chapters and its pretty good poetry but really disappointing if you were hoping for an understanding of why suffering exists.

But there is one thing that God, or the author of the Book of Job, is clear about: Don’t blame the victim for suffering.  Don’t impute fault or sin to victims of misfortune.  Don’t judge. Understand that the same misfortune could afflict you.  And know that just as we don’t merit the suffering we undergo, neither do we always merit our privilege and wealth.

Finally God turns to the three friends and tells them he is really angry with them but since they are friends of Job he lets them off easy with a few burnt offerings.  And then all of Job’s wealth is restored to him twofold.  Now after God has just finished telling us about how he created the heavens and the earth, you might think that he could accomplish this trick with a wave of his hand.  But that’s not how it works.  All of Job’s neighbors and relatives come by and give him a little bit of gold and he turns it into a fortune.  Job was afflicted by the heavenly beings by restored to wholeness by the community.  His poor wife has another seven sons and three daughters and Job lives to be 140 and dies “old and full of days.”  The story has a happy ending.

There’s a happy ending for George Bailey too.  Just when he despairs that his life had been a miserable failure the angel Clarence intervenes and offers him some perspective.  He gets to see what an amazing difference his small acts of kindness, courage, and integrity have meant to his neighbors.  He understands that his unglamorous work as an honest community banker at the Bailey Building & Loan has saved his town of Bedford Falls from descending into a hellish Potterville.  He understands his life is precious.  He stops blaming himself for his misfortune.  And like Job, he is restored to wholeness by the generosity of his friends and neighbors.

So in this holiday season:  let us keep up the struggle against compassion fatigue.  We don’t know whether God will appear out of the whirlwind and come to our rescue or keep playing dice with the devil.  But we can turn to one another for support.  Like George Bailey we can stop blaming ourselves for our suffering and understand that one bad moment does not define a life.  And like George’s neighbors we can try to help out where we can and know that we are all in the same boat.  Our fortunes can change in an instant but acts of love and compassion will endure forever.
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