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Job 38 Has the Rain a Father?

	Country musician Michael Peterson sings, “You know you’re in trouble when the bartender cries.” Today’s message is for those who wrestle with the troubles and misery of this world. Last week I asked for prayer for 2 friends who are suffering. One of them found out she has multiple breast cancers. The other received a bad review for work and won’t get a raise this year. She feels her job is endangered, and she is the primary financial support for her family. She also faces serious heart damage, and wasn’t able to see a doctor yet, because her insurance demanded she see someone other than the one who was listed on her coverage and with whom she had an appointment. I’m sure you all know someone facing similar situations, or worse ones. Life hurts. When it hurts really badly, we feel as though life is nothing but hurt. The answer to the question of why God allows human pain and suffering, and where God is in the midst of it circles round the entirety of the book of Job. God doesn’t choose to give us a simple answer to the question. Rather, God answers Job’s challenges of God’s righteousness with a lovely series of questions, questions that reveal a profound and poetic response. Through studying this series of questions, we can find help when we also wonder why.
	I asked you to draw a picture of yourself as we began our message today. The reason I did this was not because I wanted to see great art. But, our pictures of ourselves reveals something of who we think we are and our relationship to the world in which we live. Also, it’s good to break up the sameness of church sometimes. I want you to look at your pictures and think about what is in them, and what is not. Most of us have drawn a picture of ourselves at the center of the paper, alone, with little if any background. I once heard an art historian say the reason why the Mona Lisa was such an important picture is that it was one of the first to picture the main character in a background of her society. If you look at the picture, you’ll see castles and roads, and trees in the background. Whatever she’s smiling about, she’s part of a world. How narrow is your view of things, according to your self-portrait? We are by nature selfish.
So often when we encounter pain of suffering, our world narrows to where self is the only focus we are capable of maintaining. Like Job, we cry out, wondering where God is and why God allowed our unjust suffering. We know life should be better. Intense suffering returns us all to our inner two year old, where “Me, mine, myself” focuses our whole existence. Barbara Brown Taylor notices how Job’s suffering proves, “One of the worst things about pain is the unavoidable egocentricity of it.”[footnoteRef:1] Franciscan Richard Rohr says that the real problem pain highlights is that God is God and we are not.[footnoteRef:2] We aren’t able to overcome our own suffering with a Harry Potter like magic wand. When suffering becomes intense, the most we can accomplish is to cry out, “Why?” [1:  “On Not Being God,” Review and Expositor, 99 (Fall 2002), 610.]  [2:  Ibid., 609.] 

Strangely enough, that question offers an answer of its own in Job.  Job expresses honestly his pain and confusion. Pain hurts; suffering sucks. Job is allowed to feel what he feels and to express it at length. The importance of the I of suffering is affirmed in this way. God cares enough about human suffering to present the problem in an extended narrative. Validating the significance of suffering simply by allowing Job to express it at length is part of God’s answer. Yes, you matter, even when you are down. What a welcome word this is in a society where performers and achievers are lauded, but no one wants to dwell on those who fail, those who can’t quite measure up. God listens, and listens; God doesn’t tune out. God cares intensely and long term.
Finally, in chapter 38, God begins to answer Job. The answer isn’t the one we would expect. God doesn’t set out a rational presentation of the reasons why God is just in creating a world in which suffering, even unjust suffering exists. Rather, God asks Job a long list of questions. God’s response comes from a whirlwind. God may not give the detailed answers for which Job yearns, but “the eruption caused by a word from God is so strong it can only be described as a whirlwind,” or hurricane.[footnoteRef:3] God’s questions to Job reveal that Job is not God, but a creature of God. Notice that not one of the questions God asks Job relates to a human being. Snowflakes and goats make the list, but not a single person. God knowledge extends beyond our egocentric pain. God cares for and loves all of creation. God’s power and order extend beyond human comprehension. Yet, God speaks directly to Job in a way Job can hear. Job is a creature, but he is a special creature, one to whom God relates, listens, and answers. Again, a note of grace sounds in the cacophony of suffering. The wind of the Spirit voices God’s gracious involvement in human anguish. The God who is able to order the foundations of the world, the morning stars, the rain and the snow, and strange and wondrous creatures is the one who speaks. Even in the worst of human agony, God reigns and the world endures.  [3:  Tom Are, Jr., “Job 38:1-7,”Interpretation 53, no. 3 (1999), 294.] 

Belden Lane writes a startling quote in The Solace of Fierce Landscapes. He says, “We are saved in the end by the things that ignore us.”[footnoteRef:4] For people who often feel that we must work and achieve in order to justify our existence, after all, aren’t we graded from kindergarten on, there is a comforting truth to this idea. Think of your list of things you do to be regarded as significant, work hard, give to charity, serve on committees? There is a severe joy in knowing that the stars shine, even when we are sad. The oceans dance when we can’t feel the rhythm. We are only a part, and our pain, no matter how severe doesn’t dissolve the whole of which we are a part. We can be thankful that the sun doesn’t cease to shine when we are low. Just as our knowledge and power are limited, so too is our suffering and grief. Perhaps part of God’s grace to Job was to show him his limitations, and that being only a human is a great mercy. Would you really want the responsibility of running the universe? God reminds Job, that creation had five days before God created humans. God exclaimed about each day, “This is good!” and “job it’s not just about you.”[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Quoted in Taylor, ibid., 613.]  [5:  David Wheeler, “Job 38:1-40:2,” Review and Expositor 96 (1999), 447.] 

One of the key issues in the book of Job and in each human life is why we should serve God. The enemy taunts God that Job only serves God because of God’s blessings. All too often, we too serve God for the benefits we receive, and the list of benefits is pretty impressive. We get forgiveness, power for a godly life, the Holy Spirit as companion and guide, resurrected life for eternity, and as Jesus says, when we seek first the kingdom of God, “all these things {food, drink, and clothing} shall be added to you” (Matthew 6:33). Yet, if we seek the blessings more than the Lord who provides them, we treat our “relationship with God” as “instrumental to some other value.”[footnoteRef:6] As dependent creatures, we could wonder if it is possible to love God without some sense of God’s blessings, but one of the messages of God’s response to Job is that all of life is all about a relationship with God. God in indescribable love chose to create all the world, and us as a part of it, because God loved, because God is love. Like Job, we should find our ultimate answers to life’s suffering not in a list of propositions which we will ourselves to accept, but in a living relationship in which we dwell in God’s loving presence.  [6:  Ibid., 448.] 

One of the commentators I studied for this message, Tom Are, Jr. told the story of his little girl Sarah, who fell and needed stitches in her mouth. The nurses wrapped her in a Velcro blanket called a papoose to prevent her arms from moving while the doctor sewed her up. He couldn’t even hold her hand, because she was wrapped tight. She kept crying, “Daddy make them stop . . . it hurts!” All he could do was say, “be still, sweet heart. It will be alright. . . . Daddy’s right here.” When the doctor finished, and Sarah burst from her papoose, she jumped into his arms in love and trust. He said, “It seems to me that this is impossible to do unless there is trust in a goodness that is stronger than the circumstances. It seems she believes that her father will live for her good.”[footnoteRef:7] As believers in Jesus Christ, who knew the depths of human suffering so that we might have eternal life, we believe that beyond all human pain, there is hope. Yet, we must be wary of reducing the mystery of distress and giving only platitudes when sufferers need presence. As long as we live in a world not yet fully redeemed, suffering and pain will be part of our experience. God’s lovely poetic response to Job reminds us that even in the midst of suffering, God loves and should be trusted. Ultimately, our response to pain and suffering hinges on faith.  [7:  Are, 298.] 

Nicholas Wolterstorff is an emeritus professor of theology at Yale. His focus in writing and study was apologetics. He stands as an example of a man who sought to serve and love God, yet his son fell to death on the side of a mountain. It is hard to imagine how he and others like him who suffer such tragedy can persevere in faith, yet he wrote in Lament for a Son, “I shall look at the world through tears. Perhaps I shall see things that dry-eyed I could not.”[footnoteRef:8] O that God would grant us such a faith great enough to believe and see good coming from even our worst tragedies. Even without the happy ending to the book of Job, Job found hope in God’s questioning answers. Job repented of his questions about God’s righteousness and concern, for he realized that God was and was good. Job fears God not for what he gains, but because God is his and he is God’s.  [8:  (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 26.] 

One of the final descriptions of Job in the book of Job is “the LORD accepted Job.” He did this after Job prayed for his friends, who had been of little comfort to him. Even in all his questions and moanings, God loved job. God restored him and gave him a purpose in interceding for others, the very ones who had failed him. We too have a calling. We are called to comfort others. Paul described God in 2 Corinthians 1:3 as “the Father of mercies and God of all comfort.” As people who have known the comfort of God in the Holy Spirit, we are called to “comfort those who are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God” (2 Cor. 1:4). As believers, we need to remember to share God’s hope with those who suffer and are in need. As we conclude, think of people you know who are in trouble, whose stories would make a bartender cry. What can you do to help them? How can you show them God’s presence and concern? Let us remember that we have a gospel of hope to bring to a world in need. Amen.

