B. 5th Sunday in Ordinary Time #1                                                                    Job7: 1-7 

Background

This is really quite an ancient story. It can be found as far back as the civilization of Sumer. There was no historical Job. Rather we have one of life’s most vexing questions discussed in a literary format very close to our modern theatrical play. The characters are: Satan, God, Job and his three friends. They all give speeches in between the rather meager narrative. The speeches contain the various slants on the major question: “Why do innocent people suffer?” Because there are no historical references to speak of, it is impossible to date the publication of this book. The human characters are not even portrayed as Jews. This is a story that everyone can relate to at any period of history. It is a story about the human condition and the mystery of God and the mystery of evil.

As the story goes, Job was fortunate. He had a great family and great wealth. That good fortune caused him to think that life was great too. He was obedient to God and so he felt he deserved blessings. Everything was taken away from him as a result of a wager between God and Satan. Satan claimed Job loved God because God was good to him. If he stopped being good to him, Satan claimed, Job would be like everybody else, unfaithful. God has more faith in Job than that and so he accepts the wager. The tragedies, one after another, threw Job out of his comfortable bed. His three friends, representing the “religiously correct” position of the day counseled Job to repent of his sin. They believed that suffering was caused by sin. If one repents, the suffering will stop. Job cannot honestly find an instance where he sinned against God. He cannot understand why God is punishing him when he is innocent. No amount of speech-giving from his friends can convince him that he is guilty of sin. He concludes that God must be unjust or else he is powerless over evil.  In his mind he actually deserves blessings.

When God gives his speech to Job (finally, after much coaxing and begging) he does not explain to Job why he was suffering, nor does he defend himself against Job’s accusation that he is unjust. He simply points out to Job that Job wasn’t there when God created, has no power to create a single thing himself, couldn’t do God’s job of running the universe (which he created) in the first place, and wouldn’t understand the mystery of God or evil if God did condescend to explain it to him. In other words, God said: “Trust me.” Job does and his fortunes are doubly restored and a second family is born to him.
Text

v. 1 Is not man’s life on earth a drudgery?:  “Drudgery” translates the Hb word for “hard service” (tsaba’) meaning forced military service. Job is not saying he is in the military, but that life is like it. One is forced to do things ill-suited to the human spirit.

Are not his days those of a hireling?: He uses another metaphor to describe life as being assigned a task, for which the reward is but a pittance, and the benefits of one’s labor go to someone else.

v. 2 He is a slave: Like a slave longing for the cool and shade of the evening, he must do the bidding of another, never truly free to do as he pleases.

These three proverbially wretched states of life - military service, day labor and slavery - capture Job’s mood of the burden that is his (and everyone else’s) life. He focuses on life’s futility, demeaning as military service, exhausting as daily labor, and hopeless as slavery.

v. 3 months of misery:  On the one hand, the days drag on, one after another, followed by nights, which , when not sleepless because of illness or worry, do not provide relief from his dreadful condition

v. 6 my days are swifter than a weaver’s shuttle: On the other hand, in spite of long monotonous days and longer nights, his life speeds past. He compares his days to a piece of cloth being woven by the fast to-ing and fro-ing of the shuttle. What a paradox! His point is that life at best is short. Why should it also be filled with misery?

v. 7 I shall not see happiness again: Like a cloud dispersed by the wind he will be alive one moment and gone the next. Job had no notion of an afterlife. The current belief was that one went to a shadowy existence in a place called “Sheol”.  There was neither sadness nor happiness there. It was a state of suspended animation. He reflects the current view that death was final. He becomes the spokesperson for all disillusioned people, protesting vehemently how empty life is and how insignificant any human life is, proven by the fact that death underscores life’s futility.
Reflection

Job experienced life as a blessing. He had it all- great wealth, good health and a large family to love and love him. He had committed no sin, except the sin of conceit. He believed he deserved what he had because he was good. God owed him blessings because he lived a moral life, or so he liked to believe.

Then, tragedy after tragedy struck. He lost it all. Through it all he never cursed God, though he came close when he cursed the day he was born. He was genuinely confused by God’s behavior, or more correctly, his slowness to behave in such a way as to correct an unjust situation. He felt that God was either capricious or powerless. To his credit, he drew no hard conclusions. Instead, he kept begging God to explain himself. When God finally spoke to him God gave him no answers to his dilemmas, only love. That became enough for Job to trust again and when he did his fortunes were restored. He knew that he did not deserve God’s love and that no matter what he did for the sake of God he could never deserve anything in return.

Job, like most people, felt that the ugly side of life was for other people. When he complained that his life was like that of a conscripted soldier, or a hireling or a slave, he wasn’t saying he was any of those. He was saying that that sort of life - with all its impositions, inconveniences, tasks and lack of joy and freedom, were not suited for him. He felt he deserved better. It was all right for others, who deserved that kind of life, but not for him.

Job, born into wealth and good fortune, was experiencing life as most people do. Even though the minutes and hours of a day of drudgery and routine seem to pass so slowly, the days (paradoxically) seem to speed by. There is joy in neither. Job did not have benefit of the eternal perspective. He knew nothing of an afterlife where justice and love reign supreme. All he had was this life. Like so many people in the world today who lack any notion of the eternal, he couldn’t understand how ill-suited the human person is to live in time. He complained that life is so short in terms of allotted years, yet it is filled with so much misery. Why? He could only conclude that God was either arbitrary or not really powerful enough to overcome evil.

Job, like the rest of us, had expectations of life. Expectations cause unnecessary suffering. God was teaching Job that his problem was that he expected life to be something that it is not. “Stop expecting your dreams to come true and you won’t suffer so much,” says God. “Revise your dreams or they will tyrannize you.” God does not defend himself or try to explain to Job (or us) why things are the way they are. He simply calls us to trust him. Job wouldn’t understand the explanation anyway, so trust is the only sane answer. When Job realizes that his expectations of life and of God are wrong, he trusts. When he realizes that life is difficult - for everyone, including him - he stops fighting it and gets on with real living.  

Job’s story is not everyone’s story. Oh, yes, the first two parts are everyone’s. Part one is the wonderful experience of life when life treats us well. Part two is the awful experience of life when things go awry. But part three, the part about one’s re-orientation to life after being disoriented, that’s not necessarily everyone’s story. The difference, of course, is trust in a power greater than oneself, outside of oneself, which (who, really) can save humans even from themselves. Trust in God means not having all the answers oneself to the problems and conundrums of life and yet being able to live in peace, despite the lack of control that ignorance brings. The only other recourse is to sit on the dunghill and complain, question, mope and grow ever more despondent. In the story Job’s fortunes are doubly restored, but that is not the real point. What was “restored” (or perhaps really experienced for the first time) was trust in God and his inexplicable and undeserved love. That is what really “doubled” his enjoyment of what he previously took not so much for granted as deserved.

Key Notions

1. Compared to dumb animals humans are smart. Compared to God humans are dumb animals.

2. Even if God answered all our questions and explained life to us we would be incapable of understanding what he said. So, he only tells us what we can understand. 

3. It is not the power of God that is limited, but the ability of humans to understand God and his ways.

4. When all is said and done life is inexplicable. But life without faith in eternity is unbearable.

5. God will not directly and promptly intervene every time an injustice is done. But he will continue to love.

6. When human awareness of God’s love intensifies (another way of saying “trust”), it does not solve all problems, but does make them smaller and more bearable.

Food For Thought

1. Life Without Eternity: If earthly existence is the only form of life there is, then it really is pointless, empty, and borders on being unbearable. No wonder humans who have no notion of another dimension try to escape facing that reality by distracting themselves with things, fleeting (yet costly) pleasures, and all sorts of imaginary dreams of how life ought to be and schemes of how to make it such. Futile exercises, all of them, but they are the only things humans without faith in eternity have. Job had no notion of eternity at first (and so he can be a “saint” or “model” for many moderns). But he conversed with God, even challenged him. In that courageous exercise he came to trust God. So can those who lack faith in eternity.

2. Paradox: Much of faith involves paradox, seeming contradictions. Often, what seems like a contradiction on the earthly level turns out not to be when looked at from the heavenly level. Yet, people without faith cannot really escape paradox either, no matter how much they try. Even without faith life is paradoxical for them. Life is, on the one hand, so short. Yet, on the other hand, it drags on, especially when it is experienced as miserable. Also, life is inexorably headed toward death. Yet, death is experienced long before (and more than once) the final death. Death is the grim underscoring of life’s futility, life, that is, without the eternal dimension. Death is really the end of death, its conclusion. Humans die and are dying their whole life long (or short). Paradoxically, in Job’s thinking and feeling, he had lost everything, but he found God. Not the God of his making or of his culture’s, but the real God who is, always was and always will be. Paradoxically, Job came to trust God after life went bad, when his former conceited trust disintegrated because it was based on a false premise.

3. Trust vs. False Premises: Unbelievers think that faith is a false premise. True believers don’t really become true believers until their faith is tested and any false premises are purged. Job was under the mistaken notion that he knew what justice was. He had a rigid definition, one that his culture (represented by his three theologian friends) promoted and taught him. That was that good people are rewarded and bad people punished. Bad things only happened to bad people, people who have sinned. Job, as the story goes was conscious of no sin (no real person could claim that, but this is a story for our instruction, not a factual account). Once he was divested of that conceit, that false premise, he could really trust in God. He had to accept God as he had to accept life, on God’s terms, not his own. Humans construct their own philosophy or theology of life at their own peril. Because we are limited in what we can know, we need outside revelation. This does not come in the form of certainty, especially the certainty we foolishly impose on our human knowledge. We simply have to trust the eternal God to tell us about eternal truth. Human logic is fine for human level truth, earthbound truth. It is a poor tool, even a deceptive tool, when it comes to eternal truth. That requires “theo-logic.” Job’s friends claimed to be speaking “theo-logic” but they were really speaking “anthropo-logic,” a thoroughly human fabrication, insufficient and ineffective.
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