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Job 23:1-9, 16-17

	I have a strong affection for the book of Job.  I suppose that’s because Job contains absolutely no easy answers.    I need to make sure that you know that Job isn’t a book of history – it’s a parable – a story told in order to communicate a profound truth.  It’s actually written as a stage play or dramatic reading, giving rise to the possibility that Job didn’t have its beginning with the Jewish people.   It may be that the Jews borrowed this play from another culture.
	I find that an odd possibility but have finally come to peace with the matter because I’m absolutely sure that the material contained in this book raises questions that are common to all of humanity.   It doesn’t matter whether you are a Jew, a Greek, a Babylonian, or a Caucasian this book raises your questions and at least points the direction to some kind of answers.
	Job is the story of a man whose life has been destroyed.  His children have been killed, his slaves have been abducted, his livestock stolen, his house collapsed and finally his wife killed.  By the time that we get to this morning’s scripture, Job is left sitting in the ashes of a fire scraping his boils with shards of pottery.   Around him are sitting three of his friends who keep telling him that these terrible things have happened for a purpose – because God who runs the world is just and would not allow such a bad thing to happen unless Job had sinned – and sinned badly.   For the better part of 36 chapters Job and his three friends, in flowery oratory, argue back and forth about why bad things happen to good people.  
	And I suspect that I could turn out a pretty good sermon about why bad things happen to good people.   But that isn’t where this morning’s sermon sends us.  Instead the scripture for this day is in the 23rd chapter where Job complains that God is nowhere to be found.   God, it would seem has “left the building.”  Have you ever that had feeling?   Have you ever had the sense that God had abandoned you?  That no one was listening to your prayers?   Have you ever had the sense that God might be a part of the lives of others, but not yours?   Have you ever had the sneaking suspicion that God didn’t even exist?
	If you answered “no” to those questions, you are a very fortunate and unusual person, because the absence of God seems to be a common human experience.   Evidently feeling God’s absence is something that has happened to almost everyone.   It was St. John the Divine in the 13th century who called God’s absence the “dark night of the soul.”   We were all astounded (and shouldn’t have been) when it was revealed that Mother Teresa had felt abandoned by God for more than 50 years.   And what do you think it meant when Jesus was hanging on the cross and quoted the opening verses of the 22nd Psalm; “My God, My God, why have you abandoned me?  Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning?   O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; and by night, but find no rest.” (vs. 1 & 2)  At least one of the possibilities was that Jesus knew what it felt like to feel that God had abandoned him, that God wasn’t taking care of him.   And if Jesus knew what it meant to be abandoned by God, then we probably shouldn’t be surprised when it happens to us.  
	There are those times when God seems so close.  There are those times when it feels as if God’s love for us is warm blanket that reassures us that we God’s beloved.  There are those times when we pray for something and that prayed is answered.   And then there are those other times.  
	That is probably the first point that you need to let me make.   Feeling the absence of God is a common human experience.   It’s not caused by sin.  It’s not caused by our doing something wrong.  It happens.  It happens to everyone.   To a certain extent it can even be expected.   We’ve all either been there or we will be.  

	And as helpful as that may be, the real question that occurs is how we Christians are supposed to think and act when God seems absent.  Job whined at God for almost an entire chapter for which he received all kinds of abuse from his friends and finally from God.  What was he supposed to do?   What about us?
	The first answer I would offer is that sometimes we are listening to the wrong radio station.   One of the common things that I’ve heard across the years is how we all wish that God would just appear to us carrying a bound version of what, how and when God wants us to live our lives.   All of us, or at least lots of us, at least say that we want clarity from God.   We want God’s will to be a brightly lit strip on the floor.   And when we pray we know what the answers to our prayers look like.  We know that when we pray for someone who’s sick – the answer to that prayer looks like healing.  When we pray about our finances we know that the answer to that prayer is more money.  When we pray for our church we know that answer to that prayer can be measured in attendance.   When we pray for a sign of God’s presence we know that the answer to that prayer will feel like love.   
But I have to wonder how often our expectations keep us from seeing what it is that God is actually doing in our world and in our lives.  You and I cling so tightly to what we expect that I suspect God could set off a bomb in our pants and we’d never notice.  
More than 30 years ago on a youth – choir trip we took our Trailways “Golden Eagle” bus to the top of Trail Ridge road in Rocky Mountain National Park.  It’s the highest paved road in the lower 48 United States.   When you get to the top of the mountain, at the Visitor Center, you are in the middle of one of the most beautiful places on earth.   You are surrounded by beautiful granite mountains and breath-taking vistas.  It shouldn’t be missed.   But I had a group of kids that missed it all.  They were playing Spades in the back and wouldn’t even get off the bus.  They couldn’t be bothered with the beauty of God’s creation.   They never saw it.  They missed it because they weren’t willing to look a little higher and a little farther than what was right in front of them.   
I wonder how often that’s how it is with us and God.  I have to wonder if we don’t hold so intently to what we expect and want that we miss what God actually does.  When it seems to us that God isn’t answering our prayers; when it seems that God has “left the room;” I wonder if we shouldn’t wonder out loud what it is that God is doing.   If God is the god of love; If God is always present; If God wants more for us than we want for ourselves; then perhaps we ought to be careful declaring that because we didn’t get what we expected, God isn’t doing anything.  Perhaps the question we ought to be asking is, “In this situation, what is it that God is doing?” Or, “In this situation I wonder what God wants me to learn?”  I wonder if allowing ourselves to ask that question doesn’t open us up to God’s presence and power in new and exciting ways.  

The second thing I would offer to you is that God is not a well trained dog.   Have you seen the McFarling’s and their newest dog, Parker?  Parker has his own website.  Parker is a beautiful Golden Retriever who has been so well trained that he will do anything that he can figure out that you want him to do.  He’ll sit and come and play fetch and thread a needle of cones and do all kinds of other things.   He is a well-trained dog.  That is not how God is.  
God is God.  God is the creator of the universe.  God is the ever-present reality that ties all of the universe together.  God is the wind that is blowing the world toward the fullness of the Kingdom of God.  God is irresistible, unconquerable love.  And yet we expect that God will do what we want because we asked for it – sometimes we asked for it many times.  And yet we expect that we will be able to predict what God will do – just because we believe strongly that it is what God should do. And yet we expect that what God does will make sense to us.   And yet we believe that we will be able to identify what God is doing in the world and what God isn’t doing.  That all sounds fairly presumptuous.  
God is God and the best we can ever do is understand just a small piece of what God is like or what God is doing.   God’s love for us, and presence with us, does not require God’s obedience.  
That’s where the book of Job is so incredibly wonderful.  Chapters 26 – 31 are Job’s final defense.  In those chapters Job makes clear that he is just and sinless and God had no right to do the things that happened to him.   And speaking parenthetically – there is no arguing with Job.  He is absolutely right.  Then, in chapter 38 God appears to Job and speaks to him out of a whirlwind and God is angry.  God is angry because God is God and Job has no possibility of understanding God, and has no right to question God.   God’s tirade lasts for 4 chapters before he then criticizes Job’s three friends for their easy, but incorrect answers.  And then God is gone.  In other words the story of Job ends without Job ever knowing why those terrible things happened or why God seemed absent.  At the end of the story Job knows precious little more about why he had to suffer than when the story began.  Job never knew “why.”  
As for me, I have stopped even asking the “why” question.  I’ve never been able to come up with an answer to that question that made any sense at all.  I don’t know why good people get cancer or are killed in car wrecks or die at the hands of terrorists.  I don’t know why some people live their entire lives without pain or tragedy.  I don’t know why some people live always aware of God’s presence and some people live their lives feeling God’s absence.  I don’t know “why” and every possible answer I can come up with leads me to more questions that are ultimately unanswerable.   So, I’ve stopped asking the question.  Instead I have decided to live with the knowledge of God’s constant presence and God’s unfailing love.   I love the way that Henri Nouwen put it, “We cannot explain God or God’s presence in history.  As soon as we identify God with any specific event or situation, we play God and distort the truth.  We can be faithful only in our affirmation that God has not deserted us but calls us in the middle of all the unexplainable absurdities of life.”[footnoteRef:2]    [2:  Henri Nouwen, Spiritual Direction, p 78.] 


But do you realize what that means?   It means that you and I are always in the middle.  On the one hand we see things happen and believe we see God at work in the world.  On the other hand we see terrible things happen and wonder why God doesn’t work.   On the one hand we experience those moments when God is more real to us than we are to ourselves.   On the other hand we have those times when God is so absent, so quiet, so distant, that even believing in God seems absurd.   On the one hand we live sure of God’s love and presence.  One the other hand we have those moments when we find it impossible to say any words of faith.   We are always in the middle going back and forth between the two extremes. 
	And in the middle, going back and forth between faith and despair, is a painful, frightening place.   That explains for me why there are some people who choose to reject completely the idea of God or why there are some people who cling to those easy, simple answers that make no sense at all.  
	In the middle, going back and forth, experiencing faith and despair, God’s presence and God’s absence, and being honest about it, would seem to be the only way to live with real integrity and at the same time to be open to the reality of God in our lives and in our world.   
	In 1979, for the first time, I stood on top of Middle Truchas Peak, at well over 13,000 feet.  It was a magnificent experience.   We had hiked and climbed for three days before we finally stood on that granite peak.   It was a clear day that allowed us to see for hundreds of miles across New Mexico.   It was like being on top of the world.   It was such a powerful experience that I did it several other times.   But it was also a precarious place.   One misstep and I could have plunged 1,000 feet and been destroyed.  If I had fallen it would have taken at least two days for them to retrieve my body – if they could have found it at all.  It was so precarious that the first time I made the kids with me promise that they wouldn’t tell their parents (a promise which they didn’t keep, by the way).  
	Between mountain top and abyss, I believe, is where God calls us to live.  God calls us to face God’s absence with the faith that God is present.  And God calls us to enjoy our wonderful “God moments” in the knowledge that God is more than we can experience or understand.  God calls us to live faithfully despite the fact that there is much we cannot understand or control.   

	That kind of honesty and tenacious faith requires real strength – and it requires real courage.   It requires us to set aside our quick and easy “bumper sticker” answers and to live faithfully without knowing much at all.   That’s certainly what Job learned.  
	That’s hard for me.   I’m sorry, I am a “thinker.”  I want things to make sense.  I believe that given enough time a solution can be found for almost every problem.  I believe that God wants us to think and reflect and develop beliefs that are more than the answers we learned as children in Sunday School.  And yet God calls me to live without understanding the reasons for the good and bad of life, and without understanding God.  As I’ve pondered the great questions of life I have felt as if I was beating my head against a wall.  There just is no answer to my big questions – at least none that really make sense.  All there is is God.  All there is is God who sometimes seems very far away or even preoccupied.  All there is is God who, in the center of my being keeps calling to me, asking me to trust in love. Maybe someday I will be able to do it.  
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