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Job 38: 1-7, 34-41

Isaiah 53: 4-12
Seeking an Earthly/Ethereal Balance

As someone who usually advocates following the lectionary, I shouldn’t complain about what that lectionary prescribes for a given Sunday. But I was initially put off by an apparent theme of how to make sure that God does for me what I want God to do. First, there’s Job, who, like his friends, believed that if he was suitably devout, God would prosper him and keep on prospering him. One of the two suggested Psalms (the one we didn’t read) begins “Because you have made the LORD your refuge . . . no evil shall befall you.” The suggested NT passage from Hebrews explains that Christ offers eternal salvation “for all who obey him” and the Gospel reading from Mark features two disciples who tell Jesus, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you,” which turns out to be positions of privilege wherever it was that Jesus was going to achieve his glory. Really?  Even the seeming outlier passage, the strange and beautiful Servant Song from Isaiah, offers us someone who will bear all our sins and bring healing. 
Such a gathering of different voices. Where was I supposed to begin? 

It so happened that I took these texts with me for our last camping trip of the season, when we visited Grasslands National Park and were stunned into silence by endless horizons, and singular examples of survival in a harsh eco-system. Who could live here? Yet it had beauty; we just needed to look. The voice of God whispers everywhere here, the presence of God blows away pretense with fierce wind, yet hovers nearby as weightless as a cloud. It seems reasonable to feel frightened and small, even as astonishment sweeps away all fear. In that immense and elemental space of earth and sky, I began to ask, not what God could and would do for me, but simply “What is God like?” and “who am I?” 

The texts from Job and Isaiah give us the extremes of a whole continuum of possible answers, extremes that turn out to be not that far apart. 


The Book of Job is almost entirely a philosophical colloquium on current assumptions about God-people relationships. The rest of it—introduction and conclusion—seems to be a folk tale with a problematic premise and an unconvincing conclusion. All participants take for granted that God controls the world according to people’s behavior: if you are devout and obedient, you will prosper and live long. That’s a useful belief: it lets us imagine that we can manage a dangerous world.  

Yet the author of Job up-ends that assumption with a simple question: What about innocent sufferers? Job, you remember, was a decent, godly man, yet all his wealth was destroyed and his children all killed at once. Even his health was assaulted. It’s as if Bill Gates’ charitable foundations and Microsoft itself declared bankruptcy at once, and within days his wife and children were all killed in a plane crash. Who would not ask “WHAT???” I don’t even want to imagine what would be said on Twitter. Rather than accept that life is random and pointless, we demand reasons. Life is supposed to be fair and we’re all supposed to get what we deserve. So Job’s three friends, and then his fourth, all insist that God is absolutely just. Therefore Job must have sinned. They fall over themselves marshaling reasons and experience and religious tradition to demonstrate that nobody gets that kind of calamity without having asked for it.

Job, however, knows his own innocence. He demands a one-man lawsuit against God; he wants explanations and vindication. And in the closing chapters of the book, the writer imagines just such a dialogue between God and Job: 

“Then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind: ‘Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge? Gird up your loins like a man, I will question you, and you shall declare to me.’”

What is God like? God has both power and position to refuse to answer questions and even reverse the charges. It’s not God in the docket now, but Job. 

“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have understanding. Who determined its measurements—surely you know! Or who stretched the line upon it? On what were its bases sunk, or who laid its cornerstone when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?”


The questions God asked were unanswerable, of course. They’re still unanswerable. No human was there when the foundations of the earth were laid, or the Big Bang happened, or however you wish to designate the beginning of all things. What is God like? Absolutely inscrutable and not subject to any humanly understandable laws, either of physics or of fairness. 


I can’t help but notice, though, that God is also Creator par excellence, not only of inter-terrestrial majesty but also of language, the basis of conscious communication. I am captivated by the imagery: “when the morning stars sang together,” “who can tilt the waterskins of the heavens, when the dust runs into a mass. . . ?” Of course, the words belong to the writer, but it is the breadth and majesty of creation that inspires his choices, and it is the gift of language embedded in the human brain that gives voice to the creative spirit within the listening, watching human. The Psalmist demonstrates similar language and creativity:

You are clothed with honor and majesty,

wrapped in light as with a garment.

You stretch out the heavens like a tent, 

. . . . 
you make the clouds your chariot, 

you ride on the wings of the wind, 

That is what God is like.


Even so—and I was, like Job, awed by the silence and space and the stars at night—I find God’s “answer” to Job somewhat beside the point. Job never asked about how the world was made; all he wanted to know was how the laws of the universe worked for people. He never got that answer. Nor does the fairy tale conclusion in which Job gets another set of children and even more wealth than before answer Job’s question about fairness. That his friends are rebuked for their presumption is satisfying, yes. Still, Job had to go through all that suffering for no good reason that he will ever know. That is troubling. 


And those words about suffering could have been spoken by the poet of Isaiah 53. No singing morning stars here, just the gritty reality of earth: beatings and lashings and exile and pain. No assumptions either about rewards for good behaviour. Instead, we get an entirely different set of questions: “What if suffering is actually redemptive, through some mysterious process as elemental as earth and sky? What if God also suffers? Suppose God is like an innocent, suffering servant?” 


Hear the words of Isaiah once again:

Surely he has borne our infirmities

and carried our diseases:

yet we considered him stricken by God

smitten by him, and afflicted.

But he was pierced for our transgressions,

he was crushed for our iniquities. 

. . . . . .

For he was cut off from the land of the living;

for the transgression of my people he was stricken. 
The words are familiar for all who have grown up with the Bible, who have sung The Messiah, attended Christmas and Easter services. In my background, this innocent sufferer was always identified as Jesus, the ultimate servant of God. All my life I was told that the best answer to the question “What is God like?” is “look at Jesus – he was, indeed, is, God.”

For a moment, I want to step back from that reading and consider the context of the poet-prophet. Writing during the Babylonian exile, he whom we call Second Isaiah was working on a vexing problem: how can God’s promises of a forever Davidic kingship make sense, now that Israel as a nation is gone, and the Promised Land occupied? Subsequent Judaic interpreters emphasize that Jewish people have suffered not only in Babylon but in many countries thereafter. Over and over again, the people of Yahweh have been discriminated against, deprived, killed for the simple reason that they were born Jews. They have all, unwillingly, taken on the mantle of the suffering servant.  

There seems to be a basic principle here that plays out regularly in human societies. Who is it that suffers most directly from violent acts? The one who is innocent. This is equally true of systemic violence, which is not necessarily physical. When greed takes over and wealth is accumulated in the hands of the few, who suffers most? The poor who lose what little they had to begin with. Who suffers most from degraded environments? Those who are too poor or too connected to the land to be able to live elsewhere. On a personal level, who carries the heaviest burden of a broken relationship? Not the one who did the breaking. Admittedly, when we weigh all circumstances and include the larger and longer picture, burdens and blame are spread out more evenly. Still, it is the one who loves the most who also suffers most. 
And I haven’t mentioned yet the popular technique of scapegoating by which any designated individual or group of people can be made responsible for the sins of an entire society. 

In these sad histories, every now and then, particular individuals stand out as moral exemplars, advocates for the poor and weak and unluckily colored. Martin Luther King, Jr., bore the iniquity of the Jim Crow society of the US South, not only because he took on the whole ugly burden, trying to change laws and attitudes, but also because he took the fatal bullets. Mahatma Gandhi likewise bore the weight of the sins of colonialism, psychologically and physically.  
For the early hearers of Isaiah’s words, the figure of the Suffering Servant would likely have resembled Moses—the privileged one who gave up his protected status and his innocent ignorance about his people in order to take on the weight of their oppression. And later, as the leader of a people who struggled to keep going on the faith journey, it was Moses who asked God to let him take the full brunt of divine wrath so that the people might be spared. If you want a modern rewriting of that kind of vicarious suffering for the sake of the people, try the last volume of the Harry Potter series.

There is, written into the very fabric of what it means to be human, the irresistible, mysterious power of sacrificial love, which is, ultimately, redemptive. When individuals or a people have given themselves to selfishness and corrupted legitimate systems, it can seem impossible to halt the relentless progression of evil. Without the actions of those who serve with integrity, who fully take on the suffering for others and make it meaningful, there seems to be no way out. Thus even on a purely human level, Jesus was necessary and inevitable. If, as we believe, he was the suffering Christ, the designated one to bear the grief of our sins, then the answer to the question “what is God like?” is simply, “the suffering servant.” 
The transcendent One, the One who is clothed in majesty and wrapped in light as with a garment, whose creative power is far beyond what we can ever comprehend, is there also in the midst of suffering, bearing it with us, bearing it for us. 

Can we hold both those concepts of God in our minds at once? I have struggled with that in the last weeks. We returned home from the silence and beauty of Grasslands, and almost at once I felt overwhelmed with dire political news and prophecies about the imminent arrival of autocratic, oppressive governments. Circumstances also conspired to remind me that I will always be enmeshed in family complexities. And there was a sermon to write. 

As I pondered the figure of the Suffering Servant, pointing as it does to the fundamental law of love, as given as the law of gravity, the abstract question “What is God like?” turned into “What is God like in relation to us?” It occurred to me that our descriptions of any entity graced with personality and a free will are relational. I can talk about what a friend is like only in the context of our friendship; her parents and her children will describe her differently. The more I looked at the lectionary texts, all of them, the more I saw that they all assumed relationship, a close and enduring relationship: they asked “what is God like in relation to us?” and embedded in that question is another: “What are we like in relation to God?”
True, the book of Job did depict a God who is so far beyond us that demanding a decent reciprocity between obedience and prosperity is not the point. At the same time—and this is important—Job dared to demand accountability from God, he asked impertinent questions, even accused God of malfeasance. And God replied. Regardless of how small we feel in the face of immensity and the unanswerable, God is there and calls us to relationship. Isaiah then insists that in the most painful situations imaginable on earth, God is likewise present and calls us to relationship, not only with God’s self but also with all our fellow sufferers and creators. Maker and Sufferer—God is both, as are we. Marvellous creativity and bone-aching fragility.  Under these extremes lies an intrinsic connectivity. We are not separate from stupendous and incomprehensible creation, from its symbiotic processes of ecological systems; our very cells know that, as biology and physics have demonstrated. And God is not separate from us either. The bedrock principle of sacrificial love makes that clear. The Gospel of Mark says it best:  “whoever wishes to be first among you must be the slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” In the very lowest acts of service, as we measure them, there is transcendence and majesty. May we be challenged to serve, and may we be consoled for love’s inevitable pain in the arms of a suffering God.   
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