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         Job 38:1-7, 34-41 and Mark 10:35-45

I imagine most of you here have some familiarity with the story of Job.  He’s famous for his suffering, right?  Strangely, he’s also famous for his patience, but if you read his story in the Bible, he’s not really patient at all.  In fact, most of the book of Job is an extended argument between Job and three of his so-called friends.  Job is demanding an explanation for his afflictions from God.  His friends are trying to hush him up, urging him to look to his own behavior for an explanation.  God is just, they insist, so if something bad has happened, then Job must have done something to deserve it.  But Job won’t settle down until God arrives on the scene in the form of a whirlwind and gives him the response that begins with the passage we just heard and extends for several more chapters.  Would anyone here care to summarize God’s response to Job?  How about “I’m big and you’re little—so quit asking questions!”

I know that voice, and I bet you do too.  That is the voice of the angry parent who is fed up with a persistently inquisitive kid who wants to discuss WHY I need to clean my room when company is coming over when they aren’t even going to go to my room and finally the parent just snaps and starts yelling, “Do what I told you and shut up!”  And while most of us have heard—and used—that voice a few times in our lives, some of us have heard that voice far, far too often and it’s not at all pleasant to hear it out of God’s mouth.  That voice says more than just “stop delaying, it’s time to get to work.”  That voice says, “I am using my greater power to make you be quiet.”  It says, “Your questions are not important to me.”  It says, “Your voice, your opinion, your concerns are offensive to me.”  Whether that voice comes from parents or teachers or supervisors or those with political power or those with religious power or even God, it is damaging to our spirit, hurtful to our soul.

There is a line from a prayer from the Iona Community that we use in our Candlelight Evening Prayer service that helps me greatly.  It is says, “We pray for those who must forget the God they don’t believe in so that they may meet the God who believes in them.”  I will not let this first reading, this first impression of God’s voice in Job stand because I don’t believe in that God.  I believe in the God who was made known to be in the birth and life, the teaching and healing, the death and resurrection of Jesus.  And Jesus, as we heard in the reading of Mark, had a different perspective on power.  

Jesus used his power to heal.  He used his power to feed.  He didn’t use it to command people or silence people or belittle people or scare people into following him.  Instead, he invited people to come see what he was doing, telling them that the answers to their questions would emerge from the journey.  We know this about Jesus—and it’s important to remember, because Jesus shows us what God is like.  As it says in the first chapter of the Gospel of John, “No one has ever seen God.  It is God the only son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made God known.”

So with that conviction, let us push a bit deeper into Job and see if there is another way to read it.  I was helped in this effort by a tremendous sermon I heard last Sunday by a friend of mine named Debbie Blue who co-pastors The House of Mercy in St. Paul, Minnesota.  Debbie pointed out something I hadn’t noticed before:  God’s response to Job is a kind of creation story, but this one is a lot more colorful than Genesis 1.  We didn’t even begin to scratch the surface in the excerpt we read this morning.  We heard about God laying “the foundations of the earth” and commanding the rain and the lightening and feeding ravens.  But God continues in this vein for another couple of chapters, and before long God is describing how weird and stupid ostriches are and how amazing water buffalo are.   And then, as if creation isn’t already weird enough, God starts describing Behemoth, the legendary land monster and then devotes an entire chapter to Leviathan, the legendary sea monster.  Behemoth and Leviathan seem to give God as much pride as stars and eagles in Job.  They are all part of creation, and God presents all of them to Job as a source of awe and wonder.

That’s a different view of creation than the one we’re used to, the one told in Genesis 1.  There, God divides the light from the darkness and the land from the water.  There, God puts things in their place and stands back and admires the order of the universe with the satisfaction of a person who has just gone through their cupboards and organized their Tupperware, matching lids and containers.  But in Job, God speaks from a whirlwind and the world he describes is not nearly as neat and organized.  Here, beauty is mixed up with destruction.  Creatures are remarkable and fierce and wonderful and frightening all at once.  God holds it all out to Job and says you—and your life—is part of all of this.  

I think James Weldon Johnson was onto something when he imagined God getting his hands dirty with creation.  Johnson’s God doesn’t create by command.  Johnson’s God doesn’t stand back and admire.  Johnson imagined the God of Genesis 2, the God who formed humans out of the earth, fashioning the light the same way, rolling it around in his hands and throwing it up into the air.  Johnson was onto to something when he boldly asserted that every part of the created world was handmade, that it had an intimate connection with God like the rainbow that was slung over his shoulder.  The God of Job has that same intimacy with the world.  The light and dark haven’t been nearly so cleanly separated.  There is dark in the mix here—there are sea monsters, after all--but it too has God’s fingerprints.  Similarly, the God who answers Job is all mixed up in creation, up to his elbows in horses and lightening bolts.  

God’s response to Job’s question is not analysis.  He doesn’t step back and explain creation with neat categories.  Instead of analysis, God offers integration.  I’m mixed into all of this, God says to Job.  I’m involved with the light and the darkness, the clouds and the hail and the stars and the sun.

There is a kind of consolation in God’s words—not exactly what we were looking for when we surveyed the pain and tragedy of our lives and our world.  We wanted a God that sorted things out for us, that set things straight for us.  But instead we received a reminder that God is not removed from this world.  And this, friends, is the God who is revealed in Christ, the God who is incarnate in Christ who was himself no stranger to suffering.  In order to respond to this God, we cannot stand back from the world, either, waiting to figure it out, to understand it before we dive in.  God is mixed right into this world, a world where as Jesus says the wheat and the tares grow up together, where meaning is revealed along the journey.

Thanks be to God.

God didn’t just show up in the light parts, the right parts.

God did not wait till we got things straight.

God did not stand back to watch us attack 

all that’s bad until everything’s pure

God can endure our questions and shouts 

Simply stated—God’s implicated

And so, God’s revealed.

And through that, we’re healed.
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