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Sometimes life is just not fair. 1 once knew a couple who had worked hard
all their life. They were good savers; good Christians, attended church regularly,
served as elders in their church, Sunday school teachers, obeyed the law, and
were nice people. The husband had run a successful, although small, car repair
shop. Then he needed bypass surgery. Then his wife got sick. As a small
business they could not afford medical insurance. When the bills mounted they
finally had to file bankruptcy. They lost their business, their savings, their
retirement investments, and all. Sometimes life is just not fair.

What is even more troubling is that this couple regularly prayed for help or
for healing or for both. Nothing materialized and they had to go through the
embarrassing process of bankruptcy. What happens when we are
disappointed in life and in God or with God?
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Job was also a very successful and very righteous person. “Job was a
man who lived in Uz. He was honest inside and out, a man of his word,
who was totally devoted to God and hated evil with a passion,” so writes the
author of the the Book of Job.> Yet, in a test between God and Satan to see if
Job would renounce his faith if times turned bad, Job® fortunes were suddenly
reversed. Job lost his family, his fortune, and his health. His friends believed he

had lost everything because he had been evil. The friend® advice to Job was
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that Job should confess and repent and beg for God® mercy. Job maintained
that he was innocent---that he had done nothing to deserve the misfortune that
had occurred to him. We the reader have insider information---we know Job is
correct and had done nothing wrong. We know his friends are wrong.

Job lashed out at God demanding justice.

“Im not letting up—I’'m standing my ground. My complaint is legitimate”,
Job cries. “God has no right to treat me like this---it isn’t fair.”?

Finally God appeared before Job. Yet, God never explained why the bad
things had happened to Job. Instead God wondered why Job was so arrogant---
did Job want to be God? Does Job know what it is like to be God? Who is Job
to even question?

In the end all that the Book of Job concludes is that God is with us in our
time of trouble. For Job that appears to be enough to motivate him to get up

from his pile of ashes and get on with life.
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Several years ago the movie, Bruce Almighty was released. It was a

modern version of the Book of Job. In the movie, Bruce Nolan, played by Jim
Carrey, is a television reporter in Buffalo, New York. He becomes discontented
with his life and has a horrible day in which he bumbles a broadcast, is mugged,
has his car keyed, and fights with his girlfriend. Bruce lashes out at God.

Suddenly God contacts Bruce and appears before Bruce. Bruce believes that he

* The Message. p.877.



can do the job of God better and so God, played by Morgan Freeman, grants
Bruce God-like powers limited to a small area around Buffalo, New York.

Armed with his new power, Bruce begins to right wrongs. He sabotages
his competitor at the television station by making the competitor speak in
gibberish during a broadcast. He creates his dream car, reinvents himself, and
even commands their dog to use the commode like a person.

Yet, Bruce also causes havoc. Tired of having to answer the millions of
prayers he creates a computer program to deal with the prayers and decides to
give everyone what they want. Suddenly havoc and chaos break out across
Buffalo as millions win the lottery, riots break out, and chaos reigns. In one
dialogue between Bruce and God Bruce finally realizes that it is harder being
God than he realized. Being God is not as simple as it seems. God informs
Bruce that he cannot answer every prayer the way people want---God has to
discern and make decisions that are best for all. And, at least in the movie, God
is limited by free will and does not control everything and everyone.
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What do we learn from the story of Job? First it is appropriate and even
healthy to be angry at God at times. |t is appropriate to express our frustration
with God to God. The ancients did just that. Listen to some of the Psalms:

“Open your ears, God, to my prayers! Don’t pretend you don’t hear
me knocking.”

“God, you walked off and left us, kicked our defenses to bits and

stalked off angry. Come back, Oh please come back!’”

? Psalm 55, The Message



“God are you avoiding me? Where are you when | need you?’”
-4-

Furthermore we need to recognize that suffering and even injustice
is a part of the life we experience. Within Buddhist philosophy is the idea that
accepting suffering is the first principle of a life of spiritual centeredness and
discovering inner peace. Jesus said the same thing through his very example of
being a Guffering servantOand through many teachings on sacrifice and
suffering. The disciples of Jesus encountered suffering and injustice with the
result that most of them met an early death because of their faith. Being faithful
does not mean that we will not encounter suffering and injustice.

The Apostle Paul, who gave up everything to follow Jesus, wrote to the
Corinthian congregation the following:

“We’ve been surrounded and battered by troubles, but we’re not
demoralized; we’re not sure what to do, but we know that God knows what
to do; we’ve been spiritually terrorized, but God hasn’t left our side; we’ve
been thrown down, but we haven’t been broken.’®

Last century writers such as Kierkegaard and Bonhoeffer wrote that
suffering was a part of life. Learning to accept and endure times of suffering can
actually strengthen our faith, they write. In recent memory persons such as
Mother Teresa demonstrated that entering into the suffering of others and

sharing that suffering brings us closer to Christ.

* Psalm 60, The Message.
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This is why | am deeply bothered and concerned about the message that
some in the church are promoting today. The suggestion is made directly or
indirectly that the faithful person will know success and happiness not failure and
sadness. The suggestion is made that if one wants success or happiness in life
all they have to do is @lant a seedOof faith and God will be duty bound to give
that person what they desire and want.

This message has appeared before in other times. It is an interpretation
that relieves the successful of any responsibility to share the fruits of success for
they can believe that their success is a direct reward for faith. The blame and
responsibility for suffering is placed on those who suffer implying that they
brought it upon themselves by their sinful behavior.

Such a message may be appealing, even profitable, but it runs counter to
the message of scripture. Sometimes our suffering is a consequence of our
irresponsible behavior. Sometimes however we simply are in the wrong place at
the wrong time like the recent event of the slain Amish girls who were victims of
another® misdirected anger.’
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What do we learn from Job? We learn that hope and a sense of God®

purpose can empower us no matter what is happening outside us or within us.

7 On October 2, 2006 five young Amish girls were shot to death and five seriously wounded by gunman
Charles Carl Roberts IV who broke into the school, shot the girls and then killed himself. In the following
days many persons pondered this tragedy that occurred to innocent girls living within a faith community.
See: Washington Post, Raymond McCaffrey, Paul Duggan, and Debbi Wilgoren, October 3, 2006. On
October 11, 2006 Ruthanne Neely of Potomac wrote to the Washington Post, “Reading the October 8
Nation in Brief item “Many Amish Among Mourners in School Gunman’s Funeral,” about the burial of
Charles Carl Roberts IV in Georgetown, Pa it occurred to me that Americans could learn much from the
Amish. Understand and forgiveness of those who have done you harm would be a novel idea in America,
but it might go a long way toward addressing the problems the United States is having with the Muslim
world.”



In the story of Job what finally sustained and empowered Job was when
he discovered that God had not abandoned him---as he feared---but was with
him through all the pain and suffering. That was enough for Job. It has to be
enough for us.

Sometimes our hope is beyond the present into the future---perhaps even
after this life of ours. In the story of Moses, Moses and that generation struggled
in the wilderness after fleeing the slavery of Egypt. The struggle goes on for forty
years---an entire generation. Only two persons from that generation actually get
to enter the Promised Land. Moses is privileged to GeeCthe land from afar but
he would never taste of the fruits of his struggle. Yet, the people were faithful in
following God even though future generations would reap the benefits.

The Apostle Paul would write that hope is not something we see right now
but hope is always for something that we do not see---something in the future---
something that could be.

One of the shortcomings of many in this age is the unwillingness to
sacrifice and suffer in the present for people in the future. Instead there is a
demand for gratification in the moment or not too distant future and a reluctance
to make sacrifices that offer no immediate reward.

This is one of the factors in the current environmental crisis. Many
scientists tell us that if we make sacrifices today---even reduce our living
standard some (not radically) and make an investment in researching alternative
sources of energy---future generations may not have to live through a dismal

scenario of pollution, waste, and poverty. Such an investment might be



something that none of us now living will reap benefits from---it will be future
unborn persons who will benefit. Yet, there is reluctance on the part of many of
us to make a sacrifice---to suffer--- without any tangible reward in the future.

Yet, faith by its very nature is lived toward a future that might be but is not.
In spiritual formation the sacrifice and commitment we make today for the gospel
may not produce fruit until long after our time. We plant seeds----God gives the
growth. Our task is to be faithful.

That sense of mission and purpose---of being partners with God---can
give us hope in the midst of trying times. Again the Apostle Paul knew distress,
suffering and failure. Yet he writes,

“But there is far more to life for us. We’'re citizens of high heaven!
We’re waiting the arrival of the Savior, the Master, Jesus Christ, who will
transform our earthly bodies into glorious bodies like his own. He’ll make
us beautiful and whole with the same powerful skill by which he is putting
everything as it should be, under and around him.”®

A vision of what can be can motivate us to endure hardship knowing that
our sacrifice will benefit others seen and not yet born.
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What do we learn from Job. We learn that we are not alone. In the
Book of Job there is no answer to why we suffer only an affirmation that God is
with us always. When God finally appeared to Job it was not what God said that
comforted Job but that Job realized that God had been aware of his suffering.

Job® deepest fear was that God was not presentN that he and all of us are alone

¥ Philippians 3, The Message, p. 2141.



in a cold, unfriendly universe. When God spoke to Job he knew he was not
alone and that empowered him to get up and get back to living.

It is like when | was a child. | was afraid of the dark. | also knew that
when | cried out my father was never happy to be awakened at 2 a.m. in the
morning. One night, however, the fear was so great and in my imagination |
began to visualize that | was alone with the monsters in my room. | became
convinced that | had been transported to a place that looked like my room but
was somewhere else. | had a vivid imagination---still do at times. Finally | called
out and heard back the comforting words from my father, “If you don’t quiet
down and go back to sleep I will give you something to think about all night
long!!!” | was happy. | knew my parents were down the hall a cry away. | was
not alone.

At the end of the gospel of Matthew there are the following words, “God
authorized and commanded me to commission you; go out and train
everyone you meet, far and near, in this way of life, marking them by
baptism in the threefold name, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Then instruct
them in the practice of all | have commanded you. I'll be with you as you
do this, DAY AFTER DAY AFTER DAY, right up to the end of the age.”®

We know this as the Great Commission and it comes at the end of
Matthew® gospel. We also know that the people to whom Matthew wrote were
struggling because of their faith. Faith had not proven to be a formula for instant

success but had in fact become a vehicle of suffering. So Matthew concludes his

’ Matthew 28, The Message. pp..1806-1807.



gospel by reminding the community of believers of their calling---to @isciple
peopleGand of the reality that the spirit of Jesus is with them always.

So it is appropriate to be angry and disappointed with God. There are no
guarantees that a life of faith translate into an easy life. Rather in the difficult
times we need to remember our calling and remember that we are not alone in

this adventure of faithful living. Amen.



