Trinity 18  10am  Job and the absence of God

Last Sunday I talked about the remarkable story of Job, which is currently featuring in our Old Testament readings at the moment. I want to carry on  further this morning, because his is such a powerful and challenging tale, and there are some parts of it I didn't have time to explore last week. Just to recap on the basics of the story in case you weren't here, Job is very righteous man, whom God afflicts with a terrible series of sufferings to prove to a sceptical devil that Job would never lose faith or curse God. Job indeed doesn't do either thing, but nor does he agree with his so called 'friends' who suggest that he must have done something  to deserve the awful fate that has befallen him. 'No', says Job, 'my sufferings are undeserved, God is doing this to me for his own reasons', and we know that Job is totally correct in thinking that. In such a way the book of Job explores themes of evil and innocence and suffering, and raises
many questions that have challenged people of faith throughout the ages.  But as I said last week, the story gives us no straightforward answers, and its end leaves us perhaps even more thoughtful than we were when we started reading it. No easy optimism or cheap grace here. But some things do become clearer as the story draws to a close. Firstly God reminds Job (and indeed us) that we can't in fact expect to understand everything because we are creatures and not God. We have ultimately to be humble in the face of life's mysteries, and to trust God: ["'Where were you when I laid the earth 's foundations? Tell me, if you know and understand. Who fixed its dimensions? Surely you know!" God's asks somewhat ironically.] And this is where I got to at the end of last week's sermon. The other main point that the story makes before it finishes is that despite Job's feelings of isolation and abandonment by
God, and his sheer loneliness, God does ultimately come to him, and the tale ends with Job being restored to his former prosperity (in fact his wealth is even greater.) At the bleakest moments Job looks for God but cannot see him, and we heard his lament in the passage read here this morning: 'If I go forward he is not there; or backward, I cannot perceive him, on the left he hides.' But when God is ready he does come, and Job discovers he is not in fact alone, he has not been deserted. God is faithful to him.  And it's this experience of separation from God, or our perception of God being absent from us, that I want to explore for the remainder of this sermon now.  We don't in fact have a Psalm at this service, but if we did the one that is set for today is Psalm 22, which is a lament all about God's seeming absence and the suffering that that can bring us. It includes the line "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?  Why art though so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning?" - words that you might know were on the
lips of the dying Christ on the cross. The psalm also includes these words, "O my God, I cry by day, but thou dost not answer..." I can imagine they are words that at one time or another we have all wanted to cry out.


It seems to me that one of the important things about the Book of Job, and indeed Psalm 22, is that they give us permission to make this response to God – this response of, bewilderment, and anger even.  To do so, they tell us, is not bad faith.  It is not that we should know better, and have faith strong enough to maintain an unswerving optimism however our feelings might be.  No one had faith stronger than Job but he felt these things. To God we are free to express our negative experiences - possibly to even question whether he is there, or anywhere, at all.  Such expressions belong within the totality of our response of faith to him, just as do the experiences of joy, and the urge to worship him.  Indeed perhaps there is a certain encouragement for us to be gained from the knowledge that our feelings of pain towards God are shared with others, even within the Bible, and aren't exclusive to us.

For the Psalmist in Psalm 22 the immediate cause of the desolation is, like it is for Job in part, a terrible illness that holds no hope of a cure: "I am poured out like water', he laments 'and all my bones are out of joint; my heart is like wax, it is melted within my breast; my strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue cleaves to my jaws...".  God cannot be found in what is happening to him.  We might relate to that ourselves.  Physical suffering-maybe
even more-so that of someone we love and are powerless to help-can place a great strain on faith.  But more often than not, (in my experience as I encounter in myself and in others), it is an interior emptiness that leads to the desolation: the feeling of the breakdown of order; the absence of any guiding lights in the darkness; the unavailability of any straightforward religious experience that we can hold on to. 

In moments like this one very understandable pressure is the pressure to want to give up on God completely: to say  'It is all untrue and always has been.  There is no God. The misunderstanding has now been uncovered.'   And of course some have taken this path. If Job had taken this path could we really, honestly, have blamed him? But he didn't, and many others haven't done so either, because perhaps like Job they realised that in truth they couldn't, and they have committed themselves to remaining within the circle of faith, and to waiting.

How do we hang in there, like Job, and cope with this waiting for God to reveal himself? Well, I know this is a very hard matter, and in a way this is where the story of Job doesn't really give us answers, or at least reasoned answers. It just presents a state of affairs - Job just manages to keep going, perhaps driven by his anger at God, and the implicit love of God that that anger also speaks of. Possibly in seeing this, and the eventual outcome of his story, we may
derive some encouragement for ourselves. Another way that some thoughtful Christians say they have maintained a hope in the waiting and have travelled through the darkness, is to see its origin-and its purpose-as somehow in God himself.  T.S. Eliot wrote "Let the darkness come upon you, which shall be the darkness of God."  The idea is that in the experience of his absence God actually comes to us in the questions we are forced to ask. He invites us to
consider deeply what it really is we are after in relation to him: do we want feelings of security and peace, mystical experiences, inner serenity or do we want God?  If we really want God, then we must be prepared to give up everything else that we cling to.  We have to let go, and wait. This is hard though-isn't it?-and I think not all would agree with this perspective.

The reassurance in the waiting, the clue that the experience of the darkness is ultimately an experience of God, however elusive, is suggested by the Book of Job, but it is another set of writings, that we call the Gospels, that the fullest reassurance and hope for us as Christians lies, because Jesus both talks about it and knows it himself.   There is the constant theme throughout his teaching about losing one's life in order to find, about taking up the cross, about being baptised with his baptism.  The call to be a disciple is a call to leave behind the securities and the things we use for comfort.  And as we know, the one man who had known full intimacy with our Father in heaven, and had participated in God's own life, dies the senseless and unjustifiable death of a criminal, God seemingly nowhere to be seen.  "Why hast thou forsaken me?" Jesus cries, using those words from Psalm 22. 

But the answer comes, as we also know, because Jesus having given himself over to hell, is three days later raised to a life that would last for ever.  The scars were there, but they were no imperfections.  They were reminders of his faithfulness throughout his experience of abandonment.

The trust that we have through the faith is that this experience of resurrection is one that God holds out to us too.  The Dark Night is not an ending for us, but it is a stage on the way to this future, a stage visited by Christ before.  In another Psalm, Ps 139, the Psalmist describes the experience of finding God beyond it thus: "With thee the darkness is no darkness, the night is as clear as the day....Such knowledge is too wonderful and excellent for me." (Ps139.12)

