Suffering when God is silent 
(All Saints Anglican Church, Clayton, 18 October 2009) 
Reading:  Job 38
Two weeks ago I was having my haircut which tends to occur more frequently as it thins out and I becomes greyer. My hairdresser and I have known each other for approximately 8-9 years as she attended my former church. Her son also attended primary school with my son and throughout the time I have known her, she has continued to be a professing Christian with great spiritual vitality and a love for God. Her name is Judy. So on this particular morning, I asked Judy as she snipped away at my hair, had she heard much about the book of Job. I was interested in doing a bit of market research as a minister to gauge how often the average Christian would read the book of Job. She stopped snipping, looked at me in the mirror and said: I don’t just know about Job, I’ve lived the book.’ “I’ve lived the book”.
Let me explain some more about Judy’s background. Shortly after she became a Christian, her then husband didn’t like the change which had occurred in her. He didn’t like the new Judy who loved God and who liked going to church so they separated and divorced leaving her to raise her son then aged about 3 yrs old. Shortly after this Judy developed a serious stomach disease which was eventually diagnosed as ulcerative colitis.  (It is similar to Crohn’s disease and is sometimes called Inflammatory Bowel Disease.)  After several years of suffering from internal bleeding, she went to a different specialist who saw her on Christmas Eve and announced to her that on the day after Boxing Day, he would operate on her and remove the large intestine. On 27 December 2005 she went in and had her large intestine removed and for the next year or two, she was forced to use a colostomy bag. Throughout this period of her life she had been praying that she would be healed, but in becoming a Christian she had lost her marriage, her financial security and now her health. She was so sick that she couldn’t work for about 9 months and had to live on sickness benefits. When I saw her during this period,  she had dropped dramatically in weight and there were concerns that she wouldn’t make it. Judy was literally, living out the same story which Job had experienced, the loss of wealth, security, status and even health. 
The book of Job seeks to answer, to some extent, the question of why do people suffer. It goes further however, by asking the question why do the righteous in particular suffer in this life?  Job was a righteous and a rich man but he had lost everything. The only thing not taken from Job was his wife. I often wonder why God didn’t allow Satan to take Job’s wife first because just when he had lost everything, she turned to her husband and said: ‘Why don’t you just curse God and die?’ (2:10) Who needs a wife in a time of suffering like this? Perhaps the greatest testing thrown at Job was by his wife.
Throughout Job’s suffering God is silent. But that didn’t stop his well intentioned friends from offering advice. The first advice they gave was to suggest that he wasn’t really righteous to begin with. A common belief in Job’s day was that if you were righteous, you would have God’s blessing. Signs of this blessing would be that you would have a Ford Territory, your kids teeth would be straight, they would not go off the rails and your wife would look like Elle MacPherson.  It is a persistent belief though that continues to be taught even in some churches today. To Job’s comforters it was obvious that Job only appeared to be righteous or else why was he suffering? His comforters could not consider any other possibility (ch 20; 25). 

Another piece of advice they offered was that it was time for Job to confess his sin which he had committed at some point in the past (11:14; ch 22; defense by Job: ch 31). For this reason he was suffering. Perhaps, they said, Job was concealing his sin and he had to be open about it before he would be rehabilitated. The belief that personal sin had led to suffering was one which was operating when Jesus was healing people as well. One day as Jesus was walking along he came across a young man who was blind from birth. The disciples of Jesus asked him: “Who sinned: this man or his parents that he was born blind?” (John 9:1-34). Even the disciples of Jesus held this common mistake that sin causes disease. Jesus replied: “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.” (Jn 9:3) Jesus does not attribute the man’s blindness to sin, or offer a definitive answer on the causes of disease or sickness, but rather, shifts the focus to how God can now use this situation for his glory (revelation) and purpose. Suffering is not automatically caused by sin or unconfessed sin. Job suffers because God has allowed Satan in this particular case, to test Job. 
Job even at the very end, after everything is restored to him, Job is vindicated, but he never learns why he has suffered. We are privy to the background story of the bargain between God and Satan, but Job is not. God has remained silent while he suffered  and remains silent about the reasons for his suffering. But when God eventually speaks (ch 38-40), it is to challenge Job’s understanding and to show him that he knows nothing.  What sort of God is this? He is a God who is far more complex than the simple answers often given to why we suffer (ch 12). He is mysterious in his dealings with us (19:1-24; ch 23-24). As Job’s story highlights that sometimes, we may be left in the hard place, wondering why, why is God silent? Why have I been abandoned. But the God who answers Job out of the whirlwind is also the One who has revealed in the suffering and death of his Son, that it can have a deeper, unfathomable purpose, where transformation occurs. Job and Jesus live in paradox and tension suggesting that perhaps the question we ask is not why we suffer or even where is God, but how can this now be used for God’s purpose to transform me and to help deepen my understanding of God’s unfathomable ways; that God is mystery.
Many Christians who like a tidy faith, a faith comprised of clear cut and dried teaching and beliefs about God, will not find Job a comforting book.  God’s response to Job confronts us with the fact that God is often unable and uncompliant in fitting into our box of how he should interact with out lives.  The book of Job highlights that God acts in mysterous ways at times and trite, superficial answers will not deal with the complex issue of why we suffer. 

Too often Christians take the short cut in their desire to solve the problem of suffering by attributing suffering to the work of Satan. (The example of the pact between Satan and God in Job 1-2 is the precedent.) In doing this they avoid facing their own responses to suffering, which is often and quite naturally anger and occasionally, having to come to the point of acknowledging that they don’t know why they are suffering if they belong to God. On  many occasions I have share with people the philosophical and theological reasons for why we suffer, but without much success because it still doesn’t solve anything for them. They are still remain in a place of suffering and their questions remain. Often the reasons why people suffer deal only with the issue on an intellectual level (the mind), while what they require is a response that recognises their emotional response (the heart), and deals with that. 

Unlike Job, we have an advantage which he didn’t have. We have the New Testament and the other books of the Old Testament which give a sense that God’s revelation is progressively unfolding through  time and the events in the history of the Bible. God’s revelation is progressive: what is revealed earlier in the Bible is brought to completion by the events and teaching later on. Today we live on the other side of the resurrection of Jesus, whereas Job lived well before the life and death of Jesus. The resurrection of Jesus points toward the transformation of this world and says that suffering may not be part of God’s original or desired purpose but it can be used to bring transformation and the fulfillment of his purposes. 

The Bible does not offer an exhaustive revelation by God that will completely answer every question we may have, including why we suffer. It does however, provide a sufficient revelation that will allow us to be saved and to establish all the major principles we need to live by. Where it is silent on a particular matter (because it cannot deal with every day to day detail of our lives in this modern world), we are enabled to use our mind under the guidance of the Holy Spirit to establish what might be God’s view or position on a particular matter. 

I would like to suggest that the question is not why the righteous suffer, but how can our suffering become an occasion for God to use it for our transformation and eventual glorification. The ‘all things’ which Paul speaks about in Rom 8:28-30 includes suffering and it can be used by God for our good if we allow our hearts to move into a place where it can be accepted. 
In the experience of suffering we are given the opportunity to move from asking ‘why’ or ‘why me?’ to asking the question: ‘how can this be used by God to shape my character and used by God to make me the person he wants me to be? It is not that we look for a simple answer to the purpose of suffering, - there may be no purpose for our suffering at all (Job 13:15); and nothing may change the situation we find ourselves in, but we learn to allow God to use it in our life for his purpose in transforming us with a change in our heart. 
God has asked Job questions to which he has no answer (ch 38).  I would like to suggest that the questions posed by God to Job are ones which will silence the modern generation who are quick and over confident to offer theological solutions to issues they may know little about – and in doing so, sound just like Job’s comforters. They are questions which need to be put to a new generation who access their information from the web and confuse opinion with fact; popular sentiment about Christianity, both negative and good, with truth. God’s questions to Job suggest that a certain agnosticism can be helpful and healthy as it prevents us from believing that we know ever thing about God

In the end, the question is not why humanity suffers, or even why the righteous suffer, but how can our suffering become an occasion for God to use it for our transformation and eventual glorification.  The ‘all things’ can be used by God for our good if we allow our hearts to move into a place where it can be accepted. (Rom 8:28-30). Suffering may throw up questions, but the question put to Job is, what do you know? It was nothing.
I would like to finish with the well known story of Nelson Mandela, the first black president of Sth Africa. We forget that Mandela spent 27 yrs in jail, (of which 18 yrs were spent on Robben Island, looking back to the mainland of Sth Africa). Yet in was in his suffering that transformation occurred. He had learned to ask himself the question, ‘how can this incarceration be used to transform me so that I don’t become like my captors?’ It is our response to suffering more than trying to find a definite answer, that becomes the start of moving on from asking, ‘why me’, to how can this period or event in my life become a means that God uses to transform me into the person he wants me to be.
