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“Why Job?” 
 
Why Job? At first this seems like a question that we the readers bring and that 
we pose to the text. At first it seems like a simple, introductory question. Why 
Job? Why, we might wonder, why read this book? What happens in it, and why is 
this ancient text, written sometime between the 8th and the 4th centuries BC, of 
importance to us today?  Why read Job?  
 
As soon as we begin to read it, however, as with the selections we’ve heard from 
the first three chapters today, we come to see pretty quickly that the question we 
thought we were bringing to the text—Why Job?—is in fact the question that the 
story itself is eager to bring and to pose to us—Why Job? Why does this happen 
to him? These bad things, this capricious and heedless suffering, to this good 
person, this “blameless” and “upright” servant of God? Why does this happen to 
Job?  
 
When we begin at the beginning we hear:  
 
 “There was once a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job.”  
 
This is the type of opening line that reveals as much as it conceals. With it we 
both know Job, and we don’t know Job. What we don’t know are the specifics—
who, what, where, when. It seems Job lived somewhere in the Near East, and so 
he would likely not have been a part of the Jewish community, which marks his 
place and status in the Bible as a unique sort of outsider, a status which in a 
sense helps make Job perhaps the most universally accessible of all the stories 
in all the Bible, and the one that requires the least by way of prior biblical 
knowledge on our part in order to read and understand it.  
 
Although, with this beginning, there remains much that we don’t know, what we 
do know is that this sounds like the opening of a fairy-tale—like “once upon a 
time.” And so what we do know is the genre of this text. When we read Job what 
we’re reading is a type of legend or fable or a folk-tale, and so it’s decidedly more 
myth than history, and myth in the best sense, myth as an account of what never 
was, but what always is.  
 
Job’s story is the type that never was but always is because it’s the timeless 
story of what it’s like to be human. What it’s like to be born into a world that we 
didn’t bring into being; what it’s like to be “thrown” into it, to use a term existential 
philosophers use for the experience—and so what it’s like find ourselves 
latecomers to the scene in a sense, neither present at the beginning to know the 



initial cause, nor present at the end to know the final effect and outcome, but 
here we are, thrown somewhere in the middle, squarely within or under life’s 
question mark, and so living always “in between”—in between the beginning and 
the end, in between, like Job, blessing and curse, innocence and guilt, suffering 
and joy, in between appreciation for the gift of life and despair in the face of its 
ultimate inscrutability. 
 
Why Job? Because, well, as we try our best to navigate this very human “in 
between” we can, I think, use all the good guides that we can find, and Job has 
long been considered one of the very best. Although it’s fallen somewhat out of 
fashion today, one of the oldest Christian ways of reading Job has been to see in 
Job a prefiguring of Christ—to see both Job and Christ as ones who show us, 
most clearly and without distortion, how to live with steadfast integrity and 
faithfulness even amid life’s tumult and confusion, and even pain and death.  
 
And so over the next five weeks we’ll be tracing Job’s journey here in worship, 
but already in our first week we’ve heard much that we can ponder and learn 
from. 
 
Before we get to the part of the story written in what’s often acknowledged to be 
the best poetry in all the Bible—the part that begins when Job curses the day of 
his birth with a poem that reads as a hymn of de-creation, or as what’s been 
called “a counter-cosmic incantation,” whereby the Job poet deconstructs, almost 
step by step, the account of creation found in Genesis, stripping away the light 
from the stars, and calling, in that stunning image, for the eclipse of the “eyelids 
of the dawn”; before we get to the sophisticated theological arguments about 
suffering and justice between Job and the three friends; before we get to the 
famous interlude, the Hymn to Wisdom in Chapter 28; and before we get to the 
even more famous revelation of God from the Whirlwind in Chapter 38—first we 
have to reckon with the prose prologue which sets up the Job legend, but which 
also seems to be very different in style and in substance from the poetry 
sections, and a prologue which has been troubling to many readers over the 
years, especially troubling theologically as it presents God as making a strange 
sort of wager to test Job’s faith.  
 
It’s the type of God that we find in the prologue that the novelist Virginia Woolf 
had in mind when, in a letter to a friend, she wrote, “I read the book of Job last 
night. I don’t think God comes out of it well.” Or, as Carl Jung put it in his book on 
Job, it’s the type of God that’s presented in the prologue that suffers a moral 
defeat at the hands of Job, that, in the end, Job turns out to be a better person, 
morally speaking, than the God of the prologue. Or as G.K. Chesterton put it, the 
type of God that we find in the prologue is the type of God that would tempt even 
God to turn to atheism. 
 



Despite it’s troubling theology, the prologue nevertheless sets the stage for 
what’s to come, presenting us with a devastating account of almost every horrible 
thing that we can experience in this life, as loss upon loss, and suffering upon 
suffering is heaped upon Job—first he loses his land, his livestock, his family, 
and then his very health, as if his environment and everything that sustained him 
disintegrates and crumbles around him, until all that’s left is Job sitting on the ash 
heap, reaching for a shard of clay to scratch his itchy skin.  
 
And yet, even here at the end of the prologue, as Job sits on the ash heap and 
reaches for the shard of clay—although it’s an image of devastation, it’s also an 
image of Job beginning to find a way to respond to the meaninglessness of 
suffering—he’s beginning to pick up the pieces, as it were, finding at least a 
fragment of comfort in the sheer creatureliness of being, taking up the piece of 
clay as a relief to his physical pain, but also perhaps as a sort of spiritual relief, 
as a reminder of the fact of mortality—that we are but earth and to earth we shall 
return—and so a reminder that everything in life is fleeting and brief and that 
though we might find it at times to be difficult beyond words, it is also, in the end, 
precious beyond words, indeed, infinitely, and inestimably so.  
 
It’s in the spirit of appreciating the preciousness of life that’s beyond words that 
we the readers, together with the three friends, join up with Job as he sits on the 
ash heap—joining him, as the friends teach us through their beautiful gestures of 
mourning, with the goal being simply to sit and to linger with Job in silence for 
awhile, suggesting that there’s this immense gift that we can give to one another, 
this gift simply of our attentive presence.  
 
And so there’s seven days of silence before Job eventually speaks, and when he 
does, the words, forged within the furnace of that seven-day silence, come out 
sharp and hot. “After great pain,” as Emily Dickinson put it, “a formal feeling 
comes.” 
 
Job’s formal feeling and the one that he’ll give voice to over the next chapters is 
the feeling of lament, and so I want to end today considering the theological 
importance of lament, considering even the idea of the good news of lament, or 
the positive role that lament can play in the life of faith.  
 
When it comes down to it, the responses to life, in the end, really aren’t that 
many, and the two most basic responses that we find throughout Scripture are 
praise and lament. Lament as our protest against life’s inscrutability. Praise as 
our appreciation for the entire package of this great gift, its inscrutability and all. 
 
In the Biblical understanding, praise and lament are like two sides of the same 
coin, and so in the Psalms, for example, a Psalm which begins in lament will 
often end in praise, as with the Psalm that Jesus quotes from, which begins, “my 



God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” but which ends “all the earth shall 
bow down before the Creator…and all posterity shall praise God’s name.”  
 
In the end, there’s no denying it or sugarcoating it. Lament, like the book of Job 
more generally, can be strong medicine. But I will say this about lament—like 
praise, lament can be one of our best avenues to God, because, as one 
theologian puts it, “in both praise and lament we cling to God, even when we 
don’t understand God,” and so lament, as with praise, is a way of acknowledging 
how our lives, and how life itself, is always inextricably bound up with the life of 
the Creator.  
 
And depending on how and where life finds us, lament can sometimes be our 
most honest, hopeful, and faithful response to life, as it is today for Job, our 
teacher here for the next five weeks, and our intrepid guide to exploring this often 
neglected but deeply human territory and path of lament as a way to God. 
//Amen// 


