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Restoration

Scholars don’t know whether the epilogue to the book of Job was original to the
text, whether it pre-existed the text, or whether it was a later addition. All we
know is that this is the ending that we find in the Bible, and so it deserves our
attention, even if we end up questioning it more than accepting it. On first reading
this week, I found myself siding with those who think that the book of Job really
ends before the epilogue, and that these last verses take away something from
the power of the book.
At first there can even seem to be something unsettling happening here,
something like a “sleight of hand” type feel, as if the author of this text is trying to
pull something over the reader. The bulk of the story up until this point has been
quite a daring and compelling critique of the orthodox theological idea of
retributive justice—the idea that God blesses the good and curses the wicked.
And then here at the end, God seems to do just that as God rewards Job for
remaining pious, for speaking the truth about God, unlike the friends whom God
curses and claims spoke falsely about God.
In addition to this pretty major theological difficulty, even some of the details of
the restoration can be disturbing. Sure Job gets a new family, but what about his
first family? Surely, we all know, children aren’t so easily replaced. Are we
supposed to believe this simple swap counts as a happy ending?
On second glance though, the more time that we spend with this epilogue, I think
there are some interesting if brief details given here to suggest that this isn’t a
completely unsatisfying ending, and that it’s not a simple return or reversion to
the theologically thin world of the prologue. By the end, certain things have
changed. Job has changed. The friends have changed. We the readers have
changed. After plunging into the thicket of life’s most confounding questions, with
Job we’ve come out on the other side, and the epilogue bears witness to the
reality of this transformation.
The first sign of the transformation involves Job and his three friends (strangely,
Elihu isn’t mentioned). After the traumatic failure of friendship experienced earlier
in the dialogues, it seems particularly fitting and touching that Job’s friendships
are the first part of his life that are restored to him, and that they are restored to
him through prayer. Job prays for his friends, and so through praying for others
begins to be restored himself. The restoration of friendship here sets in motion a

series of restorations, each one making a significant step towards rebuilding
Job’s life, complete with his family, ten children, just like before.
Except it’s not quite like before. In the prologue we find a classic patriarchal
worldview, and Job’s sons are granted the starring role. It’s the sons who host all
the feasts, including the last party at the eldest brother’s house. It’s on account of
these dinner parties that we first meet Job as a man of an almost overbearing,
over-scrupulous, “holier-than-thou” type piety—each morning, for example, he
would rise early and offer a pre-emptive sacrifice for his children, just in case they
had sinned during the night.
In the epilogue, however, in a striking twist, Job’s daughters are granted the
starring role. Unlike the sons who remain anonymous, the daughters are given
quite lovely names—their names translate as Dove, Cinnamon, and Darkeyes or
Eyeshadow. And they’re given something else—a full share of the inheritance (an
almost unheard of practice in Job’s world). We hear also about how Job’s
daughters are described as the most beautiful in all the land. And so here at the
end we have this unexpected and interesting shift away from the overly pious,
male-dominating, control-oriented worldview and towards one in which there is
now room for beauty, delight, pleasure, grace.
In his illustrations of the book of Job, the English poet and painter William Blake
offers an insightful look into the shift between the world of the prologue and the
world of the epilogue. In the first watercolor of the series, the prologue scene of
“Job and His Family,” there’s a staid, even stuffy feeling, as Job the patriarch sits
with an open book on his lap, his family surrounding him with heads bowed and
hands folded in prayer. Unused instruments hang in the branches of the giant
oak behind them, and as the sun sets on this sleepy world, even the sheep are
starting to drowse.

William Blake, “Job and His Family”

In the last watercolor of the series, “Job and His Family Restored to Prosperity,”
Blake depicts a similar scene yet with a mood that has significantly brightened.
Each family member is now shown standing on equal footing as each assumes a
dynamic, contrapposto, almost dance-like pose. Each has also grabbed and
started playing an instrument. It’s a scene of great celebration, praise, and joy,
and as the sun rises even the sheep are starting to wake up and greet the new
day.

William Blake, “Job and His Family Restored to Prosperity”

In the end, by the time we leave Job, we find him being restored to life through
the very process of learning to live again. The great questions that Job asks in
this book remain with us today. As Job might say, a world in which there is this
much suffering and injustice deserves at least a question mark. But from Job in
the epilogue we see that to learn to live again after great loss is to learn to live
with the questions. We see that it’s to learn to love even what can’t be controlled.
We see that it’s to make room for beauty, delight, pleasure, grace, praise, joy.
We see that it’s to lean into the mystery of life, trusting that though there’s
despair there’s also hope, and there’s always the possibility to live again, to love
again, to trust again, to risk again, and even to be restored. May it be so.

