Job 38: 1-7; 34-41

38 Then the Lord spoke to Job out of the storm. He said:
2 “Who is this that obscures my plans
    with words without knowledge?
3 Brace yourself like a man;
    I will question you,
    and you shall answer me.
4 “Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?
    Tell me, if you understand.
5 Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know!
    Who stretched a measuring line across it?
6 On what were its footings set,
    or who laid its cornerstone—
7 while the morning stars sang together
    and all the angels shouted for joy?
34 “Can you raise your voice to the clouds
    and cover yourself with a flood of water?
35 Do you send the lightning bolts on their way?
    Do they report to you, ‘Here we are’?
36 Who gives the ibis wisdom
    or gives the rooster understanding? 
37 Who has the wisdom to count the clouds?
    Who can tip over the water jars of the heavens
38 when the dust becomes hard
    and the clods of earth stick together?
39 “Do you hunt the prey for the lioness
    and satisfy the hunger of the lions
40 when they crouch in their dens
    or lie in wait in a thicket?
41 Who provides food for the raven
    when its young cry out to God
    and wander about for lack of food?
Mark 10:35-45

35 Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him. “Teacher,” they said, “we want you to do for us whatever we ask.”
36 “What do you want me to do for you?” he asked.
37 They replied, “Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory.”
38 “You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said. “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?”
39 “We can,” they answered. 

Jesus said to them, “You will drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with, 40 but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared.”
41 When the ten heard about this, they became indignant with James and John. 42 Jesus called them together and said, “You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. 43 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 44 and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer.
“It’s a good thing to have all the props pulled out from under us occasionally. It gives us some sense of what is rock under our feet, and what is sand.”  Madeleine L’Engle 

I’m not sure that Job would agree with L’Engle, who is a favorite author of mine I quote from time to time.  In the thick of life’s greatest difficulties or sorrows, I don’t know if any of us would say, “ah, this is the moment I’ve been waiting for, to test my faith or to know what always remains, rocklike.”  Still, there is no doubt that in this gift of life there will be times that try our patience, our fortitude, our joy, our hope, and our faith.  Reading the whole of the book of Job can be helpful, but also can suggest ideas that are very difficult to acknowledge if we read it as coming straight from the mind and heart of God to the hand of a human scribe.  
I think we may agree that halfway through a long-distance car ride probably isn’t the optimal time to consider a checkup.  Likewise, waiting until one has palpitations or, as was true for my brother a couple of weeks ago, until one has pain in the chest and shortness of breath to wonder if one’s diet is a healthy one.  I would add that waiting until life presents its inevitable challenges of existential kinds to examine what one believes is ultimate may not be the most helpful moment.  For this reason, I learned to read scripture in new ways not when I was in seminary, but when I taught 9th-grade English that included a unit on the Bible as literature.  Given that the class was comprised of students from multiple faith traditions and also from no faith background at all, the questions posed of the Bible as text were fascinating, were revealing, and were challenging to me as a person who had read fairly uncritically for most of my quarter century at the time.  I could watch the Christian students’ faces at this Episcopal school to see mirrored some of my own discomfort, even as I introduced our study in dispassionate terms.  It is one thing to tell someone that a foundational conception of sacred words had to be temporarily tabled; it is another thing to see them wrestle with the same ideas that have troubled me.

Arranged into sections called Myth, Legend, History, and Poetry, my colleague O.B. Davis’ Introduction to Biblical Literature was excellent as just that.  Paired with memories of Greek, Roman and other myths, we looked at the way that human beings have always sought to understand what is beyond our historical memory.  That helps some of us make sense of incongruities in different passages of Genesis or what feel like unequal treatments of gendered persons.  Other elements of scripture were more jarring, and the Book of Job was one of these for just about the entire class, because of the first chapter.  This morning’s scripture lesson comes from the 38th chapter, long after Job has had to deal with his friends’ criticisms, the torment and loss of his family and livelihood, and the partial wracking of his understanding of God’s loving care.  The baffled and critical tone of my students’ questions are still in my ears as they read the chapter that describes a conversation between Satan and God in which Satan essentially bets God that he can turn Job against him, and God gives permission to that testing.  Wow.  How does this figure with a loving God?
What I have come to understand about scripture—and I know that we all land in different places in our views—is that humanity has always wondered why bad things happen to us.  We have always wanted to understand all that occurs and to make sense of it somehow when circumstances are sad, or angering, or bewildering.  We tend to question less existentially those things that make us smile, or laugh, or feel safe.  Our scripture asks some of those same questions, and the persons who wrote it share answers that are often as human as the questions, while trying very hard to offer a context in which God is central as creator, sustainer and, finally, redeemer.  Bad things will happen to us.  We will become ill, we will suffer accidents; we will age and become infirm, and we will die.  There is nothing in our human history that has prevented these things from happening to our bodies.
And then there are our souls.  We know that our most singularly defining traits are not contained in our skin and bones.  Our connections, our thoughts, feelings, our spirits are our essential selves.  And so, even with our questions and our struggles, as people of faith we look to God, who created all that is, to provide our ultimate safety and comfort.  It is not to protect us from bodily harm, but to soothe us with the knowledge of something deeper that is eternal.  

Job knows this, which is why he struggles.  And God understands, but the tone of God’s voice, if you will, in the passage we read this morning is a bit fed-up.  You do not have all the answers, says God, but I have had them since the beginning and if your faith can grow, you may rest in knowing that eventually there will be a most ultimate redemption.  Waiting for what is ultimate is not our strong suit, though.  We want not only gratification immediately; we want comfort immediately.  We want security immediately.  We want peace.

Jesus recognizes this in his disciples, as well, in the passage we read in Mark today.  We’ve heard this discussion only recently in another chapter, and maybe this time we can hear God’s familiar, patient tone of voice, but frustrated with the children’s persistent lack of understanding: “38 “You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said. “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?” or earlier, “Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?” We want so badly to know everything with certainty, so that we may stop worrying; so that we may believe that everything will be alright.  And it will, in the end.  God really does have everything in control, though this doesn’t mean that our bodies will remain intact forever in some kind of well-oiled, mechanical imperviousness.  What we are promised, though, is the redemption of everything in God’s time.  Living in faith means living with the understanding that while we cannot control everything nor create in our lifetimes the balms and prophylactics that will help us feel secure, God can—eventually, eternally.  God, who made us and all of creation loves us, even becoming one of us who struggled with the full range of human anguish.  And then God’s promises became greater still.  We have been given a glimpse of resurrection, a glimpse of redemption that is eternal.  Jesus’ disciples had hit rock bottom as their teacher, their friend and Lord was killed, and then God showed them a glimpse of God’s power.  Jesus walked among them, teaching them further and reminding them and us that he has gone before us to prepare a place for us.  
When we wonder if this could possible be true, God reminds us that there is so much that God has already done that is beyond our human reckoning.  We cannot even conceive of such a powerful creative force, and we cannot conceive of such powerful redemption.  But this doesn’t mean that it isn’t true or that we cannot trust it.  We have glimpses of it in the forgiveness we offer friends—and strangers.  We have glimpses of it when our hearts are full of love that makes itself known in the joy of newness and possibility and in the sadness that comes with endings and with loss.  The depth and breadth of love and life wait around the corner in fulness with God in a time we don’t yet see, but we have glimpsed it and we tell the story, as we have read it as well.  Amen.
