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SUFFERING AND COPING STRATEGIES
IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

First, | want to express my thanks for inviting me to contribute to this
symposium. | regard it as a great honor to be here representing Fuller Seminary.

Our lives confront us with a variety of situations. Ecclesiastes chapter 3
sums up a number of opposite situations in terms of the different kinds of
response we need to deal with them properly, such as: “There is a time to mourn
and a time to dance.” The Old Testament contains such a variety of life
situations in its pages. The great value of the book of Psalms is that it reflects
them in contexts of praise, prayer, and meditation. In the study of the Psalms,
our understanding of them took a giant step forward when it was realized the
Psalms presuppose three different situations in the natural and spiritual lives of
believers. In some Psalms life is pretty good. This is the season of orientation,
when we are in sync with our circumstances. Then there is the season of
disorientation, when trouble comes crashing in and we cannot cope. Hopefully,
after prayer, there is recovery from crisis, and now we are in the season of
reorientation, back where we were before, but having learned from our time of
crisis and gotten a new appreciation of life and also new gratitude to God. In the
Psalms God is involved in each of these seasons. He is there helping when
things are going right, in a positive sense by blessing and in a negative sense by
keeping trouble away—Dblessing and keeping, in accord with the priestly prayer
for orientation in Num. 6:24-26— and in this season the psalmists are full of
praise. When life takes a wrong turning, they pray for a different kind of help
and ask him to rescue them and bring them through. When life returns to an
even keel, they bring to him their earnest thanks and they renew their
commitment of trust and devotion. So in the Psalms we find hymns of praise
and psalms of assurance that are both right for the season of orientation. We
also find psalms that are prayers of lament. These prayers belong to the season
of disorientation. Lastly, there are songs of thanksgiving, with specific praise
for what the psalmist realizes God has just done in his life, now that the season
of reorientation has come. Notice that both the praise and assurance psalms and
the thanksgiving songs have to do with the life of orientation because they both
reflect it at their particular moments, whether original or renewed. But notice
too that both the lament prayers and the thanksgiving songs are concerned with
disorientation, the laments while in the throes of disorientation and the
thanksgivings looking back at it. Together these disorientation-related psalms
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make up half of the whole book—evidently life was very often hard for OT
believers. The Christian Church—in the West at least— tends to ignore the
unhappy psalms and concentrate on the happy psalms, with their praise for
blessings and with their excited thanksgiving that we either confuse with the
praise of orientation or else apply to conversion.

There is a different theology to match the seasons. Orientation psalms
praise God for his goodness and blessing. Disorientation and reorientation
psalms value his saving help, in anticipation in the prayer laments and in
retrospect in the thanksgivings. Conceptions of God change remarkably,
because each season aligns with different expectations for God.

There is one psalm where all three seasons are mentioned in successive
verses, in Ps. 30, from v. 6 onwards. The psalmist looks back wistfully to the
once-enjoyed season of orientation: “As for me, I said in my prosperity, ‘I shall
never be moved.’ By your favor, O Lorb, you had established me as a strong
mountain.” He thought life would always be like that; he supposed he would
always be able to cope, with God’s continual support. He was wrong. Trouble
invaded his life, and God stood by and let it happen, failing to intervene on the
psalmist’s side; and so then he prayed for God’s saving help in a lament: “You
hid your face; I was dismayed,” he says. “To you, O Lorp, I cried.” Eventually
things changed for the better, and the psalmist credited it to God’s intervention
on his behalf: “You have turned my mourning into dancing; you have taken off
my sackcloth and clothed me with joy.” Psalm 30 is a song of thanksgiving and
celebrates the season of renewed orientation, but it also looks back not only to
the season of disorientation but to the preceding season of orientation.

When we read God’s Word for ourselves, we need to know what season it
envisions and we will get the most out of it when it matches the season we
ourselves are in. And when we minister to others, we need to empathize with
their own seasons of life, and then we will be able to bring them the right
message from Scripture.

In my talk today, | want to investigate the season of disorientation and to
lay before you Scriptures that will help us in our quest. Once more we begin
with the Psalms. It is important that we discuss the different ways in which the
Psalms understand suffering and respond to suffering, and this means
concentrating on the prayers of lament, of which there are sixty-five, and also
on the songs of thanksgiving, of which there are ten. They all talk about
existential crisis that has occurred— in the case of individuals, sickness or
extreme opposition from other members of the community or, in the case of the
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community, about national attack and destruction. How is this suffering
explained?

First, in most of the lament prayers God is not said to be directly involved
In the crisis. Each psalm urges God to get involved in a positive way by
providing rescue, but he is appealed to as an independent third party, separate
from the crisis and from those who are suffering from it. The crisis has
happened and the need is for God to get involved for the first time, by helping
those who use these particular psalms. As part of this group, there are psalms of
innocence, such as Pss. 7, 17 and 26, that claim the psalmist was not personally
responsible for the suffering and give that as a reason for God to intervene and
stop it.

Secondly, a significant minority of the lament prayers takes a different
line. They bring in a new factor, namely human sinning, and explain the crisis
as something they actually deserved, as in fact the outworking of God’s moral
providence. Psalm 51 is an obvious example. The plea in v. 8, “Let the bones
that you have crushed rejoice, " is part of its prayer for God to forgive confessed
sin and grant a new lease on life. The sufferer is responsible for the crisis
because of the sinning that is the rationale for it, while God is also responsible
for the crisis in terms of his negative intervention that has brought about the
crisis. The sufferer confesses so as to assure God of a change of heart, and he
hopes for a change of attitude on God’s part. There are other examples in the
Psalms, such as Pss. 38 and 69. Psalm 79 is an intermediate psalm that
confesses sinning in vv. 8-9 and so regards the crisis as something deserved, but
claims that the actual crisis was out of proportion and excessive, and so the
psalm brings a complaint against God.

So, thirdly, there are complaining psalms that deny that sinning can be a
justifiable reason for the crisis, which nevertheless God has wrongly brought
about or permitted to happen or failed to stop. Psalm 44 is an example. These
psalms are the place where grief can be expressed in the form of frustrated
anger that is turned against God. It is regarded as acceptable to speak one’s own
mind in prayer. They also use complaint as a means of persuasion. In the OT
prayer is often persuasion, persuading God to live up to expectations that he
himself had established in the covenant relationship, which was like a signed
contract between God and Israel. This opens the door to complaint as an
extreme form of persuasion. Complaint can be intended either to persuade God
to reestablish retrievable expectations or to protest an irretrievable deviation
from expectations. In fact, there are twenty-one psalms of complaint against
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God, out of a total of sixty-five psalms of lament, virtually a third. They very
often feature two questions, asking “Why?” in bewilderment and also asking
“How long?” an intolerable situation is to last, as in Ps. 74:1, 10. Yet essentially
they stay inside the bounds of faith in God. Judaism has maintained this
tradition. The play and movie Fiddler on the Roof, set in a context of Russian
antisemitism, is a good illustration. The concentration camp survivor Elie
Wiesel urged his fellow Jews to complain as believers—in line with the biblical,
traditional model—instead of giving up their faith in reaction to the Holocaust,
as so many did.

Complaint is not a tradition of prayer the Christian Church has taken
over. Yet there are some examples in the New Testament, such as the disciples’
cry to Jesus in Mark 4:38, which we can translate: “Don 't you care we are
drowning?” In other words, Jesus was not living up to the expectations they
held about him, and they were trying to persuade him to do so. You can look up
other cases in Luke 2:48; 10:40; John 11:21, 32. | am sure many Christians have
resorted to private prayer complaints. In my own case, as a child of eleven and a
young believer, after my mother had passed away, | remember pounding my
pillow and saying out loud, “Why did you have to let her die, God?” | did not
realize then how scriptural and permissible my reaction was.

So we have seen that the book of Psalms supplies a number of models for
understanding crisis, whether as an otherwise explicable experience for which
God’s help is needed, or as God’s providential reaction to sinning that invites
confession, or as something for which one complains to God and blames him.
The corresponding strategies in the Psalms to move the sufferer forward are of a
spiritual nature: simple prayers for help in coping with the crisis and more
complex prayers of either confession or complaint. Each of these various
explanations and strategies require honest and careful thought before we can
apply them to our own suffering, which readers of the Psalms are meant to do.

*kkkkkkk

After that general background I want to examine some particular
examples of reacting to crisis in the Old Testament, using the book of
Lamentations, Psalm 73 together with Ecclesiastes, and the book of Job. |
understand Lamentations as the script for a liturgical service held in Jerusalem
sometime after a terrible calamity. That calamity was the destruction of
Jerusalem and Judah at the hands of the Babylonians in 586 B.C. Many Judeans
had been deported and the service was planned for those who had been left
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behind to somehow struggle on, now that they had lost everything belonging to
the season of orientation. The book is a script that a priest in the role of a
pastoral counselor wrote to help these survivors cope. The script was meant for
a memorial service to which the survivors were invited. The explanation of the
crisis the counselor gave was already prescribed for him. The preexilic prophets
had long predicted such a calamity as God’s punishment for the sinful nation of
Judah, the necessary sequel to the fall of the sinful northern kingdom in 722
B.C. This was a Psalm 51 situation at national level. So the counselor urges
confession in 3:41-42: “Let us lift up our hearts as well as our hands. We have
transgressed and rebelled.”

Yet he has something else to say that is applicable to every kind of crisis
and is a key element as a strategy for survival. He stresses the need to grieve
over what has been lost. In this respect, Lamentations was written for suffering
people in every age. Chapters 1, 2, and 4 begin with the word “How.” It is an
innocuous-sounding word in English, but in Hebrew it is a shriek or a scream,
eykhah. It was characteristic of grieving. In 2 Sam. 1 David mourned over the
dead Saul and Jonathan and kept saying, “How are the mighty fallen!” That
refrain uses a shorter form, eykh, with the same forceful sense. David’s lament
never mentions God, and that is characteristic of Israelite grieving. It was a
human-centered, psychological process of living with and working through loss
for as long as it takes, as a necessary means of coming to terms with it. In chs. 1
and 2 of Lamentations the counselor verbally relives the national crisis on
behalf of his fellow-sufferers in terms of the losses it has caused, even as he
interjects elements of guilt. The script also features a woman, evidently a
professional mourner, who plays the part of Zion. She acts out what the reaction
of the gathered community should be: to feel and express their grief. Our NT-
shaped minds might go to 1 Thess. 4:13: we are “not to grieve as others do who
have no hope,” with a hopeless despair. That does not mean we are not to grieve
at all, and Lamentations does go on to find room for hope. Grieving over loss is
a necessary initial strategy.

In ch. 3 the counselor becomes a wounded healer, testifying from his own
earlier experience of personal suffering at the beginning and end of the chapter.
In his own crisis that was God’s punishment for his sin; his quality of life sank
so low that he felt as good as dead. He says in v. 6: “[God] made me sit in
darkness like the dead of long ago.” Yet he came to have second thoughts. He
realized in v. 23 that he was still physically alive: God’s “mercies ... are new
every morning.” It was by God’s grace that he still woke up every morning. He
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perceived his survival as the start of better things ahead. He found it helpful to
think theologically in terms of God’s “steadfast love” and “faithfulness,” with
Exod. 34:6 in mind. The reference to that old text is significant because it is set
in the context of Exod. 32—Israel’s terrible sin of worshiping the golden calf.
Yet remarkably God eventually forgave his people and gave them a fresh start.
The counselor found there a promise that he applied to himself. His expressing
it was a suggestive, tactful way of encouraging his community to embrace it for
themselves, as he went on to do. At the moment he is not preaching but
testifying from his own experience. But he wants the congregation to listen.
They too could move out of despair into hope, as he had done in his own, earlier
season of disorientation. This was not the end, even though it felt like it. They
needed to “wait ... for the salvation of the LORD” (3:26).

One gets the feeling that by the close of ch. 3 the counselor expected the
community to respond affirmatively, as they will in ch. 5. But he needed to
appreciate they were not ready. There was still more grief work to be done,
which he undertakes on their behalf in ch. 4, yet holding out firm hope at the
close. We cannot determine for others how long their grief should last. In ch. 5
we come to the community’s prayer of lament. In Western OT study the word
“lament” is confusingly used for two separate utterances, the human-centered
expression of grief and the quite different turning to God in prayer. Yet in Lam.
5 the community’s prayer also incorporates strong elements of grief in a way
that corresponding psalms of lament do not. The community does grieve,
heeding their counselor. But they also express confession and plead for God to
take them back, as he had urged as well. Moreover, at the end, they put pressure
on God by resorting to complaint, in the double “Why?” of v. 20. They realize
they badly need a season of restored orientation, but acknowledge they first
need to be spiritually restored to God or, in other words, to be admitted back
into God’s favor by being forgiven. Then they wait in believing hope, as in fact
they had been urged in ch. 3. Their situation has not changed, but they have
taken vital steps forward psychologically and spiritually.

Before we leave Lamentations, let us take another look at the change of
heart and mind the counselor experienced and advocated in ch. 3, those second
thoughts. They leave space for God to act positively in the future and this is
why patient waiting is advocated for the community in turn. The New
Testament adopted a similar approach. In a context of severe persecution, the
early church was given encouragement by the hope of the second coming of the
Lord Jesus Christ, and this hope was meant to sustain them in their faith.
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We turn to Ps. 73, which is a thanksgiving song. It presupposes a period
of disorientation, experienced as much in mental worrying as in objective
phenomena. The worry was so bad that in v. 2 the psalmist says he almost lost
his faith. He was overwhelmed by the unfairness of life. As a believer, he had
certain expectations that had not materialized, expectations grounded in a sense
of divine providence at work in human affairs. He could see no reason for his
suffering, though he did not complain by blaming God, as he might have done.
He just felt confused. He saw around him in Israel wicked people who lived
prosperous and happy lives, while he—Iloyal to God though he had been— had
suffered severe sickness and other setbacks. He says in v. 15 he did not want to
share his problem with fellow believers in case he damaged their faith; so he
was left alone, struggling in his mind.

According to v. 17, he found a solution to his problem while visiting the
Temple for a festival service. He had second thoughts, like the wounded healer
who gave his testimony at the beginning of Lam. 3. Reading between the lines,
we can surmise the psalmist heard the choir singing traditional hymns about
God’s victories on his people’s behalf, such as at the exodus, winning against
evil and oppression. You can read examples of such hymns in the book of
Psalms—ones nearby are Pss. 75, 76 and 78. These are all Asaph psalms, part of
the repertoire of the Asaph choir that took its turn to sing at Temple services.
Psalm 73, the first of the Asaph psalms, seems to be a testimony to the value of
this emphasis in their singing. Now his mind clicked back into the groove of his
former confidence. The singing gave him hope that God’s moral providence
would eventually prevail. It also gave him a conviction that God was on his
side, suffering though he still was. His outward circumstances do not appear to
have changed yet. But he now had gained the inner strength that Paul had when
he wrote, “Whenever I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:10). The psalmist
was able to align his overwhelming problem with Israel’s traditional faith. He
did so by including hope in his faith and thinking of a longer-term solution than
he had originally envisioned. His answer was associated in his case with an all-
important practical step, worshiping at the Temple, an act that led on to his new
understanding. Communal worship was the key that unlocked a new door.

The psalmist’s solution is similar to the one embraced in Lamentations, in
that it included waiting for God to act decisively in one’s favor. Once again we
can find here a precedent for the New Testament. We may think of 1 Thess.
1:10, where in a context of oppressive persecution for the church Paul
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commends their waiting for God’s Son “from heaven.” The hope of the second
coming was often the only thing that kept the early church going.
*kkikkkikkikk

Ecclesiastes presents a similar problem to Ps. 73 and a similar solution.
The author evidently lived in a morally topsy-turvy society where evil
prevailed, a society that showed no evidence of God’s moral providence being
played out. The government was corrupt; immoral behavior was rampant among
the people. The situation justified the author’s refrain at the beginning and end
of the book and in between: “Vanity of vanities. All is vanity,” or, as the New
International Version renders it, “Meaninglessness! Meaninglessness!
Everything is meaninglessness.” He gave an explanation in 8:14: “There are
righteous people who are treated according to the conduct of the wicked and
there are wicked people who are treated according to the conduct of the
righteous.” The author was a wisdom teacher. He realized that the old wisdom
book of Proverbs, written largely for a season of orientation, was no longer
sufficient. Certainly its advocacy of moral behavior for believers was still valid
and his book continued to promote it. Yet its message of an automatic
correlation between good behavior and God’s blessing no longer made sense
and could no longer be taught in a new season of utter social disorientation.
However, the author firmly believed that a time was to come when God’s moral
providence would prevail. He said so repeatedly, in 3:17; 8:12-13; 11:9: “God
will judge the righteous and the wicked.” In turn, the editorial summary at the
end of the book pinpointed not only the moral responsibility of believers but
also the expectation that “God will bring every deed into judgment.” What was
generally a normal, everyday expectation in Proverbs was projected into the
future. This solution to the book’s problem was the same strategy as in Ps. 73.
In this case it enabled this wisdom teacher to cope and it was one he
recommended to his students. He and they still lived in a crazy world, but he
was able to transcend it with faith full of hope that the God of providence would
eventually intervene and put things right.

Ecclesiastes teaches not only a reassuring theological lesson, but also
practical lessons. At regular intervals through the book the author advocates
resorting to creature comforts. The wisdom books of the OT are marked by a
theological dependence on God as creator, rather than by a covenant-based
theology. Ecclesiastes shows the same perspective in its constant appeal to
creaturely aids. They are remarkably parallel to God’s provisions in the creation
story in Gen. 2. Most often there are references to eating and drinking, and we
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recall God’s supply of food and drink in the garden, though the author of
Ecclesiastes had wine in mind according to 9:7, rather than water! Once when |
was teaching Ecclesiastes to a class at Fuller, | sensed in my young students a
disdainful reaction to this materialistic emphasis in the book. After the session
an older student who was severely paralyzed came over to me in his wheelchair
and said how much he had appreciated what Ecclesiastes says. “All my days are
hard,” he said. “My best time comes at my evening meal, when | am so grateful
to God.”  Another frequent resource in Ecclesiastes is to devote oneself
wholeheartedly to one’s daily work and to find satisfaction in it, and here we
recall the man’s work of taking care of the garden. In Eccles. 9:8-9 two further
resources are advocated: celebrating with friends and appreciating one’s wife,
while the value of friendship is mentioned in 4:9-12. Correspondingly, in the
garden it was not good for man to be alone. All these creation-based strategies
are down-to-earth and reveal the author to be sensitive to wider factors than
resolving a theological problem, important though that was. To put these factors
in a different way, they advocate self-care, occupying one’s time with useful
activity, and finding support from others.
*kkhkkkkikkik

We turn to the book of Job. Let us first glance back at the different
explanatory responses to suffering we have already met: to ask God for help in
suffering for which God was not directly responsible, or to offer prayers of
confession as a necessary first step after realizing that God had negatively
intervened in causing the suffering, or to complain to God for causing the
suffering directly or for prolonging it by not intervening as expected. What
makes the book of Job complicated is that it embraces all these types of
explanation and reaction in presenting the case of the suffering Job. Itis a
wisdom book that presents a case by means of a series of alternative
possibilities. Job was a good man, insists the storyteller in the initial narrative,
“blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil”
according to 1:1. The storyteller gets God to back him up in v. 8: Job was
indeed “a blameless and upright man who turns away from evil,” says God. So
when he came to endure terrible loss and suffering, it was a case of innocent
suffering. No, that is untrue, Job’s friends eventually say in response, unaware
of the narrator’s and God’s assessment. Job must be a bad person in view of the
extremity of his sufferings, and the only way forward is for him to acknowledge
his sins and get into a right relationship with God again and so go on to enjoy a
blessed life. His refusal to do so only confirmed his guilt. We readers are meant
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to judge they were wrong; they misinterpreted Job’s situation, like a doctor
prescribing medication after a wrong diagnosis. Whereas the earlier heavenly
narrative did not portray God as directly responsible for Job’s sufferings, the
friends work from a strong sense of God’s moral providence as an active force
in human life and can only see in Job’s terrible symptoms evidence of
sinfulness.

How about Job’s point of view? He is torn. He too has a strong view of
divine providence and so he can piously say in 1:21: “The Lorb gave and the
Lorp has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lorp.” Yet throughout the
book he cannot admit that he deserves such severe suffering, unless—he
sarcastically suggests in 13:26—God is punishing him for some teenage
misbehavior.

We need to take another look at the friends’ understanding of Job’s
situation. They themselves speak out of their own season of orientation. An
explanation of deserved suffering is a fitting solution from that perspective, one
that does not upset a logical and hoped for premise that not only do good people
succeed but also bad people suffer. The book of Job was written to maintain that
there were types of suffering that did not fit that explanation, though it was
widely endorsed in the earlier book of Proverbs. So more investigation was
needed to do justice to the complexity of the overall human condition.

As the book progresses, Job and his friends were unable to resolve the
dilemma of their partially agreeing but seriously disagreeing interpretations,
agreeing about divine providence, but disagreeing about that providence as
moral. Job resorted to complaint that God was punishing him unjustly. This was
because that was the only logical explanation left to him on his assumptions that
divine providence had been at work and yet no adequate moral cause existed.
So Job calls on God for a resolution by intervening as judge in a theophany and
presenting the right solution for his case, one that can justify God’s earlier
intervention as the agent of his sufferings, a view that both Job and his friends
share. So far we have considered in the book of Job two of the three reactions to
suffering given in the Psalms, confession demanded by Job’s friends and
complaint being brought by Job, with complaint here being associated with a
claim of innocence. We wonder what verdict and which sort of explanation God
will give, if a theophany is granted.

God does appear. His two speeches in chs. 38-39; 40-41 forcefully
challenge Job’s assumption about his suffering and implicitly his friends’
assumption. What God has to say is an example of a process that psychiatric
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therapists and pastoral counselors sometimes advocate for their clients. It is
called reframing. That means understanding a bad situation in different
alternative terms that open the door to a helpful understanding. Reframing plays
an important role in the book of Job, to create a new understanding that may be
applicable after disaster has struck.

The solutions of both Job and his friends have created problems of their
own. Another solution is necessary, one that reframes the basic problem. God’s
challenging questions throughout his first speech and at the start of his second
are harsh and aggressive because they need to break down Job’s own rigid
convictions and make him open to a new approach. God gradually comes to a
third explanation. We are surprised that it fails to concentrate on human affairs,
as the first speech admits in 38:26 in speaking of “a land where no one lives ...
which is empty of human life.” God is insisting that concentrating on human
Issues is too limited a horizon to be helpful in this case. Instead, God begins by
speaking of the wonders of his inanimate creation in 38:4-38. We readers are
puzzled as to what light that can shed on human suffering. In fact, this first
section sounds like the perspective of the season of orientation. It is very similar
to hymns in the Psalms that celebrate creation with praise, especially Ps. 104.
For example, in Job 38:6-11 the sea knows its limits and remains firmly under
God’s control, as in Ps. 104:6-9. No tsunamis here! God moves on to admire
animate creation in the rest of ch. 38, and here again most of it sounds like
echoes of Ps. 104, now vv. 10-13, 16-25, but lacking the human references in
vv. 14-15 of the psalm. Much is normal and predictable, with elements of
creation living peacefully in their own little worlds. There is indeed much in
God’s natural world that does fit an orientation perspective and calls forth our
praise.

But, as we read on, we notice that is not wholly true. Mention of the
lion’s prey is put first in the section that starts in Job 38:39, followed by the
raven’s prey in v. 41, while the section ends with reference to other birds of
prey in 39:26-30. This is a disturbing double frame for this second main section
of God’s first speech. Birds of prey make no appearance in Ps. 104 nor do they
appear in Christian hymns praising God as creator. In fact, the prey of “lions”
does appear in Ps. 104:21, where we are apt to overlook its presence, distracted
by the charming notion of the lions’ roaring as prayer to God. In Job 38-39
these first and last examples of preying creatures seem intended to sound
disturbing notes. The private worlds of God’s animate creatures may be invaded
by other creatures presiding at the top of the food chain—a role that humans are

11
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assigned in Gen. 9:3: “Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you.” Our
impression that orientation does not necessarily prevail in God’s world is
heightened when we come to the enthusiastic description of the war horse in
39:19-25.

Things get more scary in God’s second speech. Monsters are portrayed as
fine specimens of God’s creation, first Behemoth in 40:15-24 and then
Leviathan in ch. 41—L eviathan that was a tame, innocuous creature in Ps.
104:26! These creatures represent real animals, probably the hippopotamus and
the crocodile, but here they are portrayed in monstrous terms, in terms of
“terror” in 41:22. They are essentially beyond human control. In certain cases
human beings no longer have the subduing domination of Gen. 1:26, 28 that to a
large extent applies to the relationship between humans and the rest of the
animate world.

These divine speeches are full of irony that is meant to shake Job out of
his confused point of view. He has to learn that, just as God has given humanity
a measure of freedom, other elements of creation have the same power to
trespass beyond their spheres. That is what God’s world can be like. His
creatures are not robots programmed to obey God’s every wish. In 40:11-14
God says plainly that, as a human being, Job is unable to deal with the problem
of human wickedness and so, implicitly, must suffer its consequences. From all
these perspectives, Job’s losses in 1:13-19 take on a different meaning. Those
raids from other humans and the ravages of lightning and typhoon were things
that can happen in God’s world. Job is being told to reframe his understanding.
This reframing aligns with the perspective of most of the prayers of lament in
the book of Psalms, where the crisis is not of God’s direct doing and yet the
sufferers can turn to God for direct help when the crisis comes. In Job’s case, he
has only to repent, not of a sinful life but of his mistaken view of God, and then
his fellowship with God will be restored and all will become well. As part of
that fellowship, he must pray for forgiveness for his three friends. The
superficial roles are ironically reversed. He is the saint and they are the sinners.
He is finally restored to enjoy a renewed season of orientation.

Let us glance back to Ecclesiastes for a moment, to 9:11-12. There,
chance is mentioned, referring to negative things that can suddenly invade our
lives. These verses are remarkably like the message of the book of Job: “The
race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor
riches to the intelligent, nor favor to the skillful; but time and chance happens
to them all. For no one can anticipate the time of disaster. Like fish caught in a
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cruel net, and like birds caught in a snare, so mortals are snared at a time of
calamity, when it suddenly falls on them.” In other words, crisis can happen at
any time and come out of the blue into human lives, respecting no claims to the
contrary or standard explanations.

You may fairly ask whether the New Testament says anything on these
lines. Two places come to mind. First, in John 3:8 Jesus speaks of the wind as
blowing “where it chooses.” While the text by no means has our present issue in
view, it does have implications for it, when typhoons invade our human world.
Second and more importantly, in Luke 13:1-5 Jesus was asked about the
Galileans for whose killing the Roman governor was responsible and about the
eighteen victims when the tower of Siloam collapsed. He denied that personal
wickedness was the providential cause of such happenings. He sensed that his
inquirers were assuming that their continuing to live was evidence of their own
righteousness and of God’s approval. Jesus was warning them to think outside
the box of God’s moral providence. There is no denial of divine providence in
principle, but a denial of an automatic assumption of divine involvement in all
cases.

*kkhkkkkikkik

What do these Scriptures we have looked at want to tell us? They are all
concerned with how and whether God providentially relates to suffering. There
Is a spectrum of answers, each one correct in its own human context and wrong
in other contexts. Most of the psalms of lament expect divine providence to be
shown at the point of God’s intervening to rescue believers from crisis; they
find no divine involvement in the experiencing of crisis. Some of these psalms
do find a strong link between suffering and God’s moral providence: God has
been punishing believers for their wrongdoing, yet is portrayed as a forgiving
God who, after confession, will provide a fresh start. Over against these psalms,
some others claim innocence. A third of the psalm laments engage in complaint.
They are concerned about God’s falling short of promised expectations, either
by the disconnect between the keeping power of God expected in the season of
orientation and God’s failure to maintain it or by his failure to answer earlier
prayer to take suffering away, as expected in the season of disorientation.
Suffering is a complex phenomenon. Overall, sufferers are evidently meant to
discern which category of suffering is present, which type of psalm to adopt as
their own.

Our Scriptures also offer ways to get through suffering. We have already
mentioned one, in the case of suffering as the result of sinning. God offers
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another chance, and Lamentations seizes on that resource for gaining hope.
Lamentations also emphasizes the need to grieve for an adequate time, and in
this way work through suffering. The complaint psalms find emotional relief in
anger and protest, as they pray and put pressure on God to act on their behalf.
Psalm 73 accepts that moral providence depends on God’s own timing and
affirms that God will eventually demonstrate it. The psalmist’s practical way of
reaching that answer came by way of engaging in worship among the
community of faith. Ecclesiastes reaches the same theological answer, while its
practical measures of coping with suffering are self-care, occupying one’s time
fruitfully, and getting support from others. The book of Job studies the issue of
innocent suffering. It issues a warning against misjudging the nature of the
suffering of other believers. On the one hand, it commends holding on to one’s
faith, as Job did at his lowest moments; on the other hand, it acknowledges that
God’s world is full of dangerous chance that causes suffering. In this stance the
book aligns itself with most of the psalm laments in viewing God as causally
uninvolved in suffering, but firmly on the side of believers and providing grace
to help them in their time of need.
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