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PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

Teach us Lord, as we wrestle with your Word this morning. Help us over the hard lessons. Take our hands and guide us up to the summit of truth. And walk beside us please, as we step out on the journey of our lives, causing us to share with those around us this monumental Good News. We ask these things in Jesus’ Name, Amen.

“WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPEN”

“I have led a blameless life! I wash my hands in innocence, Lord! Test me!” says the Psalmist! Examine my heart!” Can you honestly say that? Can you say it with a straight face? Can you say it to God? Then God Himself declares that Job is “blameless and upright”! So, with a show of hands, how many here this morning are “blameless and upright”? How about thirty or forty years ago, back in College or High School? What about when something really bad happens? Is your response to a difficult situation, “blameless and upright”?
There was a Journeyman Bricklayer who was injured on the job. So, he turned in an official “Note of Explanation” for why he thought his sick leave should be approved. He wrote; “I arrived at the job site to check out the building after the storm. I immediately saw that the top needed some repairs. So, I rigged a hoist and a boom, attached a rope to a barrel, and pulled my bricks up to the top. When the barrel reached the top, I secured the rope at the bottom, and went to work.
After repairing the wall, I filled the barrel with the leftover bricks, then went down to the ground and released the rope. Suddenly, I realized the barrel was heavier than I was. It jerked me off my feet. But I decided to hang on rather than let go and fall. And halfway up I met the barrel coming the other way! I received a blow to the shoulder, but still hung on, all the way to the top, where I hit my head on the boom, and caught my fingers in the pulley! In the meantime, the barrel hit the ground and burst apart, throwing bricks all over the place! This obviously made what was left of the barrel lighter than me, so I immediately started down again at a very high rate of speed! Halfway down, I met the barrel once more, this time receiving a blow to my shins.

I then continued down in a Gravity Storm, landing on the pile of scattered bricks. Here I received several more cuts and bruises, and then apparently lost all presence of mind. Because I let go of the rope and just sat there. The barrel, free now, came crashing down and hit me directly on the head! I therefore respectfully request authorization for sick leave.”

Have you ever had a bad day? Maybe not quite that bad, but a day when everything went wrong? Well as a follower of Jesus, how did you respond to that? Things happen, all the time, too everyone, right! So, did you remain “blameless and upright”? Can you truly wash your hands in innocence? I mean, what does a “Godly Response” look like, you know, when trouble comes crashing through the door?
Job, a real Hero of the Faith, has had the quintessential bad day! The plot of the story thus far is pretty simple, really. So, let me catch you up. There was a pious and upright man named Job, Scripture tells us, a blameless man, who feared God and shunned evil. He was a prosperous man too, with seven sons and three daughters. Job was a pious man as well. So pious in fact, that whenever his sons had parties, Job would offer sacrifices the next day, just in case they had sinned, or inadvertently “cursed God in their heart”. That’s pretty considerate, don’t you think!

Well one day God asks Satan his opinion of Job. Satan’s name literally means “adversary”. And he lives right up to that description! Satan acknowledges that Job is indeed pious. But then adds that it’s only because God has blessed him abundantly, and put a wall of protection around him, insulated him from misfortune. “All you need to do, God” says the adversary, the enemy, is “take away his possessions, and Job will surely curse you to your face”! It’s a rather bizarre challenge! But God accepts it, which brings on a whole series of horrible events! Maybe you know the story?
The Sabean army sweeps in, and carries off five hundred yoke of oxen, and five hundred donkeys, every donkey and ox Job has! Then they kill all his servants who were tending them! Lightning rains down from the sky and starts a huge fire, one so big, that all of Job’s sheep, seven thousand, are burned alive! Along with the servants who were watching them! Then the Chaldeans ride down out of the hills in three different raiding parties. They carry off all Job’s camels, three-thousand! And put the servants watching them to the sword!
Job receives the news of these tragedies in three successive, devastating reports! One right after another! From three separate messengers! And he is obviously overwhelmed! But then a fourth messenger arrives, telling of a “Ruah”! A violent wind has swept in off of the desert, collapsing the house of Job’s oldest son, where all of Job’s children were attending a party, killing everyone inside! Can you imagine?
Job has lost everything—his family, his livelihood, his possessions, everything! And in just a single day! So, he tears his robe and shaves his head in grief and morning, which makes perfect sense! Then he, “falls to the ground in worship,” which probably doesn’t!
Notice that it doesn’t say that “he fell to his knees in prayer,” crying out for mercy, or lifting up a petition for help”. And it doesn’t say that “he dropped down, overwhelmed with grief, or fear!” It says is that “he fell to the ground in worship”! He bowed his head in praise to God! He says, “Naked I came into the world, and naked I will depart”. “The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away”. “May the Name of the Lord be praised”! It even says that “Job did not sin by charging God with wrongdoing”! He simply falls to the ground in worship! So, is that how you would respond if all that happened to you?
“The ultimate measure of a man,” said Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., “is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of controversy and challenge.” So where do you stand? As a Christian, I mean! Where do you stand, as a follower of Jesus Christ? Better yet, in what direction do you bow? To whom do you kneel before when things go wrong, when disaster strikes?
Today’s lesson opens with, “On another day…” In other words, after all of this tragedy has taken place, after the worst possible day imaginable, when Satan is once again standing in the presence of the Lord, God again asks, “Have you considered my servant Job?” Right in the middle of his crumbled world God states again that, “there is no one on earth like Job! He is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.” “He still maintains his integrity even though you, Satan, incited me against him, to ruin him without any reason!”

“Yeah,” says the adversary, “but let me mess with him physically. Let me afflict bodily pain and suffering. I am sure that anyone would turn away from you after that. A man will give all he has to save his own life.” And God, for reasons that don’t seem clear at first, maybe to prove the faithfulness of Job, agrees to let it happen.
I don’t like that image of God very much, do you, as some kind of “cosmic deal-maker”. It’s not an easy one for me. I mean here is Job, faithful and true, “blameless and upright”, sitting in misery as God works out the details of a wager with evil one! “Okay, he’s all yours Satan. Do with him as you like! Go ahead, knock yourself out!” It’s tough for me because it’s almost as if God has given the enemy a green light to inflict pain and suffering!
I mean Job was a Hero, right, a man who endured monumental affliction with faith and fortitude, and yet didn’t sin in his heart, or even with his mouth! He didn’t charge God with wrongdoing, or unfairness!
Job stood beside ten fresh graves, the graves of his children, and yet did not blame God! Even when three close friends suggest that Job must have done something wrong and therefore, deserves this kind of treatment—Job calmly responds, “No. I have been upright in the eyes of God”. And then, when his wife, his beloved helpmate, pretty much demands of him, “Are you still holding on to your integrity? Just Curse God and Die!” Job simply says, “Are we to accept Good from the hand of God, and not trouble?”
Job is a role model. I get that, even in the face of extreme adversity! Job is a mentor, an example, someone for us to emulate! But let’s be honest, isn’t your sense of justice pricked, at least a little! We are told again and again that “Job was blameless and upright, that he feared God and shunned evil.” So, this isn’t fair, is it? I mean, what more could Job’s father and mother have asked for in a son? Job did what was right, always! He was blameless, it says, perfect! He kept his focus firmly fixed on God, no matter what! Job was honest and truthful, and obviously a hard worker! He did all the right things, in all the right ways, and at all the right times! And God blessed him richly for this way of life!
In the Hebrew world, blessings and prosperity were always considered a reward for a righteous life. And having children, especially sons, was considered icing on the cake!
Job had everything! He was rich by any worldly measure! And he was popular too, and well-respected! Seven sons, and three daughters, thousands of sheep and camels and oxen and donkeys, and more than enough servants to take care of them all!
Job was obviously blessed, right! In fact, in the entire history of the Hebrew people, there wasn’t anyone who looked quite as upright as old Job! When the Israelites were carted off into exile in Babylon, the prophet Ezekiel lifted up Job as an example for them to follow, as one of the most righteous men of all time, alongside Noah and Daniel! And James, in the New Testament, uses Job as an example as well, one for us of patience in the midst of suffering!
Job was righteous in the eyes of the Lord! God even says so! Job was righteous in the eyes of the Hebrew people! The folks who wrote the Scriptures say so! His friends, those who argue with him and wrongfully accuse him, traveled days and days just to get there, out of respect for this man! And yet, because of some bizarre heavenly debate, all this bad stuff happens to him! It doesn’t seem right!
And do you know what bugs me the most? I’ll tell you. It’s the fact that I am nowhere near as pure and righteous as Job. I have not led a blameless life. I haven’t always walked in the truth, and I’m not always upright and faithful. Are you? I screw up from time to time! I fall short of the glory of God, sometimes on a regular basis! What trials, then, might be in store for me? Think about it!
Job could have written the twenty-sixth Psalm. “Vindicate me, O Lord, for I have led a blameless life. Test my heart and mind. I continually walk in your truth. I shun evil and do Good, Lord. My feet stand on level ground.”  Can you say that?
Job worshipped God with a sincere heart, and served Him out of love! His faith was obviously not based on any so-called “perks” or blessings, or whatever it was that he might receive! Job’s faith was the polar opposite of the so-called “Prosperity Gospel” that is so often preached today! Job is a Hero of the Faith!
You know, I read a commentary, years ago, that suggested that the Book of Job is strictly symbolic—that it doesn’t refer to a real person, but rather to the Hebrew nation as a whole. The author suggested that Job was written to address the Exile, when even the righteous were carried off to captivity and slavery. In his mind, Job represents the collective journey of God’s Chosen People, as a whole—when they were under attack from their enemies, and lost all of their possessions, and for many, their sons and daughters!
And I get that! I do! It certainly applies! It applies to all kinds of situations down through history, and all kinds of individuals. It applies to us as well, whenever disaster and devastation strike! But the words “righteous” and “blameless” are never applied to the Hebrew people as a whole in Scripture! In fact, we read just the opposite! And Ezekiel, a Prophet writing during the time of the exile, refers back to Job as an example of perseverance, as I mentioned before. Besides, if the Israelites were such good and righteous people, in addition to being God’s Chosen People, then why would all these bad things happen to them?

And that’s the question isn’t it? That’s the question most of us try to ask of Job, right? “Why do bad things happen to good people?” It’s really the question of evil, isn’t it? If God is all-powerful, omnipotent—and all-knowing, omniscient—and good, then why do bad things happen to good people? And some folks, when they don’t get answers to that question, or when they don’t get an answer that satisfy whatever dilemma they happen to face, some, many, simply turn their backs on God and walk away! And that’s ironic! Because Satan’s whole mission, here in the Book of Job, is to try and get this Man of God to abandon his faith!

Job doesn’t answer all the questions that we want to ask! In fact, it may even raise more for us, as we read it! But it does, clearly, tell us one thing. And that’s how we are to respond in the face of adversity, in order to be righteous and blameless in the sight of God! …You see, Job is the only one who can prove how faithful and true God really is! And he can only do that, by going through this devastation! I want to say that again. Job is the only one who can prove how faithful and true God really is! And he can only do that, by going through this devastation! And God is the only one who can prove how faithful and true Job is, by allowing it to happen!
The name Job, by-the-way, in Hebrew, has two very different meanings. And each one gives us a radically different perspective on the text! The first understanding of the name Job is “the hated, or persecuted one.” That’s the perspective most of us take in trying to unravel the text.
That’s where most of us begin, because persecution and pain, hardship and loss, tend to focus us on it like a Laser Beam! Job was obviously hated, right, and persecuted by the enemy! But there is another meaning to the name Job, one that sheds more light on what is actually going on. The second understanding of the name Job is, “Where is the Divine Father”! And it’s not a question, like “where did God go?”, or “why is God hiding?” It’s a command, an order, a decree really, to look up! To turn your eyes towards heaven! To Praise and Worship the Lord, in both good times and bad! “Where is the Divine Father!”
Job’s journey begins with a question; “Why am I suffering such horrible things in my life?” And all of his friends, by-the-way, believe they have the answer! But rather than listen to this foolish talk, Job stays connected to God! Even in the midst of the storm, even in the midst of false accusations, even in the midst of abandonment by all those that he loves, Job continues in intimate Worship of God! “Previously I had heard about you,” he says to Yahweh in chapter forty-two. “But now I see you, and praise you”!

So, the question has changed, hasn’t it, radically in fact, from “Why do people suffer?” to “Who are we, and who is this God that made us?” Our focus shifts from “me” to “Him”, from earth to Heaven, from now to eternity! And the answer to that fundamental question of “Who is God” is ultimately addressed! God is the One who loves us and cares for us, in good times and bad, the ever-present God who is filled with compassion, the God we can always turn to, no matter what! That’s the message of Job! And all of God’s people said, Amen!
PASTORAL PRAYER

   Make us as quick to thank you Lord for all of the blessings, as we are to question you, or blame you, in times of suffering. Help us to love you Lord, in both good times and in bad, to love you despite the circumstances in which we currently find ourselves. Fill us with gratitude Lord for all your blessings, and remove our resentment to feelings of pain, and loss, and the limits of life. Give us the imagination Lord, and the wisdom, the insight to see you for who you really are, rather than who we would like for you to be. And pour out your truth upon us Lord, so that we might radiate that truth in all that we do! 
      Silently Lord, we have come before you, the God of all Grace, and shared with you our joys. We have shared our burdens as well Lord, and our most troubling fears. In our quiet time, with our minds stilled and our bodies settled from the distractions of this world, we humbly bowed before you in prayer. And now, together Lord, as your people, we come to share the inner-most longings of our hearts. We lift up the celebrations Lord, and the moments that certainly deserved one. And we lay down the suffering Lord, and the pain. We give to you are our Worship and our Praise, and only ask in return your Presence. Please bless us now Father, with you!

     As we Worship you Lord, and praise your Holy Name, some specific burdens have come to mind, some of which we have shared, but others not yet. All of these though we lift up before you in prayer. Please be with……..  Heal lives Lord, and broken bodies, as only you can do. Bless each of us abundantly, most especially with a powerful relationship with you! And fill the dark and lonely places Lord, with your own Holy Spirit. For we ask this in the Name of our Risen Savior, and pray the way He taught us saying, Our Father…
World Communion Sunday
    Today is World Communion Sunday, the day when Christians of all strips lay down their differences, their theological weapons, and gather together around the Table of the Lord. We, as the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) share in Communion each week, along with our Catholic brothers and sisters, like the early church gathered together weekly to break bread. But many denominations, most, do not. Today is different.

    All Followers of Jesus Christ, though, see this table as a focal point of Worship. This table is the very foundation of our faith. It symbolizes the essential things. The God of Heaven and Earth loving us enough to send His own Son to live in our midst. And Jesus, the Christ, loving us enough to make the ultimate sacrifice on our behalf. This table, this celebration, reminds us of that, of God with us, and for us! In the Incarnation! On the Cross of Calvary! At the Great Heavenly Banquet at the End of Time! And right here, right now, through the power and the presence of the Holy Spirit!
OFFERING
    I’ll bet many of you know John 3:16. “For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son, so that everyone who believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life”. God so loved the world that He gave the ultimate gift! God loved, and so He gave. Our Lord Jesus Christ loved us so much that He gave up His own life for our sake. Jesus loved, and so He gave. Do you see a pattern? As Followers of Jesus, how now should we live?
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