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For those who have sat in the ashes —
and for those who stayed.



William Blake, Illustrations of the Book of Job, Plate 17 (1826).

I have heard thee with the hearing of the Ear but now
my Eye seeth thee.

— Job 42:5, in William Blake’s inscription (Illustra-
tions of the Book of Job, 1826)

Blake and I don’t always read Job alike. I’m glad of his company.



Foreword

For many people, human suffering poses a paradox when set be-
side the idea of a caring God. While some who suffer find a rock
and shelter in their faith, philosophers such as Bertrand Russell
have found a contradiction between the idea of a loving God and
the fact of human suffering. The book of Job subjects that appar-
ent contradiction to an unyielding examination. It does not allow
us to look away from the scope and intensity of human pain and
loss, or to comfort ourselves with little platitudes about God.

Many things stand out in Johannes der Neugierige’s reading of
Job. If the biblical book is, metaphorically, a wrecking ball swung
against constructions of faith built on sand, JN is the exacting
reporter who records each impact and traces the network of ques-
tions it raises. But his study is more than reportage. He brings
acute observation to literary and logical analysis, along with an
evident appreciation of and familiarity with the linguistic and the-
ological contexts in which the text must be read. His gaze moves,
perhaps inevitably, to the ever-relevant relationship among God,
Job, and the three friends who assume that they speak on God’s
behalf.

God is not at all pleased — neither with their presumption nor
with the victim-blaming consolation they offer.

When He does speak, the result is indescribably unsettling: rea-
son, passion, tenderness and, above all, grace seep into our under-
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FOREWORD vi

standing, though the only thing of which we can be entirely sure
is how severely limited that understanding remains.

This awareness of limitation changes the nature of the contra-
diction Russell saw. The connections between human suffering
and God’s justice or love are not transparent to us. The question
becomes not only “How can we explain suffering?” but “What
stance shall I take in the face of suffering — towards myself and
towards others?” Can we, like Job, hold fast in trust even as our
demand that God answer us grows ever more insistent? Or, when
we suffer or see others suffer, shall we presume to speak for God
and deliver a slew of verdicts on all the whys and wherefores?

JN’s study follows the whole dramatic arc of Job and therefore
reaches beyond these questions of self, neighbour, and suffering
itself. What may look like the happy ending to Job’s story is not
a circle but an arc: Job is not where he began; neither, by the end,
are we.

— Dr Vijaya Kohli
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Preface

Plate 1 · Job and His Family

This book began in the middle of a long, wandering conversation
that kept circling back, no matter where it started, to a single sore
place — the question of why the innocent suffer, and where God is
when they do. I had every advantage a person could have for such
a conversation. I had read the books. I had the vocabulary, the
education, the theological furniture arranged just so. And I found,
somewhere in the middle of it all, that for all my education I felt
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PREFACE 2

entirely illiterate here — that I could read the commentaries and
weigh one translation against another and still stand before the
book of Job like a man who has never learned to read, moved and
baffled and undone by it in equal measure.

That feeling turned out to be the right place to start, and I have
tried to keep it. The book of Job punishes the confident reader; it
takes the man who is sure he knows how God runs the world and
leaves himwith his hand over his mouth. I have written under the
name Johannes der Neugierige, John the Curious. Not John the
Learned — whom this book would make short work of anyway —
but John the Curious, because curiosity seems the only respectful
way to come to Job, and I hope you will be curious with me.

Wemay arrive at Job already looking for what he did wrong. If we
can find the fault, his suffering will make sense, and perhaps we
can keep ourselves safe by avoiding his mistake. That is also how
his friends read the man in front of them. But the narrator calls
Job blameless before the ordeal begins, and God confirms it (1:1,
8). The explanation we are reaching for is the one the story has
ruled out. This ought to make us wary of ourselves, not merely
indignant with the friends. Outside these pages too, another per-
son’s suffering is not proof of guilt. We owe that person a hearing
and whatever help we can give, not a verdict that makes us feel
safer.

A word about what this book is and is not. It is not a commentary;
it will not walk you verse by verse through the text, and it leaves
out a great deal. It is not a defence of God — a theodicy, in the
trade’s coldword— and anyone hoping for a tidy account of how a
good and powerful God can permit the horrors He permits should
be warned now that I have none to offer, and that the book of
Job, remarkably, does not offer one either. Above all it is not an
attempt to solve Job, to file down his hard edges and send you



PREFACE 3

away comforted. Where Job is left unresolved — and he is left, at
the last, holding a life given back to him but never an explanation
— I have tried to leave him unresolved.

What the book is, I hope, is an invitation to read Job again, or for
the first time, with the plaster stripped off — to see how strange
and dangerous and consoling it actually is beneath the stained-
glass haze that has settled over it. We will spend the first and
larger part of this book inside the text itself: the wager Job himself
never hears, the friends and their well-meaning cruelty, the case
for honest rage, the longing for someone to stand between us and
God, the terrible and wonderful answer out of the storm, and the
strange gift of the ending. Then, in a shorter second part, we will
listen for Job’s echoes — in Ecclesiastes, and in the modern idioms
through which the friends’ old argument still speaks.

I should say plainly where I stand, since the book asks that kind
of honesty of everyone in it. I write as a believer, though not a
comfortable one, and the God I believe in is a good deal wilder and
less manageable than the one I was handed as a child — which is
to say, He is closer to the God who speaks from the whirlwind
than to the God the friends kept trying to defend. I have come to
think that the book of Job is one of the bravest things ever writ-
ten, because it says out loud, inside the sacred text itself, what
piety is often afraid to say: the innocent do suffer, and theology
becomes falsehood when it turns their suffering into proof of sin.
Job shouts at God while the friends defend Him; in the final ver-
dict, God says that Job has spoken rightly of Him and they have
not (42:7).

The subtitle names Job’s particular arc, not a law of suffering or a
promise that sorrow reliably produces revelation. Some wounds
disclose no vision within the lifetime of the person who bears
them. Job does say, at the end, I had heard of you by the hearing
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of the ear, but now my eye sees you (42:5); what that sight changes,
and what he means by the difficult words that follow it, will need
a hearing of their own. His losses are not thereby made good, nor
does the text say they purchased the encounter. I am inviting you
into this story, not asking your grief to follow its route. Come,
then, and be illiterate with me for a while.



1 · The Wager Job Never
Sees

The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed
be the name of the LORD.

— Job 1:21

Plate 2 · Satan before the Throne of God
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1 · THE WAGER JOB NEVER SEES 6

Job is never told why any of this happened to him, and the ache
of his book begins right there, because we are told almost at once
— long before we reach the poetry that made it famous.

But before the story takes us into heaven, it gives us a verdict
on earth: That man was blameless and upright, and one who feared
God, and turned away from evil (1:1). This is the narrator speaking,
not Jobmaking a favourable assessment of himself. Nomessenger
has arrived, and Job has not yet had to defend himself. His inno-
cence is the premise of the story, not something he must earn by
suffering well.

The story then lifts us off the earth and lets us listen in on a con-
versation Job himself is never told about. There comes a daywhen
the sons of God present themselves before the LORD, and the ac-
cuser comes among them — a sentence that keeps the hush of
a royal court: the courtiers filing in to stand before the throne,
and one more figure entering with them, תוֹכָם בְּ טָן ָ גַם־הַשּׂ ,וַיָּבוֹא
va-yavo gam ha-satan be-tocham, “and there came also ha-satan
in their midst.” The name repays a second look, because in the
Hebrew it wears the definite article — טָן ָ ,הַשּׂ the satan — so the
scene presents him by a title or role, the accuser or the adversary,
rather than by the later proper name Satan. He is not the horned
devil of our later imaginings but something nearer a prosecutor
within the heavenly court, who says only that he has been roam-
ing through the earth and walking about in it. The text gives us
no dossier from those travels. God speaks first, and that fact de-
serves to slow us down: Job’s name enters the proceeding from
God’s own mouth, and God confirms the narrator’s judgement.
He speaks almost as a proud father might: Have you considered
my servant Job? There is no one like him in all the earth — a man
blameless and upright, who fears God and turns away from evil
(1:8).
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The prosecutor, whose calling is to remain unmoved, remains un-
moved; and his reply, when it comes, is not really about Job at
all. It reaches past him and closes gently around every one of us
who has ever loved something and wondered, in the small hours,
whether we loved it for itself or for what it gave us. Does Job fear
God for nothing? Take down the hedge you have planted around
him, the prosecutor says — the flocks, the household, everything
that flourishes under your protection — and we shall soon see
how long the reverence outlives the comfort. No one loves God
for free; underneath the worship, all of us are quietly keeping the
books. And God, rather than argue the point, agrees to let it be
tested. He places “all that he has” in the accuser’s power, forbid-
ding him only to touch Job himself (1:12).

Then the gate opens, and the blows fall almost on top of one an-
other, because Job is given no time to breathe between them and
neither are we. A servant runs in: the oxen were at the plough
when the Sabeans fell on them and put the field hands to the
sword, and he alone has escaped to tell it. He is still speaking
when a second arrives — a fire of God has fallen from the sky
and burned the sheep and the shepherds where they stood — and
while that one is still speaking a third, that the Chaldeans have
swept away the camels, and then a fourth, and worst of all, that a
great wind came in off the desert and brought the house down on
Job’s sons and daughters as they feasted, and killed them. Four
messengers, and each ends on the same unbearable refrain: and I
alone have escaped to tell you. One detail is easy to lose in the rush
of it: the second messenger calls the calamity the fire of God. That
is his report, not an explanation independently supplied by the
narrator, but it is how the disaster reaches Job. Raiders, weather,
and heaven are not kept in separate rooms; a single afternoon
holds all three, and Job sits beneath the whole of it.
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And then he does the very thing the prosecutor swore he would
not. He rises, tears his robe, shaves his head — the old, plain
grammar of grief — and then he sinks lower still, down to the
ground, and the sinking becomes worship: Naked I came from
my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return; the LORD gave, and
the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD. The
narrator, who has been standing quietly at our shoulder the whole
while, steps forward to vouch for him: in all this Job did not sin,
nor charge God with any wrong.

The grammar of the permission has become almost unbearable.
The servants and children have fallen inside “all that he has.” The
boundary that protects Job’s body leaves theirs exposed. The ser-
vants killed beside the oxen, sheep, and camels receive no names
at all; the seven sons and three daughters are glimpsed only at
their shared feasts. All of them become stakes in a trial of one
man’s devotion, and die so that a charge in heaven about Job’s
motives may be tested. To call them pawns is ugly, but the ugli-
ness belongs to the scene, and no account of the wager is morally
serious if it counts their deaths merely as Job’s greatest loss.

I want to sit for a moment with how strange our position is, be-
cause it shapes everything that follows. We have been shown
the conversation in heaven, and Job has not, and he never will
be. For the length of a very long book he will beat against the
silence and beg for a reason, while we read every word with the
hidden proceeding already in view. I used to think this disclo-
sure was a small, strange mercy: a curtain drawn back so that the
reader might keep a footing denied to Job. I am less sure now.
What does the knowledge actually give us? Very little, and noth-
ing that helps him. We learn that his ruin is a test rather than
a punishment, which is not nothing; but we are never told why
such a test should be allowed to cost ten children and their ser-
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vants their lives, and it is offered to Job himself at no moment
and in no form. He is left with the ash heap. We are left holding
a secret that soothes no one.

That is a harder place to stand than the comforting version admits.
We are not spared Job’s suffering by what we know; if anything
we are implicated in it, watching from a good seat as a man is
taken apart to settle a question he has never been told is being
asked of him.

The scene returns to heaven, and God takes up the prosecutor’s
own word and turns it. In the Hebrew it is ,חִנָּם chinnam: “for
nothing,” “for free,” “for no reason.” It stood at the very head of the
challenge — אֱלהִֹים אִיּוֹב יָרֵא ,הַחִנָּם ha-chinnam yare Iyyov Elohim,
“Is it for nothing that Job fears God?” — as an accusation about
motive: Job does not serve you gratis; his reverence is salaried,
and he will lay down his tools the moment the wages stop. Now
the same word describes not Job’s motive but Job’s ruin. He still
holds fast his integrity, God says of him, and continues: בוֹ סִיתֵנִי וַתְּ
חִנָּם עוֹ ,לְבַלְּ va-tesiteni vo le-valle’o chinnam, “though you moved
me against him, to destroy him for nothing” (2:3) — chinnam, for
no cause, for no fault that anyone could name against him. The
suspicion that Job’s devotion required payment has become the
admission that Job’s devastationwas undeserved. God also names
who set it in motion: “You moved me.” He does not pretend the
permission was not His; He calls the destruction causeless and
lays it, in part, at His own door.

The accuser is not satisfied. Job will give everything to save his
own skin, he argues; touch his body, and the reverence will end.
God draws a second boundary: Job himself is now in the accuser’s
hands, but his life must be spared (2:4–6). The catastrophe is per-
mitted, and it is also fenced; there is a leash, and it is God who
holds the far end of it. That does not yet tell us how to call it care.
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God saw Job before either assault, set both limits, and allowed the
ruin within them. To be seen and bounded was not to be spared,
and the question of why this price was permitted survives every
assurance that the world is attended.

This second assault leaves boils from the sole of Job’s foot to the
crown of his head, until he is sitting in the ashes and scraping
himself with a broken shard of pottery. It is here that his wife
says the thing the book itself can hardly bring itself to say — Curse
God, and die. We should not hurry past the woman who says it.
All ten children were hers before the wager counted them among
what Job had, and now she watches her husband suppurate in the
ashes. The story has made her grief nearly invisible because it
sees the catastrophe through Job, and it is easy to cast her as the
accuser’s final instrument. Perhaps her words tempt Job to fulfil
his prediction, or perhaps death is the only mercy she can still
imagine for him. The text does not tell us, and after Job’s answer
it gives her no second speech. Whatever else her sentence is, it
comes from inside the same ruin.

Except that she does not, quite, say curse. The word the Hebrew
puts in her mouth is רַךְ ,בָּ barak —which means bless — and this is
not the only place the book does it. When Job rose early to make
offerings in case his children had “cursed God in their hearts,” and
when the accuser wagered, twice over, that Job would “curse God
to your face,” the word underneath each time is this same one,
bless, pressed into service as its own opposite. The text cannot
bring itself to set the true verb next to the name of God, and so
it writes the reverent word and trusts us to hear the dreadful one
beneath it. Bless God, and die. Job rebukes her without naming
her a fool: You speak as one of the foolish womenwould speak. Then
he refuses: Shall we receive good from God, and shall we not receive
evil?



1 · THE WAGER JOB NEVER SEES 11

A second time the narrator vouches for him, and the wording has
quietly changed. The first time he told us, simply, that Job did
not sin. This time he tells us that Job did not sin with his lips. The
difference may be no more than emphasis or idiom, and it cannot
tell us what is moving inside Job; narratively, however, it leaves a
door on the latch, because the narrator now vouches specifically
for his speech. The uncomplaining saint of the flannelgraph lasts
exactly two chapters, and already the seam is visible.

The prologue closes with the arrival of three men, and it is only
fair to them to say that they begin beautifully. Eliphaz, Bildad,
and Zophar hear what has befallen their friend and come to be
with him; and when they lift their eyes and see him at a distance,
ruined past knowing, they do not recognise him. They weep, and
tear their robes, and throw dust over their heads. And then they
do the wisest and kindest thing they will manage in the whole of
the book: they lower themselves to the ground beside him and
stay there, seven days and seven nights, and not one of them says
a single word, because they can see that his suffering has gone
past the reach of speech. Everything they get wrong, they get
wrong later, once they open their mouths. For now they are sim-
ply present with him, on the ground, in the dark, which is very
nearly the whole of what he needs.

So the second chapter closes, having shown us the proceeding it
will never show Job. The knowledge did not let us foresee a single
blow, cannot cool the fever of a man scraping his sores in the ash,
and never becomes a moral explanation for the deaths it records.
God, who permitted the test, will not raise it again — not in His
long answer out of the storm, not to the friends, not to Job himself.
Whatever the view from the heavenly court is worth, it does not
tell us why this price was allowed, and the book, to its lasting
honour, appears to know the difference.



2 · The Friends’
Misapplied Theology

Will you speak unrighteously for God, and talk deceit-
fully for him?

— Job 13:7

Plate 10 · Job Rebuked by His Friends
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2 · THE FRIENDS’ MISAPPLIED THEOLOGY 13

For seven days they say nothing, and for seven days they are per-
fect. That deserves more credit than we usually give it. Job’s
brothers, sisters, and former acquaintances will not appear until
the end, after his fortunes have begun to turn; Eliphaz, Bildad, and
Zophar come now, when he is ruined past recognition and associ-
ation with him costs something. They have come not to gloat but
to comfort him. Their failure begins when sympathy hardens into
explanation. What they bring with them is not malice but a the-
ology with something true at its heart: our choices matter. They
proceed to aim it at their suffering friend the way one might aim a
loaded rifle at a man to swat the fly on his forehead. The tragedy
is that they turn this truth into a false guarantee: innocence will
keep a person safe, and suffering will expose the guilty.

It is Job who breaks the silence, cursing the day of his birth. We
will return to that curse in the next chapter; the friends’ speeches
are answers to it, not interruptions of a manwho has said nothing.
Eliphaz begins by remembering the good Job has done: You have
instructed many; you have strengthened the weak hands. Then the
remembrance turns. But now it has come to you, and you faint. It
touches you, and you are troubled. Isn’t your piety your confidence?
(4:3–6). It may be intended as encouragement — draw now upon
the faith by which you steadied others — but it carries an insinua-
tion close beneath the surface: if Job’s piety were sound, would he
be faltering like this? Eliphaz goes on to askwho ever perished be-
ing innocent, and appeals to what he has seen: those who plough
iniquity reap it (4:7–8). His friend’s ruined household has become
a field from which he thinks he can identify the seed.

Eliphaz is a custodian of what scholars call retribution theol-
ogy: the conviction that God’s world has a moral grain, that
righteousness tends toward life and wickedness toward ruin.
Its most formidable canonical analogue is the twenty-eighth
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chapter of Deuteronomy, where Moses addresses Israel as one
covenant people, through the singular you, and sets blessing
and curse before it. Keep the covenant: blessed shall you be in
the city, and blessed shall you be in the field, blessed the fruit of
your body and the fruit of your ground. Break it: sickness, defeat,
drought, exile, a sky of brass and an earth of iron. These are not
detached sociological predictions, nor does Deuteronomy offer
them as rules of thumb; within that book they are the sanctions
of Israel’s covenant, tied to a people, a land, its descendants, and
the possibility of expulsion from it.

The friends never quote the chapter, but they share its moral
grammar. Covenantal accountability sits close to the centre of
the Old Testament’s moral vision, and for good reason: a world
in which our choices carry consequences is a world in which our
choicesmatter, while a universe where righteousness and wicked-
ness meet precisely the same fate would be its own kind of night-
mare. The friends are defending something worth defending.

Deuteronomy itself, however, will not permit that moral order to
become a diagnosis of the disadvantaged. In one extraordinary
passage it holds an ideal and an obstinate fact almost side by side:
there will be no poor with you, if Israel listens diligently (15:4–5),
and then, only a few lines later, the poor will never cease out of
the land (15:11). The answer to their presence is not to discover
which commandment the poor person broke. Israel must cancel
debts, open its hand, and lend enough for the need; elsewhere the
law protects the labourer’s wages, forbids the perversion of jus-
tice against the foreigner and the fatherless, and leaves the glean-
ings for the widow (24:14–22). Poverty tests the covenant fidelity
of the community; it does not convict the poor. The question is
addressed first to the household with bread in its granary: will
you open your hand? The same law that promises blessing for
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obedience makes justice towards those who have not prospered
part of what obedience means.

The thing they are defending becomes nonetheless a lie in their
mouths, because they make it answer a question it was not given
to answer: what does this man’s agony prove about his guilt?
Several distinctions have to collapse before they can reach their
verdict, but grief gives them time to collapse every one.

Deuteronomy speaks corporately, even when its grammar gath-
ers Israel into a singular you: its horizon holds the land, enemies,
harvests, children, and finally a people scattered among the na-
tions. Job is one man in Uz, nowhere placed within the covenant
being declared on the plains of Moab. The friends universalise
the pattern until an instrument built for the life of a people across
generations is pressed into the skin of one man on one afternoon.
Job suffers; therefore Job has sinned.

The wider wisdom tradition does speak about individual lives, but
in the proverbialmood: this is how life generally goes; the diligent
hand grows rich, the drunkard comes to poverty. A proverb is not
a promise. And the same canon that gives us Proverbs gives us
Ecclesiastes, which stands at the graveside and observes that the
race is not always to the swift, nor bread to the wise, because time
and chance happen to them all. The friends harden the grain of
wisdom into a law of physics, leaving no room for the very thing
seated in front of them: the righteous man who is, nonetheless,
in agony.

Their inference is also bad logic, and the reversal turns concern
into cruelty. The principle runs in one direction: sin may lead
to suffering. The friends read it backwards: suffering, therefore
sin. Job never asks us to deny ordinary consequence. A violent
act wounds; withheld wages leave a labourer’s household hungry;
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folly can destroy the fool and people standing near him. The fa-
miliar retort that actions have consequences therefore answers no
claim Job makes. His question is whether the wound, the hunger,
or the grave can by itself tell us whose action caused it, and whose
guilt we are looking at.

The Gospels refuse the same backward verdict. When the disci-
ples encounter a man blind from birth and ask whose sin caused
it, his or his parents’, Jesus rejects both alternatives (John 9:1–3).
Told of Galileans slaughtered by Pilate and of eighteen crushed
when a tower fell, he denies that the deadwereworse sinners than
those who survived, then turns the call to repentance upon his
hearers (Luke 13:1–5). Their responsibility remains; the deaths
do not establish the victims’ greater guilt. Sin can cause suffer-
ing; suffering cannot, without other evidence, identify a sin.

Nor is the direction of address incidental. Deuteronomy’s warn-
ings are preached to a people about their own fidelity — exhorta-
tion meant to be heard by those deciding which way to walk. The
friends swivel that forward-facing appeal into a backward-facing
verdict, delivered not to themselves about their own road but to
a broken man about his past. What was meant as a sermon to
the living they turn into a coroner’s report on the dying, until a
doctrine that summons its hearers towards life becomes an instru-
ment for convicting a sufferer of a crime no one can name.

Bildad brings the inference home to Job’s dead children. If they
sinned, he says, God handed them over to their transgression (8:4).
He has no evidence against them beyond the ruin. He then offers
their father a conditional promise: If you want to seek God dili-
gently, if you were pure and upright, then surely God would rouse
Himself and restore his prosperity (8:5–7). This is the nearest an-
cient form of a sentence still spoken over hospital beds: if only you
had faith. It does not need to allege some particular wicked deed.
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Continued suffering becomes the evidence that the inward con-
dition has not been met; and because no one can exhibit faith so
entire that another person cannot pronounce it insufficient, the
promised restoration may fail indefinitely while the formula re-
mains untouched. The blame has merely moved somewhere less
visible.

Zophar, last and harshest, tells Job that God is exacting of him
less than his guilt deserves, so that suffering as appalling as Job’s
becomes a mercy, a discount on a debt still larger. By the close
of this first round Job has understood what their defence of God
requires. Will you speak unrighteously for God, he asks them in
chapter 13, and talk deceitfully for him? Will you show partiality
to him? Will you contend for God? A God whose reputation must
be kept intact by inventing guilt for an innocent man is not, Job
sees, being honoured by the invention.

By the time the arguments have gone round, and round again, the
descent has reached its floor, and it is Eliphaz — courteous Eliphaz
— who arrives there. For the theology to hold, Job must be guilty;
and since no visible sin can be produced, one must be invented.
So in his third speech Eliphaz supplies specific charges: that Job
has stripped the poor of their clothing, withheld water from the
thirsty and bread from the hungry, sent widows away empty and
crushed the arms of the fatherless. The book has produced no ev-
idence for any of it, and Job’s final oath will deny precisely this
kind of conduct. The accusations arrive by deduction — Job suf-
fers, the formula requires a cause, therefore the crimes must exist
— and offer as clean a demonstration as one could ask of how a
theology, misapplied, will supply by slander whatever the facts
decline to provide. The doctrine has an appetite for a guilty man,
and if reality will not furnish one, the doctrine will carve him out
of the innocent.
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And then, tellingly, the argument runs out of road. The first two
rounds of the received poem give each friend a turn, but the third
breaks apart: Bildad’s contribution dwindles to six verses, and
Zophar never speaks again. The arrangement and attribution of
some of these chapters remain disputed, yet the effect of the final
form is unmistakable. The formula has spent itself. What Job saw
during the first cycle — that God might not want to be defended
by lies — Eliphaz has now demonstrated by slandering him, and
the friends have nothing left with which to answer.

I would like to leave the friends safely in the ancient Near East
and enjoy our verdict over them, but the book paints them with
too much sympathy to permit it. They are us. We reach for their
kind of explanation not only because we are cruel but because we
are frightened, and another person’s unmerited suffering threat-
ens the hope that our own lives can be kept safe by believing or
behaving correctly. Better, perhaps, a universe harsh enough to
punish but legible enough to manage than one in which the in-
nocent may suffer and no formula keeps us safe. The discomfort
belongs close to home, in how readily I might have sat down in
their place, reasoned as they reasoned, and called the result faith.



3 · The Case for Honest
Rage

Let the day perish in which I was born, the night which
said, “There is a boy conceived.”

— Job 3:3

Plate 8 · Job’s Despair

19



3 · THE CASE FOR HONEST RAGE 20

Before Eliphaz speaks, Job breaks the seven-day silence with a
curse — not of God, whatever his wife had urged and the accuser
had wagered, but of the day of his own birth. This is the speech
the friends cannot bear to leave unanswered. And he curses in a
register that ought to stop us cold, because he does it in the lan-
guage of Genesis, run backwards. Where the opening of the Bible
had said let there be light, Job says, of the day he was born, let that
day be darkness; let not God above seek it, nor light shine upon it.
Where creation had separated the day from the night and called
them good, Job asks that his day be blotted from the calendar al-
together, swallowed by gloom and deep shadow, claimed by the
very chaos that the first chapter of scripture had pushed back to
make room for life. The poem works as an un-creation — a man
asking that the light which called him into being be recalled, that
the seam be unpicked, that he be returned to the dark that came
before. Job’s poetry begins here, and it begins in a scream.

Then the scream begins to imagine quiet. Had he died at birth,
Job says, he would now be lying down, asleep and at rest, among
kings and counsellors whose building and wealth have come to
nothing, or like an infant who never saw the light (3:13–16). What
draws him is release from being acted upon. There the wicked
cease from troubling. There the weary are at rest (3:17). Prison-
ers no longer hear the taskmaster. The small and the great are
there. The servant is free from his master (3:19). The poem’s imag-
ined rest reaches beyond Job’s own estate to people for whom
another morning means another day under somebody else’s com-
mand. The distinctions that order life above ground lose their
force below it.

Having imagined that release, Job asks why light is given to those
who cannot bear to wake into it, why life continues for people
who long for death and cannot find it (3:20–22). The gift of light
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has become an affliction. There is no settled doctrine of the af-
terlife here, no assurance that death repairs what life has broken;
there is a man who wants the demands upon him to stop. By the
close of the speech, even the quiet he has imagined remains in-
accessible: he has no ease, no rest, only trouble (3:26). Eliphaz
hears this and asks whether Job’s piety should not be his confi-
dence. Job has been asking why he must endure another day.

By chapter seven the demand for release has turned directly to-
wards God. Even bed is no refuge: Job says that dreams frighten
him there, and asks whether he is a sea or a sea monster to need
such guarding (7:12–14). Then comes a question whose begin-
ning could almost belong to praise: What is man, that you should
magnify him, that you should set your mind on him (7:17)? But the
next line makes divine attention oppressive: that you should visit
him every morning, and test him every moment? Job wants God to
look away long enough for him to swallow (7:18–19). The scale
has contracted from the day of his birth to the smallest bodily
interval in which he might be left alone.

He calls God the watcher of men (7:20), and it is not a comfort-
ing name. If he has sinned, why should that matter so greatly
to this watcher, and why will God not pardon him before he lies
down in the dust and can no longer be found (7:20–21)? These
are questions, not the confession of a discovered crime. Job feels
watched as a target, pursued by an attention from which he can-
not escape even in sleep. We already know from the prologue
that God has noticed him; telling Job he has not been overlooked
would scarcely answer this complaint. He wants relief from the
gaze. Any later reading of that gaze as care has to pass through
these words.

The Psalter, the prayer book of the people who preserved Job,
gives such speech room beside its confidence in a moral order.
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Psalms one and thirty-seven commend the righteous path; the
aged psalmist’s testimony that he has not seen the righteous for-
saken is not a census of every hungry household (37:25). The
same psalm knows the poor can be oppressed and praises the
hand that gives (37:14, 21, 26). These affirmations need not be
discarded to hear lament. They must not be used to prevent it.

The tension becomes sharper when Psalm seventy-three is placed
beside Job twenty-one, because the two poems stare at almost the
same scandal. Asaph sees the prosperity of the wicked, always at
ease and increasing in riches, while his own innocence appears
to have earned him nothing but daily affliction. Job asks, more
starkly, Why do the wicked live, become old, yes, and grow mighty
in power? Their houses are safe, their children dance, and they
spend their days in prosperity while telling God to leave them
alone (21:7–15). Asaph’s feet nearly slip under the weight of the
sight, but in the sanctuary he discerns their latter end and recov-
ers God as the portion of his heart (Psalm 73:17–28). Job’s speech
receives no such turn. He watches one person die at ease and an-
other in bitterness, both covered by the same worm, and ends by
telling his comforters that their answers remain falsehood (21:23–
34). The sanctuary resolution is present in the canon, and so is
the protest of the man for whom it has not arrived.

Psalm eighty-eight stands close beside that protest. It is among
the bleakest laments in the collection and, unlike many, offers no
closing turn to confidence or praise. It begins by naming the God
of salvation, which may be the slenderest thread of faith in the
poem, and then descends until it reaches its final Hebrew word:
ךְ ,מַחְשָׁ machshak, “darkness.” No resolution comes to lay a tidy
hand over the wound. Yet the people of God put it in their hymnal
and prayed it, preserving a place in the life of faith for the prayer
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that does not get better; to insist that every sufferer must end on
a note of praise is to ask for a lie in church.

A pattern now emerges, though it is not the neat grammatical
rule we might wish it to be. Job’s curse in chapter three is ad-
dressed to the day of his birth, and much of his speech answers
the friends; nevertheless, he turns repeatedly from them towards
God and into the second person. Why do you hide your face, he
asks later, and consider me your enemy? (13:24). The friends, by
contrast, speak almost entirely to Job about God, constructing a
defence brief on God’s behalf. Job’s accusations keep reaching for
the one he accuses. He has God by the lapels and will not release
Him until He answers.

That grip does not make every accusation true. Honesty about
a wound is not complete knowledge of God, and volume cannot
settle the argument. But neither can a defence that requires the
sufferer to deny what has happened to him. We have a long habit,
those of us raised inside the faith, of treating Job’s speech as a
lapse before the patient saint recovers himself. The book lets
him go on speaking. His bewilderment, accusation, and wounded
trust remain in the room.

For the person in the pit, the permission remains immense. Job
does not ask for a serenity the sufferer cannot feel, and Psalm
eighty-eight does not append a resolution merely because wor-
shippers would find one reassuring. These words can be spoken
before we know what will follow them. Say the true thing, even
if the true thing is a howl.



4 · A Redeemer, an
Umpire, an Advocate

But as for me, I know that my Redeemer lives. In the
end, he will stand upon the earth.

— Job 19:25

Plate 11 · Job’s Evil Dreams
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Somewhere in the middle of his agony, Job stops merely protest-
ing and starts, in effect, filing suit. It is one of the strangest and
most moving developments in the book: this man who has lost
everything, and who believes God Himself to be the one afflict-
ing him, conceives the idea of taking God to court — of forcing a
hearing, laying out his case, and compelling the Almighty to an-
swer the charge of injustice to his face. Almost as soon as the idea
occurs to him, however, Job discovers the impossibility built into
it, and the discovery does not extinguish his demand; it sends him
searching, speech by speech, for someone who could make such
a hearing possible. The moral order that Job and his friends have
inherited behaves, in their argument, like an enforceable contract:
conduct on one side, consequence on the other. Job has kept the
terms as he understands them and now sues for breach.

But every contract depends upon an authority able to enforce it,
and Job’s problem is that God is at once the party he arraigns, the
judge he must petition, and the final source of the court’s author-
ity. His first need is therefore an umpire. He is not a man, as I am,
that I should answer him, Job says of God, that we should come to-
gether in judgement (9:32). How do you summon to the dock the
very power that upholds the court, the earth beneath it, and your
own failing breath? There is no jurisdiction above God and no
bailiff who outranks Him. Job therefore cries out for an arbiter
who could stand between the parties and lay one hand upon each:
There is no umpire between us, that might lay his hand on us both
(9:33). He wants the rod removed and the terror quieted so that
he can speak without fear, but the sentence begins with absence.
There is no such one.

The longing does not remain there. Seven chapters later, after
begging the earth not to cover his blood or give his cry a resting
place, Job declares, Even now, behold, my witness is in heaven. He
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who vouches for me is on high (16:19). He does not identify this wit-
ness, nor explain how heaven can contain the testimony he needs
when heaven is also the source of the hand he feels upon him. He
appeals, in other words, from God to God. The contradiction is
left suspended: somewhere on high, Job believes, his innocence
is known, and his tears are still directed towards God in the hope
that someone will maintain the right of a human being with God.

By chapter nineteen the need for vindication has become urgent
because Job no longer trusts his own life to outlast the case. His
relatives have gone, his friends abhor him, his servants will not
answer, and even young children mock him; so he asks that his
words be written in a book and then, more durably still, cut into
rock with an iron stylus and filled with lead. If the body disap-
pears and every friendly witness deserts him, the inscriptionmust
remain. At precisely that point he says, But as for me, I know that
my Redeemer lives. In the end, he will stand upon the earth.

The word rendered “Redeemer” is ,גֹּאֵל go’el. Its secure legal back-
ground is the obligation of kin: in Leviticus, the nearest relative
redeems family land or a family member sold into servitude; in
Numbers, the same word names the avenger who answers for
blood shed. Ruth gives the role flesh and domestic detail in a
story of land, family, and rescue. None of those passages estab-
lishes a general office of courtroom advocate, yet they share the
central action Job needs: when a person can no longer recover
what has been lost or answer the wrong done to him, the go’el
takes up the claim as his own. Job believes that such a vindicator
lives and will finally ,יָקוּם yakum, “arise” or “stand,” over the ,עָפָר
afar, the earth or dust. Whether he imagines a surviving kinsman,
the heavenly witness of chapter sixteen, God Himself, or a figure
he could not have defined, the poem does not say. What it gives
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him is the certainty that the threatened destruction of his body
will not end his cause.

The following line intensifies that certainty while refusing to
explain it. The Masoretic text reads רִי שָׂ ומִּבְּ פוּ־זאֹת נִקְּ עוֹרִי וְאַחַר
אֱלוֹהַּ ,אֶחֱזֶה ve’achar ori niqqefu-zot, u-mi-besari echezeh Eloah:
roughly, “and after my skin has been struck away — this — and
from my flesh I shall behold God.” Even that wooden gloss
smooths a jagged and perhaps damaged clause. Its most famous
fork appears in רִי שָׂ ,מִבְּ mi-besari, “from my flesh.” The prefixed
,מִן min, “from,” can be heard privatively, apart from my flesh,
or as the place from which Job will see, from within my flesh.
The next verse insists that Job himself will behold God, with
his own eyes and not as a stranger, but that insistence upon
personal sight does not settle what has happened to his body.
The Hebrew supports no serene certainty about the mechanics
of the encounter.

Christian ears have seldom heard the words without Handel
sounding somewhere behind them. In the soaring aria from
Messiah — I know that my Redeemer liveth — Job’s vindicator
is Christ and his sight of God belongs to the hope of bodily
resurrection. That later hearing is beautiful, and I have no wish
to strip it away from those for whom it sings. But it is later.
Daniel 12:2 offers the Old Testament’s clearest explicit picture of
those who sleep in the dust awaking, some to everlasting life; Job
gives us no comparable explanation. His words reach towards
personal vindication and the sight of God across the threatened
destruction of his body, but the difficult syntax will not tell us
cleanly whether he expects that sight before death, beyond it,
or through some restoration he cannot describe. Christian hope
may receive the verse without requiring Job to have articulated
the doctrine that later readers bring to it.
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Nor does Job 19 end the lawsuit. The conviction that his vindica-
tor lives gives him reason to keep pressing it. In chapter twenty-
three he longs to find God’s seat, set his cause in order, and fill his
mouth with arguments; remarkably, he believes that if he could
only reach the hearing, God would listen rather than crush him
with superior power (23:3–7). Then, at the end of his final defence,
Job reviews his life under oath and places his mark beneath the
testimony: Behold, here is my signature! Let the Almighty answer
me! Let the accuser write my indictment! (31:35). He is ready to
wear the charges on his shoulder and approach like a prince. The
legal imagery has reached its greatest pressure: the plaintiff has
sworn his deposition, signed the brief, and called upon the Judge
he accuses to answer it.



5 · The Whirlwind and
the Wild World

Where were you when I laid the foundations of the
earth? Declare, if you have understanding.

— Job 38:4

Plate 13 · The Lord Answering Job out of the Whirlwind
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The next voice is not God’s. Job has signed his demand, the three
friends have no answer left, and a younger man who has been
holding his tongue can contain himself no longer. Elihu, son of
Barachel the Buzite, is angry at Job for justifying himself rather
than God, and at the friends because they condemned Job with-
out finding an answer to him (32:2–6). Age had kept him silent;
now he insists that the breath of the Almighty, rather than accu-
mulated years, gives understanding. He compares his unspoken
words to wine fermenting in a vessel ready to burst. And burst
he does: six chapters follow.

Elihu deserves a hearing. He retains much of the friends’ retribu-
tion creed: the afflicted are shown their transgressions, he says,
and if they listen they prosper, while refusal ends in death (36:8–
12). But he also changes the governing metaphor: from court-
room to sickroom, from forensic to medicinal. Suffering need not
be only the sentence passed for a past crime; it can be amode of di-
vine address, pain that opens the ear and turns a person from the
pit before he falls into it (33:14–30). He allows suffering to change
a person without making it the penalty for secret sin. That is a
serious advance upon the friends’ accusation, though it cannot be
installed as the hidden explanation of Job’s ordeal. The prologue
supplies a different occasion for it, and God calls the ruin chin-
nam, without cause. Neither Elihu nor the narrator tells us that
the children died to educate their father.

As Elihu’s speech draws to its end, rain, thunder, cloud, and light-
ning take over his language. The WEB even hears, in the noise of
the livestock, notice of “the storm that comes up” (36:33); in the
next chapter Elihu bids Job listen to the thunder of God’s voice
and watch the golden splendour come out of the north. The nar-
rative never pauses to tell us that Elihu is observing an actual
storm, but the sequence invites the reading. His weather ques-
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tions end, and the LORD answers Job from the whirlwind. Elihu
may be functioning as a herald, though the text never gives him
the satisfaction of knowing it.

When God finally answers Job, He gives no causal explanation of
the ordeal. He does not mention the wager or disclose the scene
in heaven that we, the readers, have known since the second page.
Instead question pours after question. Where were youwhen I laid
the foundations of the earth? Have you commanded the morning
or entered the springs of the sea? Can you bind the Pleiades? Do
you know when the mountain goats give birth? The plaintiff who
demanded the trial finds himself, suddenly, in the witness box.
His charge of injustice has not been forgotten, but the hearing
will not follow the procedure he proposed.

We should be honest that this can look, at first, like evasion —
even like bullying. Job asked a moral question, and God appears
to answer with a display of raw power, a cosmic change of sub-
ject that buries the small human complaint beneath an avalanche
of divine grandeur. Some readers have come away from these
chapters feeling that Job was not answered but simply outgunned,
silenced by a God too big to argue with. I understand the read-
ing, and I do not think we should hurry to explain the discomfort
away. But the questions are doing more than displaying size. Job
had demanded that God account for His governance; the whirl-
wind takes him through the reaches of what is governed and dis-
closes, domain by domain, the character of its governor. Whether
that self-disclosure answers enough is a question the book leaves
painfully alive.

Look at the route God takes. He does not begin with Job’s body,
household, or disputed innocence, but with a world already an-
cient when the first human pair of eyes opened upon it. The
earth rises in the language of a building whose construction no
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mortal witnessed: foundations sunk, measurements taken, a line
stretched, bases fastened, a cornerstone laid, while the morning
stars sing and the sons of God shout for joy. Then the architecture
becomes a birth. The sea breaks from a womb, and God makes
the cloud its garment and thick darkness תוֹ ,חֲתֻלָּ chatullato, “its
swaddling band” (38:8–9). To mortal sailors the sea has always
been raw power and sudden death; in God’s account it is a new-
born wrapped in His own hands. He does not drain it or make
it harmless. He gives it bars and doors, leaves it room to heave
within them, and says to the proud waves, You may come here,
but no further. The image is almost disconcertingly domestic: the
terror that swallows ships is still the child its Maker has swad-
dled and set in its place. Dawn, too, has a place assigned to it
and hands with which to seize the edges of the earth. The deep
has springs Job has never walked, death has gates he has never
seen, light and darkness have dwellings whose roads he does not
know. Snow and hail wait in storehouses; lightning and the east
wind travel by paths no human engineer cut. The speech moves
through dimension, depth, weather, and time with no pause to
bring the scale down to Job’s size.

Time is claimed with particular poignancy in a book of irre-
versible loss. Job cannot return to the morning before the
messengers came, unhear their reports, or restore the birthdays
that his children will never celebrate; no mortal hand reaches
into yesterday and draws it forward again. God does not offer
to turn that clock back, and the book will not pretend that later
children replace the dead. Yet He asks Job, Have you commanded
the morning in your days, and caused the dawn to know its place?
(38:12). Light and darkness have homes, the constellations are
led out in season, and dawn arrives not as a power older than
God but as part of the order He commands. Job is not giving us a
metaphysics of time, but the poetry leaves time no independent
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sovereignty. The current that carries every creature away is
itself within creation.

Then Job is made to look higher. Can he bind the cluster of the
Pleiades, loosen Orion’s belt, bring out the constellations in their
seasons, or guide the Bear with her cubs? To an ancient watcher
the stars were already beyond reach, regular enough to guide a
traveller and still remote enough to humble him. We, who pos-
sess telescopes, should not imagine that knowledge has made the
question quaint. Our instruments collect light that began its jour-
ney before our species existed and spread before us fields of galax-
ies whose apparent stillness is only distance. We can analyse the
light of a star and still have no hand upon it. If anything, the
morning chorus has grown.

Plate 14 · When the Morning Stars Sang Together
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From the constellations the voice descends, though the wonder
does not diminish. God speaks of cutting a channel for floodwa-
ter and a path for the thunderstorm, then asks who sends rain on
a land where no one is, on the wilderness in which there is no man
(38:26). The rain is not watering nothing. It satisfies waste and
desolate ground and coaxes tender grass from it, accomplishing
an abundance fromwhich no farmer profits and for which no trav-
eller was waiting. The empty wilderness is not empty to God. It
need not feed us, please us, or enter our economy before its thirst
matters. Dew has a birth, ice a womb, frost a mother; the speech
draws near enough to notice water hardening over the deep after
it has ranged among the stars.

Nearer still, God asks who hunts for the lioness and who feeds
the young ravens when they wander hungry and cry out. Does
Job know when the mountain goats give birth, or count the
months of the doe? Has he watched her crouch in labour,
seen the young strengthen in the open field and leave without
returning? These births occur beyond husbandry, beyond record,
often beyond human sight, but not beyond divine attention. The
gaze that holds the constellations in their seasons rests also upon
an animal labouring alone on a mountainside and a raven’s open
beak. Here attention includes provision: the hungry creature
is fed. Even so, food for the lioness means death for another
creature. The care disclosed by this world is not a promise that
everything within it will be kept safe.

The tour then becomes almost mischievous in its refusal of useful-
ness. The wild donkey has been given the salt land for a home; he
scorns the tumult of the city and will not hear the driver’s shout.
The wild ox possesses strength a farmer would dearly like to har-
ness, but he will not sleep beside the feeding trough, submit to the
furrow, or gather grain into anybody’s barn. The ostrich warms
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her eggs in the dust, where a foot may crush them, and treats her
young with a harshness the poem does not excuse; God has with-
held wisdom from her, it says, and then given her such speed that
she laughs at the horse and rider. Thewarhorse himself enters not
as a useful conveyance but as quivering mane, terrible snort, and
fierce joy, leaping like a locust towards the trumpet and the sword.
Hawk and eagle rise at the end, nesting on the cliff and teaching
their young to seek the slain. This is no moralised menagerie in
which prudent creatures prosper and wicked ones receive their
due. The speech dwells without apology upon appetite, birth, ne-
glect, freedom, violence, absurdity, and beauty.

Wordsworth would later write in Tintern Abbey that “Nature
never did betray / The heart that loved her,” finding in landscape
a benevolent tutor who leads the human spirit from joy to
joy. Job permits no such gentrification of creation: the ostrich
neglects, the eagle’s young drink blood, and neither the sea nor
its monsters become safe because we love them. The older poem
offers the less consoling and, after grief, more plausible world —
attended by God, but never prettified for human reassurance.

The distance between the foundations of the earth and an ostrich
egg is traversed without changing speakers. None of it resembles
a garden laid out chiefly for our benefit, still less a stage built for
the single human drama of reward and punishment. The waste
has earned no rain; the young raven is fed without presenting a
moral account. I hear generosity in these passages, and a world
whose creatures matter apart from their usefulness to us. That
unsettles the friends’ ledger. It does not yet answer Job’s charge.

Job did not complain only that God had failed to notice him. He
complained of being watched every moment, denied even the
time to swallow (7:17–21). The prologue makes that complaint
harder, not easier, to dismiss: God had seen his integrity and
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permitted his ruin. The sea’s boundary recalls the limits drawn
around the two assaults; in each case, much that can kill remains
inside the fence. We cannot turn the assurance that Job is not
overlooked into an acquittal of the one who watched. What has
changed is that the watcher now speaks with him, describing a
creation sustained in ways neither Job’s grievance nor the friends’
formula can encompass. I read this as an opening towards trust in
its Maker, but trust would have to include the unanswered ques-
tion of the permission, not forget it.

At the end of this first speech, Job answers. Behold, I am of small
account. What will I answer you? I lay my hand on my mouth
(40:4). He has spoken and will go no further (40:5). This is not yet
the declaration that his eye has seen God, nor does it tell us that
his grievance has disappeared. He has stopped speaking. God
does not stop with him.

The LORD answers again from the whirlwind, renews the com-
mand to brace himself, and brings the moral quarrel into the open:
Will you even annul my judgment? Will you condemn me, that you
may be justified? (40:8). These are not questions about astronomy.
God challenges the reach of Job’s verdict upon His government.
Does Job have an arm like God’s, or a voice that can thunder?
Let him clothe himself in majesty, bring the proud low, crush the
wicked where they stand, and hide them in the dust; then God
will acknowledge that Job’s own right hand can save him (40:9–
14). The question is not merely whether Job can punish someone.
It is whether he can execute the justice he demands across the
world he cannot govern.

There is force in that challenge: Job’s innocence does not give
him knowledge of the whole, any more than the friends’ doctrine
gave them knowledge of his guilt. But inability to govern the
world cannot by itself disqualify a sufferer’s complaint about how
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he has been treated. The challenge may expose the limits of Job’s
judgementwithout explainingwhy ten children and unnamed ser-
vants were allowed to die. God has addressed justice, fiercely; He
has still not disclosed the cause of this particular ordeal to Job or
justified its cost to us. Withholding that explanation is not the
same as refusing the moral question.

Plate 15 · Behemoth and Leviathan

Only then does God turn to Behemoth: which I made as well as
you (40:15). Job is placed beside another creature, one whose
strength he cannot master. Behemoth is probably drawn sub-
stantially from the hippopotamus — grass-eating, river-dwelling,
massive, at home among reeds and lotus — while its unusual
plural-shaped name is often heard intensively, as the beast
beyond beasts, a zoological body enlarged towards myth. The
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difficult cedar-like tail does not supply a dinosaur taxonomy, and
we have no surviving ancient Behemoth myth secure enough
to make the creature’s ancestry certain. Yet neither field guide
nor fossil chart can contain what the poem makes of him: the
chief of the ways of God, untroubled by a river in flood and
unapproachable by human hands.

Leviathan’s lineage is clearer. In the Ugaritic Baal texts, Litan is
the fleeing serpent, the twisting serpent, themighty creature with
seven heads (KTU 1.5); Isaiah uses the same two serpent epithets
for Leviathan and calls him the dragon in the sea (Isaiah 27:1),
while Psalm 74 remembers God crushing Leviathan’s heads in the
waters. Job itself has already spoken of those capable of rousing
Leviathan, back in the curse-poem of chapter three. The creature
in chapter forty-one carries crocodilian and perhaps other animal
features, but he also flashes fire, makes the deep boil, laughs at
weapons, and reigns over the sons of pride. To reduce him to
a crocodile, whale, marine reptile, or dinosaur is to discard the
ancient name and all themythic freight it was chosen to bear. This
is chaos given scales and breath: the power at the edge of the
ordered world which no mortal warrior can master.

And then God speaks of the chaos-monster with something
close to affectionate amusement. Can Job draw him out with a
hook, put a rope through his nose, persuade him with soft words,
or make a covenant with him? Can he play with Leviathan
as with a bird, or tether him for his daughters? Every answer
is no; then God asks who can stand before Him and declares,
Everything under the heavens is mine (41:10–11). Job does not
literally call Leviathan God’s pet, and the speech never stages
a battle in which God struggles to subdue him. The contrast is
more effortless and, for that reason, more startling. What Job
cannot hook, trade, domesticate, or survive is a creature whose
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limbs God inventories with a craftsman’s admiration. Elsewhere
Psalm 104 places Leviathan in the great sea simply to play there,
dependent with every other creature upon God’s open hand
for food. The rhetorical effect comes very near to the domestic
images with which the tour began: the ocean is God’s swaddled
infant; the chaos-monster is, from the divine side of the scale,
almost the household pet.

Chaos is therefore neither denied nor permitted to become
sovereign. The sea still drowns, the warhorse runs towards the
sword, the eagle’s young suck blood, and Leviathan remains
untouchable to Job. Nothing in the speech sentimentalises
the creation. Yet its most savage powers are claimed within a
governance that shows no sign of strain. The creature that closes
the speech is king over the sons of pride (41:34), recalling the
proud whom Job has just been challenged to humble. His demand
for justice has led him among beings he cannot command; it has
not been replaced by a pleasant walk through nature.

There are days I find the whirlwind the most satisfying thing in
scripture and days I find it maddening. Its Maker feeds creatures
no one else sees and comes to speak with the man who demanded
Him; He also challenges that man’s judgement without explain-
ing the permission that ruined him. I cannot call the first fact
meaningless, or use it to dispose of the second. God has finished
speaking. Job must answer again.



6 · Dust, Ashes, and the
Life Given Back

I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now
my eye sees you.

— Job 42:5

Plate 18 · Job’s Sacrifice

40



6 · DUST, ASHES, AND THE LIFE GIVEN BACK 41

Job’s second answer goes further than his first. He acknowledges
that no purpose of God can be restrained and that he spoke of
things beyond his understanding (42:2–3). He had longed to be-
hold God with his own eyes rather than depend upon someone
else’s testimony (19:26–27). Now that encounter has come (42:5).
He can say, “Now my eye sees you,” without being able to say,
“Now I know why.”

Everything comes to rest on one compressed Hebrew line, and
no one agrees exactly what it means: עַל־עָפָר י וְנִחַמְתִּ אֶמְאַס ן עַל־כֵּ
,וָאֵפֶר al-ken em’as ve-nichamti al-afar va-efer (42:6). A painfully
literal gloss might begin, “Therefore I reject — and I nichamti con-
cerning dust and ashes,” and then admit how much it has left un-
settled. ,אֶמְאַס em’as, means “I reject,” “I refuse,” or “I despise,” but
Job supplies no object: himself, his words, his case, and his former
understanding are all additions made by translators. י ,וְנִחַמְתִּ ve-
nichamti, may speak of repentance or relenting, but elsewhere
the same verb can name consolation, a change of mind, or com-
passion. The preposition before “dust and ashes” is ,עַל al, “on” or
“concerning,” not the simple Hebrew word for “in.” The grammar
is clear enough to expose what English translations have supplied
and compressed enough to prevent any one of them from walk-
ing away unchallenged. Does Job break, repent, relent, or come
to rest? The Hebrew will not choose for us.

Two major modern translators reveal how far the line can open.
Robert Alter has Job say, in a brief rendering that retains peni-
tence, “Therefore do I recant, / And I repent in dust and ashes”
(The Wisdom Books, p. 177). Edward Greenstein takes the oppo-
site road: “That is why I am fed up; / I take pity on ‘dust and
ashes!’ ” (Job: A New Translation, p. 185). For Greenstein, Job re-
jects the divine performance, then looks with compassion upon
mortal humanity — Abraham’s old phrase for the creature who is
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only dust and ashes — and the book ends its poem with Job still
defiant. This is not a frivolous reading devised to shock the pious.
It takes seriously the absent object of em’as, the range of nicham,
and a book in which God never explains the wager and Job has
already been declared innocent by the narrator.

There is a formidable compositional argument behind it as well.
Verse six closes the poetry, and verse seven returns us abruptly
to prose; many scholars regard the prologue and epilogue as an
older folktale frame, or at least as a literary layer distinct from
the long poetic dispute. If the defiant poem was enclosed within
a more conventionally pious story, then Job’s conduct in the epi-
logue cannot simply dictate what his last poetic line originally
meant. Even in the finished book, a later action cannot supply the
missing object of a Hebrew verb. The tension is real, and a fair
reading must not dissolve it merely because repentance is more
comfortable.

The prose resumes with a public reversal. God turns to Eliphaz
and says, My wrath is kindled against you and against your two
friends; for you have not spoken of me the thing that is right, as
my servant Job has. The man who cursed his birthday, accused
God of hunting him like a lion, and demanded a hearing is vindi-
cated over the men who defended God bymanufacturing his guilt.
That does not make every charge Job uttered correct: the whirl-
wind has confronted his judgement, and Job has acknowledged
the limits of his knowledge. It means that his truthful engage-
ment with God was more right than their pious falsehood. Four
times in 42:7–8 God calls him my servant Job, returning to the ti-
tle used before the ordeal began in 1:8 and 2:3. The friends must
bring their offering to Job and depend upon his prayer. To wield
covenant blessing as a diagnosis of the man on the ash heap is to
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repeat the inference God has just rebuked. A scriptural quotation
does not cease to be slander merely because its source is sacred.

No third figure has entered to lay a hand upon Job and God. The
poem never tells us whom Job imagined as his go’el, but the end-
ing shows God taking up the cause the friends would not hear.
The one Job arraigned now vindicates him. This does not settle
the identity of the hoped-for redeemer; it gives the suspended ap-
peal from God to God an extraordinary narrative answer. Elihu,
meanwhile, is neither condemned with the three friends nor vin-
dicated with Job. The verdict leaves him unnamed; the Appendix
returns to that loose thread.

Job prays for his accusers, God receives the prayer, and his for-
tunes turn (42:8–10). Here I come down, gently but firmly, on the
side of retraction and reconciliation, reading the book in the form
inwhich it has come to us, prose and poetry arguingwithin one re-
ceivedwhole. Awholly defiant Job could conceivably pity human-
ity and still intercede; the sequence does not settle the grammar.
I nevertheless hear litigation giving way to intercession. If Job
repents, he is not repenting of the secret wickedness the friends
invented. He is rejecting words that outran his knowledge and
relinquishing the need to prosecute his case. His vindication has
not required his enemies to be abandoned.

And then God restores Job’s fortunes, whereupon the honest
reader begins to squirm, because the ending can look like exactly
the tidy reward the book has spent forty-one chapters disman-
tling. The LORD doubles the livestock: fourteen thousand sheep
where there had been seven, six thousand camels, a thousand
yoke of oxen, and a thousand donkeys. Job again has seven
sons and three daughters. He lives another hundred and forty
years, sees four generations, and dies, in the book’s last words,
old and full of days. Has the old formula simply been repaired?
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Righteous Job suffered, persisted, and received twice as much —
retribution theology with a happy ending and a long middle? It
is the sharpest objection to the epilogue, and it should be allowed
its full force.

The arithmetic is almost brutal: livestock can be doubled; children
cannot. Job again has seven sons and three daughters, and the
narrator does not tell us why. Some readers have said that the first
children still belong to Job before God, but the story supplies no
scene of their continuing life and we should not make its silence
carry an afterlife doctrine. Another reading hears a refusal to
reckon persons like property: sheep can be replaced two for one,
while no later child doubles or cancels a child who died. That,
too, is an interpretation rather than an explanation furnished by
the text. What the story does say is that a new family belongs to
Job’s restoration; what it never says is that these children replace
the first ten. Nothing in the ending brings those ten home, makes
their deaths necessary, or converts the arrival of new love into an
erasure of old grief.

The servants disappear from the reckoning altogether. Three
companies of attendants died beside the animals they tended; at
the end, the animals return in exact numbers and the labouring
household is not mentioned. A flock of fourteen thousand sheep
does not tend itself, so workers stand somewhere behind the
restored estate. The narrator neither counts nor names them.
They vanish into Job’s fortune as completely as they vanished
into his loss. Chinnam.

The people who do return are equally revealing. Job had said that
his brothers had been driven far from him, his relatives had failed
him, his close friends had forgotten him, and those he loved had
turned against him (19:13–19). Only after his fortunes begin to
turn do all his brothers and sisters and all who had known him be-
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fore arrive to eat at his house, console him, and give him a יטָה ,קְשִׂ
qesitah, and a gold ring apiece (42:11). The three comforters were
catastrophically wrong, but at least they came while Job was still
in the ashes. The text calls their visit consolation and leaves their
earlier absence unexplained.

And then comes a small, strange grace-note after so vast a
storm. Across Job’s first household and his restored one, twenty
children pass through the story. Only three are named, and
all three are daughters: Jemimah, “dove”; Keziah, “cassia”; and
Keren-happuch, “horn of eye-paint.” Their beauty is celebrated,
and Job gives them an inheritance among their brothers —
an extraordinary gesture in a biblical world where daughters
ordinarily inherited the family estate only when there were
no sons. These three are his daughters from grace: not wages
paid back for endurance, and not replacements for the dead, but
signs that life can be received again without pretending nothing
was lost. In Getting Involved with God, Ellen Davis reads the
daughters’ names and inheritance as signs of a new freedom in
Job’s love, less anxious and more lavish than the life described in
the prologue. I find that reading persuasive, though the narrator
does not tell us that suffering has changed his character. The
opening numbers his flocks. The ending names his daughters.

In Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous Repetition, it is the unnamed
young man who recognises Job’s ending as “repetition.” He does
not mean that the lost past has been returned intact; indeed,
he notices that human lives cannot be doubled like livestock.
Repetition is life moving forward after loss, received again
without becoming the same life one had before. That is close to
the strange quality of this epilogue. Job is not taken backwards to
the morning before the messengers came. Time does not reverse.
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Family, community, work, and delight become possible again on
the far side of an absence the new abundance cannot remove.

Plate 20 · Job and His Daughters

Job is never told about the wager; we, who know, are never
told that our knowing helped. Yet the ending does move: from
hearing to sight, from lawsuit to intercession, from isolation
to a table where brothers, sisters, and former acquaintances sit
down again to eat. It is reconciliation, and then life received
forward. Whether that is enough remains with Job and with
every reader who has wanted the dead returned rather than the
future reopened.



7 · After the Storm:
Ecclesiastes and the
Vapor

“Vanity of vanities,” says the Preacher; “Vanity of vani-
ties, all is vanity.”

— Ecclesiastes 1:2

If the book of Job is a storm, Ecclesiastes is the strange, clear light
that comes afterwards. The same disturbance has cooled into
weather. Qoheleth has no catastrophe around which the whole
book turns; he speaks through the literary guise of a son of David
and king in Jerusalem, a ruler able to test wisdom, wealth, build-
ing, pleasure, and work at a scale beyond ordinary reach. Job asks
how an innocent man can suffer so terribly within a world said to
be just; Qoheleth widens the disturbance and asks what any hu-
man labour can finally secure in a world whose outcomes refuse
our control. Unpredictability is no longer one man’s scandal. It
belongs to life under the sun.

His governing image is the Hebrew word ,הֶבֶל hebel, and the
famous refrain lets us hear it in full: הֲבֵל קֹהֶלֶת אָמַר הֲבָלִים הֲבֵל
הָבֶל הַכֹּל ,הֲבָלִים havel havalim, amar Qohelet; havel havalim,
hakkol havel. The old King James gives it unforgettable gravity:
Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is
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vanity. But hebel is a concrete image before it becomes an
abstraction: vapour or breath. Vapour of vapours, says Qoheleth;
vapour of vapours, all is vapour. No single English word settles
what the metaphor means each time it appears. Scholars have
heard transience, futility, absurdity, and enigma within it, and
the book gives warrant for all of them in different places. Vapour
is the little cloud your breath makes on a cold morning: real
enough to see, impossible to grasp, gone before you have finished
seeing it. Qoheleth applies the image to pleasure, toil, wisdom,
wealth, injustice, and death—not because each is worthless in
the same way, but because none can be mastered, retained, or
made to yield the permanent gain we demand from it. The
friends tried to hold a formula in which righteousness secured
the outcome. Job’s experience exposed its failure. Qoheleth
surveys the ordinary course of life and finds the outcome elusive
even when no catastrophe has announced the lesson.

He can sound very much like Job. There are righteous people,
he observes, who receive what the wicked deserve, and wicked
people who receive the portion proper to the righteous; this too
he calls hebel (8:14). The race is not always to the swift, nor bat-
tle to the strong, bread to the wise, riches to the discerning, or
favour to the skilful, because time and chance happen to them all
(9:11). Where Job howls this as an accusation, Qoheleth records it
as weather. Yet chance is not another name for a godless universe.
Only a few lines earlier Qoheleth places the righteous, the wise,
and their works in the hand of God, while insisting that human
beings cannot infer from their circumstances whether love or ha-
tred awaits them (9:1). Merit matters without commanding the
visible result; prosperity and calamity remain poor instruments
for auditing a life.
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Ecclesiastes 3 brings that limit close to the whirlwind. God has
placed ,הָעלָֹם ha-olam—variously rendered eternity, the whole, or
a sense of enduring time—in the human heart, yet humanity can-
not find out God’s work from beginning to end (3:11). We ache to
comprehend the whole and are unable to stand outside it. Death
makes the boundary inescapable: wisdom is better than folly, and
Qoheleth continues to commend it, but the wise person dies as the
fool does; the righteous and wicked share the same final event.
Death does not prove that wisdom and wickedness are equiva-
lent. It proves that neither wisdom nor righteousness gives its
possessor mastery over time.

Qoheleth’s counsel is therefore not to stop trying. Whatever your
hand finds to do, do it with your might (9:10); wisdom remains bet-
ter than strength, even when the poor wise man who saves a city
is promptly forgotten (9:13–18). What must be surrendered is the
demand that labour guarantee gain or that wisdom control contin-
gency. Within those limits, the book returns again and again to
bread, wine, work, clean clothes, oil on the head, and life with the
one you love. These are not consolation prizes for people unable
to achieve permanence. They are one’s ,חֵלֶק cheleq, one’s portion:
gifts received from the hand of God in the day when they can be
enjoyed, without pretending they can be kept. Job reaches such
receiving only after his former life has been torn away and the fu-
ture reopened; Qoheleth commends it as a discipline for ordinary
days.

The voice changes at Ecclesiastes 12:9, speaking about Qoheleth
in the third person, praising his wisdom and true words before
concluding, Fear God and keep his commandments. Many schol-
ars regard 12:9–14 as an editorial epilogue intended to frame, and
perhaps domesticate, the dangerous voice that precedes it; oth-
ers read it as an integral part of the book’s final literary design.
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Either way, the received text preserves both the unsettling ob-
servations and the summons to faithfulness, much as Job’s prose
frame and poetry continue to argue within one book. The ending
does not make Qoheleth’s observations disappear. It refuses to let
inscrutability become moral indifference.

Ecclesiastes belongs here as Job’s first echo because it takes the
loss of mastery seriously without requiring every reader to pass
through Job’s particular devastation. Job reaches a table again
only after the whirlwind, reconciliation, and irreparable loss. Qo-
heleth keeps pointing to the bread already on the table and urging
us to eat while it is warm. The fleeting gift is worth receiving, not
worthless because it passes.



8 · The Friends in Modern
Dress

If you were pure and upright, surely now he would
awaken for you.

— Job 8:6

Imagine visiting a man in hospital with cirrhosis. We learn that
he has been drinking heavily for decades, and that drinking has
contributed to the damage in his liver. “He brought it on himself,”
someone says, and we let it stand. Now, we think, the illness
makes sense. The information matters to his treatment, but we
are not his doctors. We are deciding how sorry to be.

Eliphaz would recognise the movement. According to what I have
seen, he tells Job, those who plow iniquity and sow trouble, reap
the same (4:8). His understanding of God’s world entitles him,
he thinks, to pronounce judgement on the man in front of him.
In Job’s case the friends invented the guilt; here we may know
something true about how a body was harmed. But that knowl-
edge does not tell us howmuch pain its owner deserves. The man
need not be innocent of every harmful choice to remain someone
whose suffering matters.

Our task at his bedside is to help, not to complete the case against
him. We can ask what he needs and listen to the answer. If there
is someone he wants contacted, we can make the call; if he wants
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company, we can stay without delivering a lecture he has not
asked for. None of this requires us to pretend that drinking was
harmless. It requires us to recognise that the person bearing its
harm is still our neighbour.

Suppose that, as we listen, he tells us about his child. Decades ear-
lier, he had sat beside another hospital bed while that child was
treated for cancer, and prayed with everything he had. People
had prayed with him and kept him company, and their presence
had helped. But when he admitted that he was frightened, some-
one told him, “Don’t let fear undermine your faith.” After the
funeral, some of those around him began looking for what had
gone wrong with his prayers. Had he really trusted God? He was
left carrying the death of his child and the suspicion that his own
failure had allowed it.

Another friend told him, “God wouldn’t give you more than you
can handle.” He had been trying to say that he wasn’t coping.

He had begun drinking to dull the grief, to get through evenings
in a house where his child no longer lived. Over the decades, what
he reached for in his suffering became another source of it. His
drinking belongs in the account. So does the child he buried, and
the suspicion laid upon him when he could barely carry the loss
itself. “He drank” told us something true. It did not tell us this.

We have learnt more of his history, not acquired the whole of
it. Our first judgement was premature even where the fact on
which we based it was correct. If hearing about his child makes
us gentler, let it; but he was already suffering before we knew. We
owed him a hearing and whatever help we could give when all we
knew was the diagnosis and the drinking. That obligation did not
begin when he mentioned his child.
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“If only you had more faith.” Bildad’s words are different, but
the condition is recognisable: If you were pure and upright, surely
now he would awaken for you (8:6). If healing does not come, the
prayer must have wavered; if fear preceded the catastrophe, fear
must have opened the door. Job 3:25 is sometimes made to sup-
port precisely that accusation: For the thing which I fear comes on
me, that which I am afraid of comes to me. But the narrator calls
Job blameless before the ordeal begins (1:1), and God Himself con-
firms it before giving the accuser permission to act (1:8–12). After
the first calamities God says Job still holds fast his integrity, and
names the destruction ,חִנָּם chinnam, without cause (2:3). The
hedge was in God’s keeping; God opened it. Job’s fear did not
summon the wind that killed his children. His sentence describes
anguish; it does not identify its cause.

Blameless need not mean that Job has never sinned; it means we
cannot treat the ordeal as evidence of guilt when the book ex-
pressly denies that account of it. Nor can his later angry words
supply a cause for the losses that preceded them. If a prosperity
gospel requires Job to have failed in faith before it can explain
his suffering, its quarrel is with the book’s opening verdict, not
merely with Job’s self-defence. The formula can always be saved
by declaring the sufferer deficient, but here God has already re-
fused that diagnosis. To make Job guilty so that God can remain
just is to defend God by contradicting Him.

I have been told, “God loves us, and we are his children, so he
would never let us suffer.” When suffering arrives, the explana-
tion becomes, “God doesn’t let suffering happen — we bring suf-
fering on ourselves with sin.” The promise has acquired an escape
clause. The suffering believer must now discover the fault that
will keep God’s love from being called into question. Pain is ad-
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mitted, but only as evidence against the person in pain. We are
back beside Eliphaz’s field, identifying the seed from the harvest.

Sin can cause suffering. God vouches for Job’s innocence and
gives permission for the ordeal. The two stand together before the
first assault (1:8–12) and again before the second (2:3–6), whenHe
also calls the ruin chinnam, without cause. Even Eliphaz speaks of
a God who wounds and binds up (5:18). Paul places being God’s
children beside suffering with Christ (Romans 8:16–17), then in-
sists that affliction cannot separate us from God’s love (8:35–39).
Neither promise is that we will not be afflicted. We need not
choose between acknowledging the pain and believing we are
loved.

We can acquit someone of causing their suffering and still pros-
ecute them for how they endure it. Eliphaz remembers how Job
steadied others, then asks why he falters now: It touches you, and
you are troubled (4:5). The appeal may be meant to encourage
him, but it makes his distress look like a failure to practise his
own faith. Calling the bereaved father strong can do the same
thing. He has been handed a compliment he must somehow live
up to, and admitting that he cannot cope now sounds like denying
God’s confidence in him. He no longer has only a loss to endure;
he must make our assurance come true.

“God is teaching you something.” Eliphaz offers an older version:
Behold, happy is the man whom God corrects. Therefore do not de-
spise the chastening of the Almighty (5:17). He goes on to say that
God wounds and binds up, injures and makes whole (5:18). Cor-
rection can be an act of care, and a person may indeed discover
that suffering enlarged her compassion or stripped away an il-
lusion. She has every right to name that meaning as her own.
But calling this man’s suffering correction already claims to know
what God is doing to him. Job eventually sees God differently;
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the book never reveals that his children were killed in order to
improve his vision. Meaning received by a sufferer is testimony.
Meaning imposed upon one is another explanation spoken over
the wound.

“God has a plan” may name the trust by which a person gets
through a night. But when we use it to end his questions, we
act as though we have answered them. We have not been shown
what purpose the child’s death served. “Everything happens for
a reason” can slide quietly from faith that God has not abandoned
us to the claim that this particular loss was necessary for some
good we are ready to name. We cannot supply that missing ac-
count merely by giving it God’s name. The father may trust God
and still ask why his child is not coming home.

“Who are we to question God?” Zophar asks, Can you fathom the
mystery of God? Or can you probe the limits of the Almighty? (11:7).
There is proper humility in acknowledging how little we under-
stand. But Zophar has just announced that Job deserves worse
than he has received (11:6). God’s ways are beyond us when Job
asks for an answer, yet apparently close enough for Zophar to
read off his friend’s guilt. If God’s purposes are hidden, that ought
to restrain our diagnosis at least as much as the sufferer’s protest.

C. S. Lewis makes the distinction unusually clear across two
books. The Problem of Pain argues, close to Elihu, that suffering
can awaken a creature who has become deaf to God; A Grief
Observed, written after Joy Davidman’s death, speaks from inside
the suffering rather than over it. The second book does not
simply cancel the first. It exposes the distance between saying
what pain may do and claiming to know why this pain was sent.
Lewis may tell us what his own grief did to him. It gives us
no warrant to stand at someone else’s grave and announce the
lesson.



8 · THE FRIENDS IN MODERN DRESS 56

Then comes the consoling arithmetic: “It could beworse.” “Others
have it worse.” Zophar’s comparison is crueller: God exacts of you
less than your iniquity deserves (11:6). Our words need not carry
his accusation to use the same pressure of comparison: look at
how much worse things might be, and moderate your complaint.
Gratitude for what remains can sustain the father without requir-
ing him to subtract his blessings from the child he lost and report
a smaller grief. Nor does another person’s greater need make his
own unreal. We can care about the other patient without making
this one apologise for being in pain.

“Your child is in a better place.” Hope for the dead may help him
live; it does not require him to be glad they are dead. The end of
the child’s illness was not the end of the father’s grief. The friends
offer Job no such hope for his children, but Eliphaz does supply a
test for how consolation should be received: Are the consolations
of God too small for you, even the word that is gentle toward you?
(15:11). He treats the failure of his words to comfort Job as Job’s
failure to receive God’s consolation. We can do the same with a
different hope, making the bereaved man’s continued grief look
like ingratitude or unbelief. If he must affirm our consolation
before we will hear his sorrow, we have made it harder for him to
speak honestly to us.

And if grief persists, it can acquire a new charge: “You need to
forgive.” “You’re holding on to bitterness.” “It’s time to move on.”
Zophar prescribes repentance: If iniquity is in your hand, put it far
away (11:14); then, he promises, you will forget your misery. You
will remember it like waters that have passed away (11:16). The
modern remedy may be forgiveness or reframing, but it can carry
the same condition: put your inner life right and the pain will
recede. Forgiveness may be something the father longs for; help
with anger or grief may be exactly what he wants. But we cannot
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infer that he is choosing his pain because he has not reached the
peace we would like to see. “You need to move on” can ask him
to become easier company while sounding like concern for his
recovery. The father who cannot give us the reassuring account
we want learns to keep his grief to himself.

Medicine and therapy can help; a person’s choices can matter
greatly to what happens next. But he does not owe us a recov-
ery that vindicates our advice. Beneath the encouragement he
may hear a very old demand: whatever happened to you, please
suffer in a way that leaves our beliefs undisturbed.

With Job, we know something the friends do not: the conversa-
tion in heaven. That knowledge gives us nothing with which to
make his losses good. Beside another hospital bed, we usually
know far less. A diagnosis and a few facts about a life are not the
whole story. God knows the man we have reduced to them, and
cares for him; His care does not begin only once we have acquit-
ted him. That is the faith I would want my presence at the bedside
to represent.

Nor can we prescribe the path his suffering must take. Asaph
reaches an understanding in the sanctuary and recovers God as
the portion of his heart (Psalm 73:17–28). David’s prayer in Psalm
51 begins with acknowledgedwrongdoing and asks formercy and
renewal (51:1–4, 10–12). Job meets God, but never learns why the
ordeal was allowed. Encounter is not the same as explanation,
and these different journeys are not stages through which every
sufferer must pass. The father does not have to retrace any of
them. We may hope that he will meet God within his own grief;
we cannot tell him whose path he must follow to get there.
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These arguments come naturally to us beside someone else’s suf-
fering. They are not new insights; they are the old comforters’
defences, dressed for our own day. They offer insulation in place
of empathy, making the man’s pain seem safely explicable and
safely his. But the bed could be ours. We too might need some-
one willing to stay rather than pronounce judgement on us. Job’s
friends have shown us what not to say. In those first seven days,
when they came to him and sat beside him without a word, they
had already shown us what to do (2:11–13).

Show up. Then shut up.



Coda — What Job Leaves
Us

Plate 21 · Job and His Family Restored to Prosperity

Some readers will close this book without being able to say what
Job says: now my eye sees you. His sight cannot be lent to them,
and his ending must not become one more thing they are failing
to achieve. Psalm 88 remains in darkness. A person can have told
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the truth, accepted help, prayed until there are no words left, and
still have no revelation to report.

I have read Job towards reconciliation because that is where I
think the received book leads, not because every life I can imag-
ine will bear that reading. For someone still waiting, it may be the
unanswered question rather than the sight that remains recognis-
able. We have no right to hurry that reader out of the book.

Those beside such a person have work that does not depend upon
an eventual testimony of growth. We can remember the name
of the one who died, allow the same story to be told again, and
resist the social pressure to make grief discreet once everyone
else has tired of it. Where violence or neglect continues, refusing
a speculative explanation is no excuse for refusing to name the
harm or help oppose it. Nor is our company a substitute for the
God whose absence the sufferer feels. We need not claim to fill
that absence in order to stay.

We may have to begin where the friends began, sitting on the
ground long enough for our explanations to fall silent. Grace will
not always allow us to remain seated. It may ask us to cook, ac-
company, give money, confront harm, make room for rage, or
keep showing up after everyone else has resumed ordinary life.
The wound may never disclose a reason. It has already disclosed
a neighbour, and that is enough to tell us where to go.



Appendix · When and
Where Was Job?

Two questions get tangled together whenever people ask how old
the book of Job is. The first is when the story is set: in what age
does Job live? The second is when the book was written: when did
some poet sit down and compose this masterpiece? To answer
the second with evidence for the first is to mistake the scenery
for a publication date. An old story can be told in a young book,
and that, almost certainly, is what we have here.

Consider first the setting, because the book takes real care to place
Job in an archaic, non-Israelite world that feels more like the age
of the patriarchs than the Israel of kings and Temple. Job lives
in Uz, east and foreign, outside the promised land. His wealth is
reckoned in livestock and servants; he offers sacrifices for his own
children, and no Israelite priesthood, tabernacle, Temple, or Mo-
saic covenant enters the story. When money appears at the end it
is a יטָה ,קְשִׂ qesitah, a rare unit named elsewhere only in Genesis
33:19 and Joshua 24:32, both passages associated with Jacob’s fam-
ily. That rarity contributes to the archaic colour without proving
a date. The divine names likewise vary across frame and poem in
ways scholars continue to debate, and they cannot by themselves
place the book before Moses. Job then lives a hundred and forty
years after his restoration, a longevity suited to the patriarchal
atmosphere. Taken together, the signals create a literary world
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long ago and far from Israel’s institutions; they do not amount to
a birth certificate for either Job or the poem.

The composition is another matter, and here the proposed dates
range widely. Many scholars place the poetic work somewhere in
the first millennium BCE, often in or after the exilic period; others
argue for earlier settings or for several stages of growth. Job’s He-
brew is famously difficult, combining rare vocabulary, apparent
archaisms, and forms sometimes associated with Aramaic, none
of which functions as a reliable timestamp by itself. The book’s
fierce concern with innocent suffering made sense after the ex-
ile, but relevance to a crisis is not proof of composition during
it. The safest conclusion is modest: a poet or poets shaped inher-
ited material into the book we have, while the patriarchal setting
keeps Job outside the Mosaic covenant and allows the argument
to range beyond Israel’s particular national history.

Elihu’s six chapters are a particular focus of that debate. He is ab-
sent from the prologue that gathers the comforters and from the
epilogue that judges them; God’s anger names the three friends,
while Elihu is neither condemned with them nor vindicated with
Job. Job’s final demand for an answer can lead directly into
God’s reply if chapters 32–37 are removed. These features, along
with Elihu’s distinctive style, have led many scholars to regard
his speeches as a later addition. Other readers find him carefully
integrated: he develops suffering as divine address, gathers the
creation and weather motifs that will dominate the whirlwind,
and provides a bridge between the exhausted dialogue and God’s
arrival. His silence in the epilogue may distinguish him from
the condemned three rather than erase him from the book. The
compositional question remains open; in the book as we have
received it, so does God’s judgement of Elihu.
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Whatever date or compositional history we choose, the learning
behind the poetry is hard tomiss. This is not brokenHebrew from
a writer who lacked command of the language; its strangeness is
bound up with rare diction, wordplay, deliberate archaism, and
a vocabulary whose wider Semitic connections have sent com-
mentators to Aramaic, Arabic, and the languages of Israel’s neigh-
bours for help. The same intelligence moves comfortably through
legal procedure, trade, anatomy, astronomy, meteorology, animal
behaviour, and the old myths of sea and chaos. We cannot recover
a curriculum vitae from a poem, and several hands may have con-
tributed to the final book, but polymathic is a fair description of
themind the work presents: linguistically adventurous, culturally
cosmopolitan, and attentive to what its age knew of both nature
and human institutions.

That Job was a known figure by a certain point we can actually
check, because he surfaces elsewhere in scripture. Ezekiel
14 names Noah, נִאֵל ,דָּ Danel or Daniel, and Job as exemplary
righteous figures; whether the middle name refers to the biblical
Daniel or an older legendary Danel is disputed, but Job’s place in
the trio is plain. This shows that a righteous Job tradition was
known by Ezekiel’s time, not that the present book had already
reached its final form. In the New Testament, James 5:11 praises
Job’s ὑπομονή, hypomone, his endurance or steadfastness. The
familiar phrase “the patience of Job” can mislead if patience
means quiet compliance: the Job of the poem curses his birthday,
accuses God, and demands a hearing. Yet he does endure. He
refuses to confess invented sins, refuses to stop addressing God,
and carries the argument all the way to the whirlwind.



Glossary

A handful of Hebrew and related terms recur through this book.
They are gathered here for the reader who wants them in one
place; each is glossed again where it first appears in the text.

barak רַךְ) ,בָּ Hebrew, “to bless”). In the prologue of Job the word is
used, four times, as a reverent stand-in for its opposite, “to curse”
— the text will not set the true verb beside the name of God. See
Chapter 1.

Behemoth הֵמוֹת) .(בְּ The great land-beast of Job 40, probably
modelled substantially on the hippopotamus andmagnified into a
“super-beast.” Its independent mythic ancestry is uncertain. Not
a dinosaur; see Chapter 5.

chinnam ,חִנָּם) Hebrew, “for nothing, gratis, without cause”).
The word links the accuser’s challenge to God’s verdict: does
Job fear God chinnam (1:9), and was Job ruined chinnam (2:3)?
Disinterested devotion and undeserved suffering share a single
word. See Chapter 1.

go’el ,גֹּאֵל) Hebrew, “kinsman-redeemer”). A close relative who
could redeem family land or a kinsman sold into servitude; the
same word can name the avenger of blood. Job extends the image
towards the vindicator he trusts to take up his cause (19:25). See
Chapter 4.
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ha-satan טָן) ָ ,הַשּׂ Hebrew, “the accuser, the adversary”). In Job 1–
2 the definite article presents a title or role within the heavenly
court rather than the later proper name Satan. See Chapter 1.

hebel ,הֶבֶל) Hebrew, “vapour, breath, mist”). The governing im-
age of Ecclesiastes, traditionally rendered “vanity.” Its implica-
tions vary by context: transience, futility, absurdity, enigma, and
the impossibility of grasping permanent gain. See Chapter 7.

Leviathan .(לִוְיָתָן) Job 41’s sea-dragon, bearing concrete animal
features and the name and imagery of the ancient Northwest
Semitic chaos-serpent. Job does not stage a battle; God claims
the creature as His own. See Chapter 5.

qesitah יטָה) .(קְשִׂ A rare unit of money in Job 42:11, found else-
where only in Genesis 33:19 and Joshua 24:32. It contributes to the
story’s archaic colouring but cannot date the composition. See the
Appendix.



Sources & Further
Reading

A note on the translations

The running biblical text is based on the public-domainWorld En-
glish Bible, with Yahweh rendered LORD and occasional light com-
pression where several verses are being retold rather than quoted
as one continuous passage. A few very short phrases from the
King James tradition appear only where their music or reception
is itself under discussion; no extended KJV passage is used. The
frontispiece givesWilliam Blake’s own inscription of Job 42:5, and
Chapter 6 quotes Robert Alter and Edward Greenstein briefly for
comparison. Where a Hebrew word is doing more work than any
single English rendering can carry — chinnam, hebel, go’el, barak
— I have given the Hebrew and my gloss rather than pretend a
translation could settle the matter.

Readers who want modern scholarly translations with commen-
tary will be richly served by Robert Alter’s rendering of the wis-
dom books, a marvel of English and of judgement, and by Edward
L. Greenstein’s deliberately revisionary Job: A New Translation.
Their disagreement over Job 42:6 is discussed in Chapter 6. Both
works are copyrighted; the brief attributed lines quoted there are
used for criticism and comparison, while the book’s running bib-
lical text remains public domain.
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A note on the illustrations

The plates are fromWilliam Blake’s Illustrations of the Book of Job
(engraved 1826), now in the public domain. Blake’s series is one
of the great visual readings of the book, and it moves along the
same arc this book traces — from religion received at second hand
to God seen at first hand. A caution: the images carry Blake’s own
idiosyncratic and heterodox spiritual vision, and are offered as his
profound reading of Job, not as illustrations of this book’s every
claim. The reproductions used here are the Yale Center for British
Art’s scans of the 1826 engravings, released to the public domain
under a Creative Commons Zero dedication.

Further reading

This is not a scholarly apparatus but a short, honest set of direc-
tions for the reader who wants to go further, grouped by the part
of the book they best serve. I have kept it small on purpose; each
of these will open doors to the rest.

On the book of Job itself. Robert Alter, The Wisdom Books: Job,
Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, for the text and its notes; Edward L.
Greenstein, Job: A New Translation, for a philologically bold and
sharply subversive alternative. Carol A. Newsom, The Book of Job:
A Contest of Moral Imaginations, for how the book sets its voices
against one another. Gustavo Gutiérrez, On Job: God-Talk and
the Suffering of the Innocent, for a reading forged among the poor.
For those who want a full commentary, the volumes of David J.
A. Clines and Norman C. Habel are standard and rewarding.

On honest lament. The lament psalms themselves — 22, 88, and
their company — read straight through, are the best commentary
on Job’s rage.
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On pain argued and endured. C. S. Lewis’s The Problem of Pain
(1940), a lucid attempt at theodicy, is best read beside A Grief
Observed (1961), where bereavement tests what explanation can
carry. This book stands nearer the latter’s raw, Job-like refusal to
make grief tidy.

On receiving life again. Ellen F. Davis, Getting Involved with God:
Rediscovering the Old Testament (Cowley Publications, 2001),
reads Job’s renewed fatherhood and his daughters’ inheritance
as signs of a freer love; the passage discussed in Chapter 6 is
on p. 143, cited in Luther Seminary’s “Job 42:13–15 — Job’s
Daughters”. Søren Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous Repetition,
especially the young man’s letters about Job, repays the difficulty
of its form.

The deepest source, of course, and the only one truly indispens-
able, is the book of Job itself. Everything here is finally an invita-
tion back to it.

Works quoted or directly discussed

• Robert Alter, The Wisdom Books: Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes
(W. W. Norton, 2010), p. 177.

• Edward L. Greenstein, Job: A New Translation (Yale University
Press, 2019), p. 185.

• William Wordsworth, “Lines Written a Few Miles above Tin-
tern Abbey,” in Lyrical Ballads (J. & A. Arch, 1798).

• Ellen F. Davis, Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old
Testament (Cowley Publications, 2001), p. 143, cited in Luther
Seminary, “Job 42:13–15 — Job’s Daughters.” No Davis wording
is quoted here.

• Søren Kierkegaard, Repetition (1843). No wording from a mod-
ern translation is quoted.

• C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (Centenary Press, 1940), and A
Grief Observed (Faber & Faber, 1961). Neither work is quoted.

https://enterthebible.org/passage/job-4213-15-jobs-daughters/
https://enterthebible.org/passage/job-4213-15-jobs-daughters/


Colophon

The Arc of Human Suffering: How Sorrow Leads to Sight was com-
posed from Markdown source with Pandoc and typeset with Xe-
LaTeX. The house face is Libertinus Serif for Latin and polytonic
Greek, with Noto Serif Hebrew for the book’s pointed Hebrew
text. The typefaces are openly licensed and embedded in the print
and EPUB editions so rendering does not depend upon fonts in-
stalled on a reader’s device.

The print edition is set at a 5.5 × 8.5 in. trim. William Blake’s
1826 Illustrations of the Book of Job are public domain; the repro-
ductions are Yale Center for British Art CC0 scans.

Published by Chinnam Press.

Chinnam–Hebrew חִנָּם (chinnam), “for nothing,” “without cause,”
“gratis” – the word at the centre of the Adversary’s wager over
Job (Job 1:9, 2:3): does Job serve God chinnam, for nothing? The
imprint takes its name from that question.
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