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God, Job and The Enigma of Suffering 

A Deeper Understanding of the Cross
NOTE: Class does not meet Oct. 11!  George is at Emmanuel School of Religion.

Back to normal at E 91 Oct. 18. 

The Absence of God
Job 5:1 You may call; but is there any to answer you?  To which of the Holy Ones could you turn?  2 For the fool is slain by his resentment, the stupid killed by his anger.  3 I have seen the fool firmly rooted, but forthwith I have declared his home accursed.   4 His children are abandoned, far from any help; at the gate they are crushed, with no defender.  5 What he has sown the hungry eat, the shriveled sheaves they carry off, and the thirsty pant after possessions.  

6 For it is not from the ground that affliction springs, not from the soil that suffering sprouts; 
7 it is man who begets a suffering for himself, and the sons of Pestilence fly high.  8 But I myself seek God in prayer, and to God I address my speech.  9 He it is who works great deeds, past human reckoning, who performs wonders, beyond all numbering.  10 He it is who sends rain upon the earth, who pours down water upon the fields.  11 He raises the lowly to the heights, and lifts the bereaved to safety.  12 He thwarts the plots of the crafty, so that their hands win no success. 

13 He ensnares the cunning in their own craftiness, and the counsel of the wily runs to ruin.  14 By daylight they meet with darkness, and at noonday they grope as though it were night.  15 But the poor he saves from the sword of their mouth, from the hand of the mighty,  16 so that the crushed can hope again, and injustice must shut its mouth.  17 Happy is the man whom God reproves!  So do not spurn the discipline of the Almighty.  18 For he may wound, but he binds up the sore; he may smite, but his hands heal.  19 From six calamities he will rescue you; and in the seventh no harm will touch you.  20 In famine he will ransom you from death, in battle from the stroke a of the sword.  21 From the lash of the tongue you will be hidden; you need not fear destruction when it comes near.  22 At ruin and blight you will mock, and you will have no fear of the wild beasts.  23 you will be in covenant with the stones of the field, and the wild animals will be at peace with you.  24 you will know that your dwelling is secure; you will take stock of your estate and miss nothing.  25 You will know that your offspring will be many, your descendants like the grass of the earth.  26 In ripe old age you will come to your grave, as a sheaf comes up to the threshing floor at its season.  27 Behold, this is what we have discovered; it is true.  Take heed, and know it yourself. 

Cry for Life or Death

Eliphaz supposes, since he cannot bring himself to believe that anyone would really want to die, that Job may be nurturing an appeal for the healing of his suffering.  Job may indeed number himself among those who “long for death” (3:21) and who “rejoice exceedingly … when they find the grave” (3:22), but Eliphaz has convinced himself that Job’s real desire is for a calm and peaceful existence such as Eliphaz pictures in 5:19-26.  Now if such a cry for deliverance is in Job’s heart, Eliphaz says, he may as well stifle it, for there is no power, not even among the heavenly beings or the holy ones.

No Holy Ones Can Help

Eliphaz’s attitude toward Job has been made clear in the previous chapter: Job is essentially a righteous man, but like any human (or angel; cf. 4:18) he has his faults and is suffering for them. Job’s goodness has long been evident (4:3-4), and his fear of God and personal integrity are rightful grounds for confidence that his suffering will not last for long (4:6).  He may rest assured that he will never perish utterly, for every righteous person has found ultimate deliverance (4:7).  However, Job shares the moral frailty of all created beings (4:17-19); so his sinfulness – not specified in this speech, but see 22:6-9 – must be recompensed, and no appeal can get him off the hook of retributive justice. 

No one can save us from God but God and the holy ones (angels) are creatures who are impure in the eyes of God (Job 4:18).  The futility of any appeal Job makes lies not in the quarter to which he directs it but in the fact of the appeal itself; he has no right to do anything.  The heavenly beings or angels are called “holy ones” (as also in Job 15:15; Deut 33:3; Ps 89:6, 8; Zech 14:5; Dan 4:14; 8:13; Ecclus 42:17).  The idea of angels as intercessors or as mediators between humanity and God has played a negative role in the history of both Judaism and Christianity.  Paul hints to the worship of the angels in Colossians 2:16-23 as part of deviation from proper Judaism.  In later Jewish sources (inter-testimonial period), angels were the ones who speak on behalf of God.  This was the case of Mohammad who never heard God but received the Quran from Gabriel.
Witness of the Fathers of the Church to the Worship of Angels

Origen of Alexandria, Against Celsus 5:8: “You will find particularly in Jeremiah that the word of God through the prophet finds fault with Israel because they worship these angels and sacrifice to the queen of heaven and to all the host of heaven (Jer 51:17 and 7:17- 18;19:13) . Paul, who received a meticulous education in Jewish doctrines and later became a Christian as a result of a miraculous appearance of Jesus, says these words in the epistle to the 

Colossians 2:18.  Let no man rob you.” (Read Colossians 2:18 and this becomes clear. - bw)
John Chrysostom Homilies on Colossians: “But what is the general drift of Paul’s words? There are some who maintain that we must be brought near by angels, not by Christ; for Christ to do so would seem too great an act on our behalf.  Paul continually emphasizes what has been done by Christ.”

Theodoret of Cyrus, Commentary on the Letters of Paul: “Those who defend the law lead persons to worship angels, since they say that the law was given through them.  This vice persisted for a long time in Phrygia and Pisidia, such that a synod gathered at Laodicea in Phrygia laid down a law that angels should not be invoked.”

Canon 35 of the Council of Laodociea 364: “That no Christian must desert the Church of God and go away, and call persons Angels, and collect congregations, which is prohibited.  If anyone, therefore, be found to be adhering to this hidden idolatry, let him be anathema, because he deserted our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and went over to idolatry.”
St. Epiphanius (4th Cent) says in his work entitled Panarians that there used to be an old sect of persons called Angelics, who taught that we ought not to call upon Christ for help, or to offer ourselves to God the Father through him, because this exceeds human worthiness, since Christ too is super human; but that we ought instead to call upon the Angels in regard to these matters.  This, however, was a hidden deception invented by the Devil in order that as a result of such feigned reverence and humility human beings might little by little be seduced into calling upon, or invoking, the Angels as Gods, and consequently paying worship to creation rather than to the Creator, which in fact was what ensued in their case.  For this reason the present Canon anathematizes those Christians who leave the Church of God and the practice of calling upon our Lord Jesus Christ the Son of God, and who congregate in the temples of the Angels (for, according to Theodoret, there was down to his time a temple of the Archangel Michael in those parts of Laodicea for that reason) and call upon them as gods, and consequently in this hidden manner become idolaters or “creature-worshipers,” i.e., the Angels.

According to Epiphanius, these persons called themselves Angelics either because they were proud of being ranked with Angels in point of conduct in public and private life, or because they used to prate that the world was built by Angels.  But according to Theodoret (in his Interpretation of the Epistle to the Colossians) it was because they used to say that the Law was given through the Angels, on which account they both respected and worshiped them.  The reason why this Council issued the present Canon, as Theodoret himself asserts, was this, that this sect dwelt for many years in Phrygia and Pisideia, the metropolis of which territories was Laodicea.  Hence the present Council which was held in Laodicea forbade their praying to the Angels – that is to say, in other words, it prohibited their calling upon them as Gods, with respect to worshipful faith. 
But Origen in his Book V against Celsus says that the reason why they used to call upon the Angels as gods was that they found them being called divine and gods in the Holy Bible.  In mentioning this sect in his Epistle to the Colossians (2:18) St. Paul says: “Let no one rob you of the prize by trying on the score of humility and religion of the Angels to insinuate what he hath not seen” – or, more explicitly, let no one deprive you of the prize or reward of faith in Christ (for the Greek verb catagrabeuein, translated here “rob one of the prize,” means not to give the prize and crown to the victor, but to someone else, the victors being thus wronged and treated unjustly, a thing which the Angelics used to do by giving the crown and worship to the Angels who had not vanquished death and the Devil and sin, thus taking this right away from Christ, who by means of the Cross vanquished all opposing powers), by trying, on pretense of humility and reverence in calling upon the name of Christ, to separate you from the correct, or right, faith, and to induce you to go over to the religion of the Angels, or, in other words, to worship the Angels as gods. (from The Rudder or the Pedalion which is the book of the Canons of the Orthodox Church, 1983, pages 566-56.)7

Job 5: 8-27 As Applied to the Life of Israel in the Targum

8 But as for me I would seek out instruction from the Powerful One, and to God I would state my case,  9 who does great things that cannot be counted!  And extraordinary things past numbering,  10 who gives rain to the land of Israel, and sends water on the marketplaces of the people;  11 to set the lowly on high; so that those who are dejected from poverty are secure in salvation;  12 who frustrates the plans of the Egyptians who schemed to do evil to Israel, and their hands did not achieve the counsel of their wisdom.  13 Who catches the wise men of Pharaoh in their own wisdom, ‘and the counsel of his cunning magicians’ rushes upon them.  14 In the daytime they meet darkness, and at midday they grope as if in the night.  15 But he saved his people from the killing of their mouth, and a poor people from the hand of a strong king.  
16 There is hope for a poor man, and the deceit ‘of the wicked’ shuts its mouth.  17 Behold the goodness of Abraham, a gracious man whom God rebukes, and you, Israel, do not reject the chastisement of the Almighty.  18 For he brings the pain but provides the plaster; he smites but his hands heal.  19 In six troubles he will deliver you, and in the seventh, no harm shall touch you.  20 In the famine of Egypt he will save you from death, and in the war of Amelek from the killing by the sword.  21 You shall be hidden between the clouds from the injury of the tongue of Balaam, and you will not fear the destruction from Midian when it comes.  22 You will laugh at the destruction of Sihon and the famine of the desert, and you will have no fear of the camp of 0g, which is like the beasts of the earth.  23 For your covenant is with the stone tablets that were given to you with pomp in the field, and the Canaanites who are like the wild beasts are at peace with you.  24 And you will know that your study-house has peace; you will visit the dwelling of your Sanctuary and you will not be injured.  25 You will know that your children are many, and your children’s children like the grass of the field.  26 You will enter into the sepulchral chamber, to the burial place, in the fullness of your years, as a shock of grain comes up in its season.  27 See we have inquired into this and so it is.  Accept it and know it.
God Who Wounds and Binds (Job 5:18) 

John Chrysostom Commentary on Job 5:18: “If God brings evils to an end and transforms them into their opposite, causing mortals to enjoy a profound peace, it is the same thought, not a different one, that guides God in his present attitude.” 

God Delivers from six Troubles: 

Bishop Ishodad of Merv ( Syrian 850): “We must not think that the author intends to limit divine providence by fixing a precise number of troubles.  He means that God will completely save you from the afflictions that surround you.”
Philemon in the Third Dialogue with George: “The six troubles must be taken as a symbolic number which has its origin in the creation of the world in six days, so that God will deliver us from all that troubles us in this creation.”

Hesychius of Jerusalem (412-450), Homlies on Job, Hom 8:5: “Without doubt Job possesses happiness.  You see that, by necessity or willingly, while Job starves and keeps away from all the tables of this world, he cries, ‘sighing is my nourishment.’  Yet Job does not die and confirms with force this word of God, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes out from the mouth of God.’” 

Didymus the Blind (313 -398), Commentary on Job 5:21: “Again Eliphaz says this about the one who has been rebuked by the Lord, whereby he follows his own principle.  Not even what Eliphaz says is stringent.  Too often many righteous people have been vilified.  Among them are Joseph, whom the Egyptian woman charged with excess in spite of his modesty, and Susanna, who suffered as a hostage the humiliations from the “lawless elders.”  Consequently, if he understands by “hidden from the scourge of the tongue” that one is neither humiliated nor vilified, this word is unfounded.  It is more accurate to say that the one who lives after the will of God cannot be harmed by humiliation or vilification, called “scourge of the tongue.”  Virtue protects him from being found guilty of the false allegations.  Nor does such a person fear expected destruction, since he says with Saint Paul, “Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril or sword?” Over all this he prevails through virtue’s abundance. 
Likewise, he is protected from the intrigues of false wisdom, since God “takes the wise in their own craftiness.”  ... The same meaning as “you shall not fear destruction when it comes” has the following word from the prophet: “The calamity will come from far away.”  This must be understood like this: The good comes from us.  For it is said, “The kingdom of God is within you.”  Thus we have an inclination toward virtue that Christ called “kingdom.”  But the punishment and damage and dishonor of sin come from the outside.  For the human, who is created “after God’s image,” carries the seed of the good within.  But if he deviates from the right path, he encounters evil, without having received such an inclination from God.”

Olympiodorus, (early six century) Commentary on Job 5:21

“He will hide you from the evil tongue, which knows how to persecute unjustly.  In fact, they call “scourge” the malice and slander of the tongue.  Moreover, you will end up in complete safety.”

Your Tent Is Safe, Job 5:22-24

Gregory the Great, (540 -604) - Morals on the Book of Job 6:53: “In holy Scripture complete peace is described in one way and initial peace in another.  For “Truth” gave to his disciples peace from the beginning, when he said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give unto you.” And Simeon desired to have perfect peace.  He sought it saying, “Now let your servant depart in peace, according to your word.”  Our peace begins in longing for the Creator, but it is perfected by clarity of vision.  Our peace will be perfect when our mind is neither blinded by 

ignorance nor moved by the assaults of the body.  For as much as we touch upon its first beginnings, when we either subject the soul to God or the flesh to the soul, the “tabernacle” of the righteous person is said to “have peace.”  The body he inhabits through his mind is restrained from the evil motions of its desires under the controlling hand of righteousness.  But what advantage is it to restrain the flesh by continence if the mind has not been taught to expand itself through compassion in the love of our neighbor?  For the body’s chasteness is worth nothing if not recommended by sweetness of spirit.”

Ripe Old Age, Job 5:25-27

John Chrysostom, Commentary on Job 5:25-27: “Notice how Eliphaz … has inflicted a severe blow.  How and in what manner? By showing that Job is not among those who receive a warning or among those who keep faith.  Indeed, Eliphaz has applied his words to the person of Job, but his speech has a general meaning.  For he says: Here is what we have seen and understood; but if this did not occur in your case, and if you remain in your misfortunes, it is up to you to recognize your own perversity.”

The Absence of God in the life of St. Seraphim of Sarov (Born in 1759 and died 1833. Very much celebrated saint in Russia even during the Soviet regime): “Several testimonies collected in the archives of Sarov attempt to describe something of Father Seraphim’s life during the nights and days of his recluse period.  We may well call this time the hour of battle with the powers of darkness.  It sometimes seemed to Seraphim as though the walls of his hut were collapsing or that raging foes were assailing him from all sides, or that wild beasts were pouncing on his hut; he heard howls and cries, and some times he even felt himself lifted up and then violently flung to the ground.  Seraphim was asked if he had seen demons.  He was silent and then said simply, “They are despicable.”
After some time, the nature of the attacks changed: Heavy anxiety and anguish gripped the hermit’s heart, deep depression overwhelmed him, and dark thoughts troubled his spirit.  Seraphim saw himself damned, abandoned by God, and it was then that his agony approached despair. “He who has chosen the hermit life,” he said later, “must feel himself constantly crucified … The hermit, tempted by the spirit of darkness, is like dead leaves chased by the wind, like clouds driven by the storm; the demon of the desert bears down on the hermit at about mid-day and sows restless worries in him, and distressing desires as well.  These temptations can only be overcome by prayer.”  This spiritual battle must have gone on for years; it was only at the end of his life that it became known, through his guarded disclosures, that he had spent a thousand days and a thousand nights in prayer, kneeling on a granite rock or prostrate in his cell, overcoming satanic powers. (Valentine Zander, St Seraphim of Sarov, 1975, page 19)  
The Abandonment in the Life of St. Siloun (Staretz, which in Slavonic means elder teacher, died 14 September 1938): “It was fifteen years after the Lord had appeared to him, and Silouan was engaged in one of these nocturnal struggles with devils which so tormented him.  No matter how he tried, he could not pray with a pure mind. At last he rose from his stool, intending to bow down and worship, when he saw a gigantic devil standing in front of the icon, waiting to be worshipped.  Meanwhile, the cell filled with other evil spirits.  Father Silouan sat down again, and with bowed head and aching heart he prayed: “Lord, Thou seest that I desire to pray to Thee with a pure mind but the devils will not let me.  Instruct me, what must I do to stop them hindering me?”  And in his soul he heard, “The proud always suffer from devils.”  “Lord,” said Silouan, “teach me what I must do that my soul may become humble.” Once more, his heart heard God’s answer, “Keep thy mind in hell, and despair not.”

This brief exchange marked a new and extremely important stage in Father Silouan’s life.  The means prescribed to him for the attaining of humility were unusual, incomprehensible, to all appearances cruel – but he adopted them with joy and thanksgiving.  His heart felt that the Lord was being merciful to him, that the Lord Himself was guiding him.  It was no new thing for him to abide in hell – he had dwelt there until his vision of the Lord.  But God’s direction, “and despair not” was new.  He had reached the point of despair before; and now again, after years of onerous wrestling, after frequent periods of abandonment by God, he had been living through hours, if not of actual hopeless, at least of very similar, anguish.  The memory of the Lord he had seen had kept him from complete collapse but his sufferings from the loss of grace were no less grievous.  Actually, what he had been experiencing was also a form of despair but despair of a different kind.  In all these years, despite superhuman labors he had not attained his desire, and he was losing hope.  And so when he rose from his stool after wrestling for prayer and saw before him a devil expecting adoration, Father Silouan felt sick at heart.  It was then that the Lord Himself indicated the way to pure prayer.
What was the essence of God’s prescription to Father Silouan?  It was not an abstract, intellectual disclosure but an intimation which existentially revealed to his soul that the root of all sin, the seed of death, is pride: that God is humility, and therefore the man who would “put on” God must learn to be humble.  Now Father Silouan realized that Christ’s supreme, ineffably sweet humility, which he had experienced at the time of his vision, is an inseparable feature of Divine love, of Divine Being.  Now he really saw that all ascetic striving must be directed towards acquiring humility.

Now did his soul triumph – triumph after a fashion ignored by the world.  It had been given him to know the great mystery of Being, to know it existentially.  Oh, how gracious is the Lord – He reveals His mysteries to His humble servant and instructs him in the ways of eternal life!  Now Silouan will cling with the whole strength of his soul to the path shown him by God Himself. (Archimandrite Sophrony, St. Siloun, 1991, pages 42-43)
 “’Keep thy mind in hell, and despair not.’ What does it mean to ‘keep the mind in hell’?”  Can it be that we are to use our imagination to conjure up circumstances for ourselves similar to those figured in some primitive painting?  In this instance, no.  Father Silouan, like certain great Fathers – St. Antony, St. Sisoë, St. Makarios, St. Pimen – during his lifetime actually descended into the darkness and torments of hell.  They did this not once but over and over again until their hearts were so permeated that they were able to repeat the movement at will.  They took refuge in it when passion – especially that most subtle of passions, pride – reared its head.

The struggle against pride is, in fact, the final stage in the battle against the passions.  To begin with, the ascetic must wrestle with the greater passions of the flesh, then with irritability and, finally, pride.  This last combat is undoubtedly the most painful of all.  Taught by long experience that pride leads to loss of grace, the ascetic consciously descends into hell where every passion is “seared with a hot iron.”
The Staretz observed that most people despair when they approach this state, and give in.  This is why the great Sisoë said, ‘Who can bear St. Antony’s thought?  By the way, I know a man” (it was himself, Sisoë) “who is able to bear it.”  Here, as Staretz Silouan explained, Sisoë was thinking of what St. Antony learned from the shoemaker of Alexandria.  St. Antony had prayed the Lord to show him to what measure he had attained.  And the answer was that he had not reached the standard of a certain shoemaker in Alexandria.  St. Antony made his way to the man and asked him how he lived.  The latter replied that he gave a third of his earnings to the church, a third to the poor, and kept the rest for his own needs. 
Antony, who had himself given up all he possessed and lived in the desert in greater poverty than the shoemaker, found nothing extraordinary in this.  It was not here that he excelled.  Antony said to him, ‘The Lord sent me to you to see how you live.”  Then the humble working-man, who looked up to St. Antony and was dismayed by his words, answered, “I don’t do anything special. Only, when I am working I look at passers-by and think, ‘they’ll all be saved; only I shall perish’.”
Antony, sent by God to learn of the shoemaker; Antony, prepared by long and extraordinarily arduous ascetic struggle (that had amazed all Egypt) to grasp the real meaning of what the shoemaker said, sensed the force of his words and realized that he had not attained to the stature of the man.  Returning to the desert, he applied himself to the matter and taught it to other anchorites who had need “not of milk but of strong meat.”  Since then other of the great Desert Fathers have passed it down through the centuries, a priceless heritage.  Each of them, it is true, expressed it in his own way.  Pimen the Great, for instance, used to say to his disciples, “Believe me, my children, where Satan is, there shall I be cast also;” but in essence the message remains the same.

Blessed Staretz Silouan said that many ascetics when they approached that state – which is vital if one would be cleansed of the passions – would fall into despair and be unable to continue.  But the one who knows “how greatly the Lord loveth us” escapes the pernicious effect of total despair and knows how to stand prudently on the verge so that the hellish fire burns away his every passion and he does not fall victim to despair. “And despair not.”
If the Staretz account is a simple one – as simple as the shoemaker’s of Alexandria – the power and mystery of the matter will remain incomprehensible for anyone who has not known a similar experience of hellish torment, on the one hand, and the great gifts of grace, on the other.  Especially after that night of supernatural conversation in prayer Staretz’ long life of spiritual struggle was wholly devoted to the search for humility.  And if we would know the manner and secret of that striving we must meditate on his “beloved song:”
“Soon I shall die, and my accursed soul will descend into hell. There I shall suffer alone in the darkness of the prison- house, and cry with bitter tears: ‘My soul wearies after the Lord, and I seek Him in tears.’ How could I not seek Him? He first sought me out and manifested Himself to me a sinner.”

When he said, “My accursed soul will descend into hell,” it was no mere figure of speech: he was referring to a real experience of hell – an experience which through the years ate its way into his heart, to such a degree that he was able by a deliberate movement of his spirit to renew it in himself.  And when the burning torment had achieved its end – had destroyed the passionate thought or feeling -- he would stay the all-consuming fire by the saving action of the love of Christ which he also knew and bore within him.  He learned of this when he heard the response, “Keep thy mind in hell, and despair not.”  The first words of his “beloved song’ plunged him into hell, then, by reminding him of God’s love he eluded despair. “And despair not.”
Very few are able to do as the Staretz did. By persevering in this struggle, the soul grows accustomed and acquires endurance — the thought of hell so takes over the soul as almost to become permanent. And this persistence is indispensable, for man ‘clothed with flesh and living in the world’ is constantly subject to the pressure of sin all around him, to defend himself against which he must put on the armor of humility to the utmost degree.

The Staretz declared, “The Lord Himself taught me the way to humble myself: “Keep thy mind in hell, and despair not.”  Thus is the enemy vanquished.  But when my mind emerges from the fire, the suggestions of passion gather strength again.”  This brief inconsistent exposé is incapable of conveying any real understanding of the ineffably wondrous life where extreme suffering is allied to extreme bliss, the one accompanying the other in the strangest manner.  If the suffering existed alone, it would be impossible to bear it.  And if there were only bliss that, too, would be past bearing (Archimandrite Sophrony, St Siloun, 1991, pages 210-213).
Philemon in the Third Dialogue with George: “Pride remains in the very deep part of our heart.  We fail so see it when we are well and enjoying life.  Thus our Heavenly Father allows tribulations to visit us in order to deprive us from one of the bitter roots of our worship – our desire to be accepted by God because of what we are; that is our piety, and our attempt to make our life acceptable by God because we pray and strive for holiness.  We are loved by God in spite of our condition as the Evangelist said, “He loved us first” before we even knew Him.  From time to time we are abandoned in order to learn the eternal lesson that it is the grace of God that keeps us in communion with God our Father through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
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