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Taking God’s Place

A few weeks ago I traveled with Lori to Massachusetts for my college reunion—a major one, but I won’t tell which one—and in the registration building there were a few yearbooks out with which people could walk down memory lane. Immediately I thumbed through it looking for pictures of myself to show Lori the younger, skinnier version of myself back in the day. 

There was nothing particularly unusual about this, but as I returned home and opened the Bible to read the Scripture passages for the coming week, it struck me how tempting it is to read Scripture like a yearbook: looking for pictures of ourselves in it. On one level it’s a perfectly natural way to read literature; after all, like seeks like, doesn’t it? But on a deeper level, it became clear that something was wrong with this method: reading Scripture this way put me at the center of the universe--and God—along with everybody else—was off to the side. My questions and prayers, my experiences, and my limited understanding was the sole arbiter of what God would do and say. However heartfelt and authentic I could be, it was still just me looking in a book for pictures of myself. 

This is the situation Job finds himself in right before God finally speaks to him in the passage this morning. Job has confronted God with the very real struggles, losses, and hardships of his life. Various acquaintances have told Job that he must have done something sinful to deserve this terrible treatment—that God was punishing him--and that if he just repented of whatever it was his life would take a turn for the better. After all, one common understanding of Job’s time was that if your life was going well, you were on God’s good side; but if your life was full of struggle, difficulties, illnesses and other afflictions, you were of course on God’s bad side. Simple as that. But Job wanted the answer directly from God. So over and over, day after day Job confronted God about the injustice of his life. Job told God all about Job’s suffering in his life, which if you remember was quite substantial. Why was God doing this to him? What was God’s plan with him anyway? And where was God’s justice for him? Job is confident he has more than enough evidence to challenge and convict God of severe neglect, if not downright abuse.

Finally God answers, but the answer is like nothing Job had expected. A series of questions from God for which Job has no understanding of the answers: “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?” “Have you entered into the springs of the sea, or walked into the recesses of the deep? Have the gates of death been revealed to you, or have you seen the gates of deep darkness? Have you comprehended the expanse of the earth? Declare, if you know all this.” 

What God seems to be saying is that the universe is not Job-centric. But even more disturbing to our ears trained to hear affirmation of the individual self, God also seems to say that human beings are not the center of the universe and not everything has been made for our service. Job is so full of his own problems, that he has not been able to go outside himself and his world—his personal world, his social world, his cultural world, his religious world. In the process of challenging God about all the things that were wrong with his life, Job had domesticated God to a kind of personal pocket genie, subjecting God to his will, and deciding whom God should favor and when—namely himself and immediately. Without intending to, Job had replaced God with himself, and then demanded the attention that a Job-centered universe deserved.

After God speaks Job is left with what one theologian has called “the incomprehensible character of God”: God’s freedom from all concepts, ideologies, theologies that people use to put God in their own clearly labeled box. This is not the yearbook picture of himself Job was hoping to find; instead, the picture of God that develops is nothing like him at all. With the living Creator God back at the center, Job is forced to adjust the way he sees his life and the world around him.

The Apostle Paul is another person who learned the hard way that God is free of all tribal, ethnic, and religious boundaries. Raised a faithful and observant Jew, Paul rose quickly to the top of his class in every way: brilliant, studious, earnest, devout, Paul applied his many gifts to defending the true faith of his ancestors from the upstart Jesus movement. He would protect the purity of God and the church of his tradition even if he had to kill for it—and kill he did, as several accounts tell. But on his way to Damascus, Paul has an experience that literally blinds him for three days. Some accounts say that the risen Christ encountered him, and others say he was shown those mysteries that Job was stumped by. Either way, the result was that he began to proclaim wherever he could that Israel’s God had acted definitively in history through Jesus’ death and resurrection to bring back to God not just Jews but all Gentile people from every nation. Going against a centuries-old tradition of understanding God as Israel’s possession, Paul was given a glimpse of God’s all-inclusive plan of redemption. The vision broke open his small world as painfully as it did Job’s.

In his second letter to the church in Corinth, Paul writes that the love of Christ urges him into new and unfamiliar Gentile territory because he is convinced that Christ has died for all. Not just the circumcised or those who go to church, but every creation of God. This changes the way Paul sees and treats people from that of a merely human point of view to that of what he calls a new creation. The goal is that all people live no longer for themselves but for Christ, the one who died and was raised for them.

To describe how this works, Paul uses the word reconciliation: “That is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is asking his appeal through us…” Reconciliation means that all is forgiven: our trespasses, and any skeletons in the closet, are not counted against us. Jesus, by dying and rising for us, has removed them for good. We are set free from their burden and are a new creation. Another image helped me recently: If you reconcile a budget, the money in and the money out come together—they meet at last!  This is the work of Christ for us: bringing us back together with God. No outstanding impediments are any longer in the way.

But there is still the part of our response. Paul says that God entrusts the message of reconciliation to us, the church to communicate it through our thoughts, words and deeds. We do not possess the message; the message has possessed us and made us spokespersons for it. As a church we are faithful to getting the message out when people learn from us that they no longer need be driven or defined by their past, their mistakes, their skeletons. With every ounce of our strength and ability, we should be getting out the message that “Whoever you are, you are part of the Great Church of the Second Chance with us and the rest of the world.” 

Some of you are aware that the Episcopal Church has just finished its General Convention: the event when elected ordained and non-ordained delegates from churches  across the US gather to worship together, pray together, and discern God’s will for the larger church together. Like any family gathering, there is dysfunction, but the shared nature of the decision making process allows for every community to be represented. Various media have picked up on it, Larry King featured some of the representatives…and it’s amazing to me just how much they play to our basest desire to see a fight. Without going into too much detail, let me simply comment on what Job and Paul bring to the table. 

1) Resist the strong forces that polarize, demonize, judge, and end dialogue. God and Job had a conversation, which means that each listened to the other, and each spoke to the other

2) Remember Job’s lesson that God’s character is incomprehensible in totality, independent of our attempts to put him where we can control him. To claim complete certainty is simply idolatry: replacing God with yourself at the center of the universe

3) Paul’s commission to the church is never that we spend our precious resources figuring out who’s in and who’s out; Paul learned that God is always working outside the little worlds we live in. Rather, we must remember that we are messengers bearing the world-transforming message of reconciliation.
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