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Prologue

 

Like a car with two steering wheels, the world has been guided by two forces, the spiritual and the secular, that fight for control. The secular has seized the advantage today, but for many centuries the power lay with spirituality. Visionaries could shape the future as much as kings, often more. A king was anointed by God, but visionaries were visited by God. They heard his message personally before appearing in public to announce what God wanted people to do.

I became fascinated by the perplexing situation that visionaries find themselves thrust into. Very few asked for this power to affect other people. God wrenched them from the comfort of everyday life and guided their steps. The voice they heard in their heads wasn’t their own, but divinely inspired. What was that like? On one hand, it must have been terrifying. In a world that made a spectacle of feeding martyrs to lions, crucifying saints as enemies of the state, and jealously guarding old religions, the voice of God could be pronouncing a death sentence. On the other hand, to experience the divine was ecstatic, as witnessed by the mystical poets in every culture who had a love affair with the divine. That mixture of rapture and torment became the seed of this book.

“God” is an empty term except as it finds expression through the revelations of all the saints, prophets, and mystics of history. They exist to plant the seeds of spirituality as direct experience rather than a matter of hope and faith. Yet no one can say that God was revealed in one consistent shape delivering one consistent message—quite the opposite. Somehow revelations can be divine and contradictory at the same time.

Why doesn’t God just say what’s on his (or her) mind and let it spread to every people? The contradiction in holy messages arose because of our own limitations. Let’s assume that God is infinite. Our minds are not equipped to perceive the infinite. We perceive what we are prepared to see and know. Infinity reveals itself in bits and pieces tailored to each society, epoch, and habit of mind. We label as God mere glimpses of higher reality, like seeing one figure in Da Vinci’s Last Supper. A glimpse fills us with wonder, but the whole thing has been missed.

With that in mind, I’ve turned this novel into a meditation about God in us. Only half is fictional, devoted to ten visionaries entranced by the words that God spoke to them. The other half consists of reflections on what God meant when he singled out these sages, seers, prophets, and poets. The message wasn’t the same each time—Job in the Old Testament heard something very different from what St. Paul in the New Testament heard—yet one sees a pattern.

God evolves. That’s why he keeps speaking and never grows silent. The very basic fact that God has shifted between “he,” “she,” “it,” and none of the above shows how changeable the divine presence is. But to say that God evolves implies that he began in an immature state and then grew into fullness, when every faith holds that God is infinite to begin with. What actually evolved was human understanding. For thousands of years, perhaps as far back as cave dwellers, the human mind held a capacity for higher reality. Sacred paintings and statues are as ancient as civilization, preceding written language and probably even agriculture.

Nearness to God is a constant, not just in human history, but in human nature. If we are connected to our souls, the connection is permanent, even if our attention falters. We think that God changes, because our own perception waxes and wanes. The messages keep coming, though, and God keeps showing different faces. Sometimes the whole notion of the divine gets hidden, when secular forces snatch the steering wheel and attempt to drive alone. But the force of spirituality never fully surrenders. God stands for our need to know ourselves, and as awareness evolves, so does God. This journey never ends. At this moment somewhere in the world a person is waking up in the middle of the night hearing a message that feels uncanny, as if arriving from another reality. Actually, there must be many such visitations every night, and the people who step forth to announce what they’ve heard form a motley crew of crazies, artists, avatars, rebels, and saints.

I’ve always wanted to join this motley crew, and in the following pages I get to imagine that I belong with them. Don’t we all, at some level, want to join the outsiders? Their stories tear at our hearts and uplift our souls. The lessons they learned took the human race down unknown roads. One could do worse than to jump the track of everyday life and follow them.
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April 2012





1

Job

“I Am the Lord Thy God”

“Where does the world end?” the father asked.

His son, Job, wasn’t prepared for being questioned. It was spring. Outside their tent the first warm breezes carried the pleasant noise of birds and frisky lambs. The boy’s friends were kicking a leather ball across the fields.

“I asked you a question.”

Job pulled at his sandal straps and stared at the carpeted dirt floor. “The world ends at the city walls, where the demons are locked out.”

This seemed reasonable to a ten-year-old. He had been warned about demons very early, and their names, such as Moloch and Astaroth, stuck in his mind. Claws and fangs held a dread fascination. When the winter cold drove the shepherds back inside the city gates, Job felt trapped, but he was forbidden to venture where he might inhale a demon as easily as a gnat.

His father shook his head. “Try again. Where does the world end?”

A big man, Job’s father loomed over him; he wore a menacing look, which was out of place in a weaver who was almost as easy with his children as a woman. This time, though, Job knew without thinking that the look was dangerous.

“The world ends where Judea meets the land of war,” he replied. This had to be right. Their green valley, known as Uz, petered out into the brown scorching desert, like milk spilled from a jug that flows until the sand drinks it up. The difference was that the land of war drank blood.

But his father still loomed. “One last time, boy. Where does the world end?”

Now the boy was tongue-tied with bewilderment. He lowered his eyes. Suddenly, he was struck a hard blow on the side of his head, hard enough to hurl him flat on the ground, where he lay, very still. When he stopped seeing stars, Job stared at his father, who was bending over him, examining him the way you examine a wounded goat for maggots.

“The world ends here,” his father grunted. He suspended his brawny arm over Job’s face. “Don’t ever forget my fist.”

Why was he acting this way? There was no chance that the boy would cry. The blow was unfair. A pride known to small children rose in him. He had been insulted, and insults deserve contempt, not tears. But his father’s fist remained clenched, and Job wouldn’t risk a second blow. He bit his lip and wore a mask until his father, having made the point, straightened up and strode out of the tent without another word.

He had dropped something and left it behind. A scrap of cloth, fine white wool with a purple stripe in it. Job only just noticed it when his mother came rushing in, wringing her hands, which were wet from the washtub. There was no time to tell her what had happened. There wasn’t time for a word, in fact, before her face crumpled and she let out a shriek. She grabbed up the scrap of cloth and pressed it to her cheek.

Job was stunned. His mother was a dignified woman, the kind who turned away rather than be watched suckling a baby. Job had never seen her anything but fully dressed. Suddenly she tore at her black shift and almost ripped it away from her breast. It took a moment before her strangled sobs formed into a word the boy could understand.

“Rebekah!”

His sister? Why would his mother call out her name? In his confusion, Job was lost until a fact dawned, a simple fact now full of terror. His older sister wore a fine white undergarment. Purple dye from Tyre was expensive, but she was betrothed, and the groom’s mother had paid a visit. The two families were pleased with the match, and before she left, the groom’s mother presented Job’s mother with a ball of purple yarn. This was immediately woven into the hem of Rebekah’s white skirt, so that when she walked, a flick of purple could be seen at her ankles.

“She’s dead?” Job murmured, afraid to ask the question, but more afraid not to know. His sister had torn the scrap from her clothing—or someone else had.

His mother grabbed him to her breast and squeezed him tight. He squirmed, feeling the hot skin under her bodice. He could hardly breathe, but she wouldn’t let go; the boy began to gasp.

“Job!”

His father’s voice shouted for him. At the same time the sound of women running toward the tent made his mother’s body slump. The running feet entered. Suddenly the boy was drowned in wailing.

His father shouted again, and Job broke free. Running outside, he looked over his shoulder. In the darkness of the tent his mother was enfolded by a dozen hands clutching at her, like a baby being yanked by midwives into a terrifying birth. Job wanted to protect his mother. He would have run back to tear her from the clutching hands except that his father whirled him around.

“You understand now?” his father demanded.

How could he possibly understand? Seeing his bewildered eyes, his father crouched down.

“God gave us this place and made it beautiful. But he didn’t blind the eyes of strangers. They are jealous. They snatch away what is beautiful, and they know that they are evil, so they hide in the night.”

Now it was dawning. Roads carried travelers past their city. Sometimes the strangers came in a trickle, as traders or pilgrims to Jerusalem. No, the pilgrims were not to be called strangers, only the others. But when the trickle became a torrent, armies tramped on the roads. The land of war was brought to their doorstep.

“A battle?” asked Job. He wasn’t afraid. In two years he would have to stand ready at the city walls, in case the invaders from Persia or beyond killed the men and older boys. He was already armed with an iron-tipped stick. In two years he might even be as tall as a spear.

“Not a battle, my son. A raid, by cowards, by men worse than animals.”

Whatever blow had fallen, it made his father suddenly weak-kneed, and as he reached to hold his boy’s shoulders straight, his own hands trembled. He couldn’t bear to let Job see his face creased with tears. The boy didn’t know that this was the reason his father stood up and ran away without a word. Only he never forgot. The day his father struck him to the ground was the day his sister, Rebekah, died. Probably she had gone to the well with an empty jug balanced on her head to fill. Probably she was smiling and then vaguely disappointed when she found that no other women or girls were gathered there to gossip. Were the dun-colored wrens who dipped in and out of the water singing, or did they know?

Rebekah would have had a minute to guess why she found herself alone, would have thrown the jug to the ground and heard it shatter. In two or three steps, not enough to escape, the raiders would have been upon her. When the men of Uz went outside the walls later, to the spring that was circled with stones to make a well, they found drops of blood. The girl had struggled, and she had torn a scrap of cloth from her undergarment. It was white wool, woven by her father, but it could have been a note written in ink.

Forget me. I am defiled. We are lost to one another. Forget me, my dear ones.

The circle of wailing women didn’t leave her mother’s side. Job and his father slept outside the tent that night. The sky looked darker than the boy ever remembered it. He didn’t remember falling asleep, but he woke up at dawn, seeing a shadowy figure emerge from the tent flap. Suddenly he had an image of his mother creeping away to drown herself in the well. It was a shallow well, but if she was determined and lay face down in it—

“Boy, wake up.”

Job opened his eyes and realized that he had been having a bad dream. His father sat on the ground next to him; he handed his son a bowl of curds with grain mixed in. With a nod Job took it. He was sure when he had rolled up in a sheepskin to go to sleep that he would never want to eat again, but now he was ravenous. He scooped up the food with his cupped fingers, watching to see what his father would do next. A child, if well loved, will give a parent a second chance, but Job felt the bruised spot on the side of his head where it had hit the floor. He waited. At first his father sat motionless, as if deciding what kind of man he would turn into that day. His silence began to make Job nervous, until a moment later when his father arose and walked around to the other side of the tent, where his loom was set up. Then there was the familiar clacking sound of his work, a sound Job always found reassuring.

When he had finished eating, the boy walked to where the loom stood; in spring all the weavers worked out in the open if the weather was good. His father was the first one to start; the sun was still half sunk below the horizon. Job watched him without speaking. The rest of their lives would fall under the shadow of the raid. He didn’t know particulars. Would they hold funeral rites without a body? Would a party of men strap spears to their pack animals and try to rescue her? For a long time his father threw the shuttle, saying nothing.

“God blesses his people.”

When the sentence came out, Job was startled. He wondered if grief had turned his father’s brain. The words were repeated, louder this time, as if his father wanted the surrounding tents to hear him.

“God blesses his people. We bring misfortune on ourselves. No one is without sin.”

His father addressed no one in particular except, perhaps, the sky. Now he gazed at Job, as if noticing him for the first time.

“Do you understand?” he said.

The boy shook his head. Until the day before, he had considered his father perfect. The boy never thought about God; he had no need. His own father provided everything, knew everything. What was he saying, that he had caused the crime against Rebekah? From deep inside, Job wanted to cry, “Stop it! You didn’t kill her.” But he couldn’t, because if he did, his father might strike him again, and he didn’t know how hard the blow would be. There was another reason not to cry out. If his father wasn’t responsible for this cruel twist of fate, there was only one other to blame.

In a dull voice his father said, “It’s all right. I don’t expect you to understand, but remember what I said to you this morning.” He turned back to his weaving, and as his hands moved swiftly across the tautly stretched yarn, a change took place. His body relaxed; his face resumed the mild expression it always wore. Soon he whistled softly to himself, and you would not have known, unless you did know, that anything amiss had ever happened.

“My father was content. Do you know how that could be? One of you speak up. How can a man contentedly work the day after his daughter is stolen from him?”

Job was no longer a boy. He was a father himself now, with sons and daughters. The men around him remained quiet. A new baby had arrived. Job held him in his arms while he recounted the tale of Rebekah’s disappearance. It was his custom to do this every time his wife bore him a son. The men had gathered for the circumcision rite, but the priest held the knife back while Job told his story.

The men, who had heard it before, could have answered Job, but they took pleasure in hearing him deliver the moral.

“My father was content because he knew that God would reward the righteous and punish the wicked. My sister was no exception. I pray she survived, but if not, God is lawful, always.”

The men in the dark room with the shutters closed murmured their assent. “God is lawful,” one repeated. Candles burned on the table where the newborn baby had been laid. He kicked his feet randomly, but didn’t cry out. When the priest’s knife touched him, he made a queer sound of surprise and distress. It was more like a small animal’s cry, like a herding dog having its tail docked, than a human cry. The sound was the signal for Job’s wife to rush in, swaddle the baby, whose face had turned bright red, and rush him away to be bathed and bandaged.

The solemn atmosphere turned when they left. The priest was the first to raise a cup of wine, and the men cheered, showering the new father with praise. But no one slapped him on the back. Job was not someone you took familiarities with. After the third cup the men knew without being told that they should leave. When they got home, they would be pestered by their wives. Were the wall hangings silk, the plates gold? How pretty were the servant girls? Don’t tell me Job didn’t look them over first. The rich are a law unto themselves.

One guest was exhausted, having stayed up all night to attend a difficult calving. He might have lost both mother and baby, but as it was, God willed that the calf was stillborn. So the man was angry as well as exhausted, and he could hardly hold his wine at the best of times.

“Your father had no right to strike you,” he said. “I’ve known some sons to run away, or worse.” The drunken guest pushed his face right up to Job’s. The others looked on, startled and embarrassed.

Job regarded him tolerantly. “What would another son have done?”

“Don’t ask me. But he wouldn’t have cowered. If it was my father, he would have hidden the knives after that.”

A sudden passion burned in the drunken guest’s face. Without warning he turned and grabbed the priest’s knife, which lay on the table waiting to be cleaned and blessed for the next rite.

“Hide your knives!” the drunk shouted. “Because I’m coming!”

As quickly as it came on him the passion faded. The drunken guest blinked and looked around in confusion, as if he had heard his words, but didn’t know who had shouted them.

“Pardon,” he mumbled. He dropped the knife, which clattered on the stone floor, and ran out without meeting anyone’s gaze. Nobody spoke, waiting for Job’s reaction. Not one of them owned what he owned, and most had borrowed money from his coffers, which always stood open.

“Is he the only one?” Job murmured quietly.

The men around him shuffled uncomfortably at this baffling question, but Job answered himself.

“You all wonder, and so did I. My sister was gone, and my father chose that very moment to strike me. I was young, but I knew about knives.” Job smiled, as if revisiting an old impulse that had not quite died with time. “Even young boys help slaughter spring lambs.”

“Your father was your father. He could do what he liked,” said a close friend named Eliphaz.

“And that would have been good enough for you, if you were in my place?” asked Job.

“I was in your place. When my father was in a rage, he threw it in every direction,” Eliphaz replied. More than a few heads nodded; there was a general murmur of agreement.

“Was your father’s rage a kindness?” Job asked.

Eliphaz hesitated and then smiled. “You’re full of mysteries today.”

“So is the world, and so is God. But this is a mystery I solved,” said Job. He didn’t pause for a reaction. “What do we know about our Lord?” (There was no chance that Job would actually pronounce the name of God, which was forbidden.) “He told us himself. He is a jealous and angry God. Did not Moses receive that teaching? We have the law, so we know how to please God. Even when he is angry, he is just.”

Job had wound himself up and could have delivered a sermon, but suddenly he stopped. He looked blank, like a man lost in thought or hearing voices, you couldn’t tell which.

Quietly he continued, “To a boy, what is his father? God in the flesh. This is righteous. It is the law that fathers rule as God, and my father wanted to protect me. How far could his protection reach? Only as far as his arm. Beyond his fist I would be at the end of the world. I would fall into the same danger that snatched away my sister. The blow my father struck was pure love. I hated him in my heart until God showed me this meaning. Now I only wish I could have returned such love, the kind that is willing to be hated and yet cannot be stopped by hatred.”

Some of his guests murmured at these words, deeply moved. But not all. Another friend, Bildad, was skeptical. “What is your teaching, that God strikes us down out of love? If so, what does he do when he hates us? Surely he condemns the sinners and rewards the righteous.”

Before Job could reply, another friend, Zophar, jumped in. “This was only a child’s lesson. When you were a boy, the world ended with your father’s fist. Now you know better. There is no world out of reach of God’s wrath.”

Job looked at his friends soberly. All three were smiling. To be close to the rich, you must learn subtlety, and the first lesson is a concealing smile. The kind an assassin wears until he draws close enough to strike.

“What do you think of me, my friends, that I have never known suffering?”

“Money is like a feather bed, only softer,” said Bildad, a favorite saying of his.

“This is a day of celebration. Let’s not break our heads arguing over God,” Zophar chimed in.

Job nodded. “There is no point in such arguments. What we know about God, we know. True?”

He bowed his head. Was he praying or being modest or feeling defeated? The room was dim. No one could tell. They were grateful simply to escape. Each departing guest grasped Job’s hand warmly, but he never raised his face. Whatever he might be thinking, the voice in his head had run out of words.

 

A field hand stood dripping with sweat, holding out two blackened heads of barley. They were blighted, and the first thing Job asked was how far the sticky smut had spread. The field hand shrugged.

“Go ask my friends,” Job said. “Their crops are planted close to mine. Show them what you’ve shown me. It’s probably nothing, but ask if they are worried.”

The field hand retreated with a bow. For some reason the two heads of blighted barley made an image that stuck in Job’s mind. He wasn’t concerned for himself. He owned the richest fields in the valley, and he always had a season’s harvest stored in his granary. His neighbors were not so blessed; they lived from crop to crop. An hour later the field hand rushed back, shaking his head.

“Your friends, their grain is clean,” he said, but he didn’t look like a man delivering good news. He held a bulging sack close to his belly. With a gesture he let go. Out of the sack spilled a hundred heads of barley, all smutty and withered. They lay at Job’s feet like charred caterpillars. His brow furrowed.

“Why didn’t you bring this many before?” he asked.

“I brought all there was. This just happened. Whatever this is, it’s moving fast.” The field hand backed away a step, as if the grain really was plague-ridden.

Job was a mild man, as his father had been, but he shot the field hand a sharp look and ordered him to keep watch over the barley crop that night. He was to bring any news in the morning. But the blight moved with alarming speed. There was news before nightfall—one of Job’s largest fields had turned to blackened stalks. Some invisible fire had killed his crop, and yet it stopped, as if by command, exactly where Job’s land met his neighbor’s. The people began to mutter. In their minds there was a fine line between ill fortune and being cursed. When the sun rose the next morning, the invisible fire had spread to two other fields, the best that Job farmed. The tips of the grain were charred already. The next field over, owned by his friend Eliphaz, stood untouched. The line between ill fortune and being cursed was crossed.

Job went to his wife, who was being dressed by a servant girl. “Leave off your jewelry, and if you go out, cover your head,” he said. She looked at him, puzzled, and waved the girl away.

When they were alone his wife said, “Why do you ask this? Do you suspect me of something? I’m completely innocent.”

Another husband would have wondered why such a thought leapt into her mind, but he was trusting. “My dear, there’s something bad in the fields. God sees everything. If he is angry, let’s show that we’re not proud.” Pride was the easiest sin for a rich man to fall into; Job had always kept that in mind. He didn’t feel that he had sinned, but God looks into the deepest recesses of the heart. Being doubly careful, Job had even sanctified his sons’ houses with offerings, just in case they had harbored evil thoughts.

Later that day Job wrapped himself in sackcloth and appeared at Eliphaz’s door.

“You’ve heard?” he said.

“That your crops are wiped out? Everyone’s heard.” Eliphaz wore a grim look and invited Job to step over his threshold. Was there a slight hesitancy on his part? Job didn’t notice; he was anxious for his friend’s advice. He had done everything he could to appease the Lord. He hired priests to light their altars and sacrifice a dozen of Job’s newborn animals. He ordered his sons and daughters to follow their father’s example and wear rough sackcloth; the women walked to market with a streak of gray ash on their foreheads as a sign of atonement.

Eliphaz disagreed with this gesture. “You’re advertising that you’ve sinned. People will turn on you. I know them.”

Job shook his head. “To walk this earth advertises that we have all sinned. What matters is pleasing our Father.”

Despite his penance, however, misfortune continued to rain down. Job’s flocks took sick and died. Overnight the grain he had stored up in his granary withered away. What could it mean? Behind his back not everyone was entirely grief-stricken. Somehow they found the strength to survive a rich man’s downfall. Eliphaz took Bildad aside. What was God saying to them?

Bildad shrugged. “Who am I, Moses? God sent him to Pharaoh to say that Egypt would be visited by ten plagues. I got no message.”

Eliphaz twisted his mouth. “Only eight plagues to go.”

His morbid joke didn’t reach Job’s ears. Envy and pity divided the people, but they were all aghast as Job’s huge holdings of sheep and camels died. In the space of a month his yoked oxen fell to their knees while plowing and never got up again. A few surmised that demons were responsible, not the wrath of God, until the calamity of calamities befell. Job gathered his family together at his eldest son’s house to pray for an answer. They knelt together, but when the first syllable of their prayer was uttered, the house collapsed around them, and all were killed except Job and his wife. Now pity turned to terror. Plagues had a nasty habit of spreading. Maybe curses did too.

“We are alone and forsaken,” Job’s wife wailed.

He didn’t reply, but took himself into the desert where he sat naked in the sun, pouring ashes over his head. The next day his closest friends came from the city to console him, although cynics told it differently. Job was no longer rich. With everything gone, he was in fact wretchedly poor. He had become a stranger among the righteous. There was no obligation to a stranger, was there?

The three friends were horrified by what they saw, although it was the terrible smell that reached them first. Overnight Job had become covered in weeping sores. He sat hunched over in the barren desert, scraping ashes and pus from his skin with a shard of pottery from the smashed water jug by his side. If they hadn’t been courageous and loyal, his dear friends would have fled such a monstrous sight.

They knelt in a circle around Job, extending their hands (being careful not to touch his skin) and imploring, “Let us take you home. You can’t perish out here like this.”

Job said nothing. The sight of sores bursting as he scraped was nauseating. Eliphaz glanced at the other two. Would God punish them if they let Job die alone after seeing his distress?

Suddenly Job spoke. His voice was a croak rising from his parched throat. “I am blameless and upright. If you believe in your hearts that I have sinned, run away. If you stay, you’ll defile yourself.”

“We are your friends. What should we believe?” asked Zophar.

“That I walk the path of righteousness.”

“I’m certain of that,” said Bildad, “but forgive me. Isn’t our God a just God?”

Job raised his head and looked at his friend with pain in his eyes. “God brings all things. He brings good and evil.”

Perhaps this made Job’s friends afraid, because they started to weep and tear at their clothes; they threw dust on their heads as if grieving for the dead. They prayed for God to release Job, and yet the next day the friends returned with Job’s wife. She almost fainted when she set eyes on her husband.

“Tell him,” Eliphaz said.

“I can’t weep forever,” Job’s wife said. “Be done with it. Curse God and die.” Job knew where her words came from. She wanted to be free to remarry a man who wasn’t hated by God.

“I should curse you instead, for being so foolish,” Job replied, and his wife departed.

His friends stayed behind, keeping watch. The sun rose and fell over the desert. They put up a tent to protect themselves from the elements and had water brought from the city well. Job sat in the sun, hardly moving. His bones poked out beneath his peeling flesh, but he didn’t die. Only, he started to speak and wouldn’t stop. He cursed the day he was born. He cursed all joy from this world and called upon those who could summon dreadful monsters. He cursed the happy news that a woman would bear a son. His cursing was endless; it frayed his friends’ nerves, and they came out to reason with him.

At that moment he was cursing the stars to return to darkness, but he paused when they approached.

Eliphaz spoke first. “I mean no offense, but your groans pour out like water. Where is the man who taught us so much, whose strength held us up? You should show more patience. A few nights ago I shivered in my sleep, and my hair stood on end. A spirit passed over me and whispered in my ear, ‘Who can be blameless before God? The Lord doesn’t trust even those who are nearest to him. Were not the angels cursed by God when they disobeyed? How much worse are men who plow the earth and sow it with iniquity’.”

Job hoarsely whispered, “So what would you have me do, friend?”

“Make your peace with God. He performs all wonders. He brings rain to the fields. He causes sickness, but has a healing hand. Repent and accept your destruction in peace. You will be taken away, at one with the stones of the earth and the beasts of the field,” said Eliphaz.

Job’s voice rose to a wail. “If only you could see how heavy my calamity weighs. I am rash because the arrows of the Almighty are in me. But believe me, I would rejoice in endless pain if only God would release me. I’m not made of stone or bronze. Don’t counsel patience. My strength is gone. I cry out like a wounded animal.”

He turned a burning gaze on Eliphaz. “Hear me. A friend who withholds kindness has betrayed God.”

But I’m not the one he cursed, am I? Eliphaz thought to himself, keeping quiet. The others were shocked, and they became restless.

Job held them with his accusing eyes. “Can one of you tell me where I’ve sinned? Have I spoken anything but the truth?”

When he was rich, Job had never been embarrassed to fall to his knees in the middle of the marketplace to pray. He looked up at the sky now.

“God, watcher of men. What have I done to you? Why do you take such care of your children and yet make the night so long and dark? Without you a man will not awake with the dawn. Show me my sin.”

Bildad spoke up, more impudently than the first friend. “This wind from your mouth, how long is it going to blow? God doesn’t pervert justice. You said so, more often than anyone wants to count. Now you forget everything our fathers taught us. If you are upright and righteous, as we took you to be, your days will end in greatness. I see it now. Your mouth will be filled with laughter; your enemies will walk in shame. That’s what you’d tell me if I were in your place.”

These stinging words had their effect. Job’s reply was muted. “Do you think I’m at war with God’s judgment? He is wise; he knows all. If I argued against him, I might make one point when he makes a thousand.”

Just as bitterly as he had cursed creation, Job lifted his face to praise it. “God moves mountains when no one sees it. He spreads out the heavens and makes the earth tremble. When he commands the sun, it must obey. He can hide the stars from sight and trample the waves of the sea. He performs marvels without number; he does great things beyond understanding.” A pause. “God brings calamity to everyone. He destroys the blameless and the sinner alike. Is he mocking us? I am blameless, but I don’t ask for myself. I loathe my life. I only want to understand this one thing.”

“Then let me help you,” said Zophar, the last friend. “You babble on as if words can save you. You say that you’re pure and clean in God’s eyes. But look at you. You writhe in filth. So you beseech God to tell you his innermost secrets, to open up the truth about your calamities. It’s ridiculous. You can’t fathom his wisdom, which is without limits. He passes by and knows the worthless man.”

A smile came to Zophar’s lips. “I don’t care if you cringe at my words. I said I could help you. Put away your iniquity, however deep it is hidden. Stretch your hands out to God. Once he touches you, you will forget your misery. It will vanish like water dried up by the sun.”

Job’s reply was even more bitter than before. “In someone who enjoys his ease there is contempt for the misfortune of another. I see that I’m a laughingstock to my friends. But I’m not beneath you. Robbers sleep soundly at night in their caves, even as they provoke God. He turns judges into fools. He makes nations great and then smashes them into dust. How have you helped me understand any of this? Birds and beasts are born with the wisdom you think you are teaching. All creatures know that God made them and has power over them. My eye has seen all this, and I understand, better than you three. Man who is born of woman is given only a few days, and they are full of trouble.”

To which Eliphaz replied coolly, “If you understand so much, then you already know why you are lost to the Lord.”

“Don’t ask us,” added Bildad.

Or drag us down with you, thought Zophar, but he didn’t speak, since he was the most superstitious and feared that Job might, somehow, rise again.

The group around Job thought that they were alone, but a voice behind them said, “You are all wrong.”

Heads turned. No one had noticed an insignificant boy, brought along to carry the water jugs. During their discussion he had sat cross-legged a few yards away, waiting in case one of the friends signaled that he was thirsty. The boy, who was no more than sixteen, stood up.

“I’m young, and out of respect I would never speak up,” he said.

“Then hold your tongue,” Eliphaz snapped. “Who are you?”

“My name is Elihu, and I have no right to interfere. I know that you will send me to be whipped when we get home. But the Lord can speak through dumb animals, can’t he?”

“Apparently,” snapped Zophar.

Elihu ignored him. “He speaks through anyone who is touched by the spirit. So I bow to all of you, but I say you are wrong.”

The youth gestured at Job’s friends. “First, you three. You are wrong because you blame Job, and yet when he challenged you to find fault with him, you couldn’t. That didn’t stop you from judging him anyway. You see sin in his heart but none in your own, which makes you hypocrites.”

The friends would have drawn their weapons and leapt upon the boy, but his voice sounded eerie, as if it didn’t belong to him. They didn’t want to stab him and release a demon, not when they were alone and defenseless in the desert.

Elihu turned to Job. “And you, you protest that you are blameless. You have obeyed the law and made burnt offerings to cleanse yourself and your sons. But even a blameless man doesn’t dare to question God. The Lord has no need to justify his ways to men. He created us; we are his. The Lord’s gaze extends to the end of eternity. He sees into you as you cannot see into yourself. In your arrogance you would hold God to your petty conception of good and evil, as if he is bound by his own laws. Yet there is only one thing you can know, as he has told us out of his own mouth: ‘I am the Lord thy God.’ There is no answer to that, and no question either.”

Job’s friends were shaken, not just by the rebuke they had received, but by the change in Job, who had stopped trembling. His stooped body was beginning to straighten. Tears flowed down his cheeks, and where a tear touched one of his seeping wounds, the pus turned to clear liquid.

While the trance was on Elihu—for it was clear that this simple youth, hardly better than a slave, was filled with the holy spirit—he began to unfold a strange tale. He could see into the next world, and he beheld God hurling into hell the disobedient angels. But even as they fell, God kept close beside him a counsel of evil. This Adversary, or Satan as he was named, spoke only evil, and therefore he had a kind of twisted wisdom about humans. He whispered their misdeeds and sins in God’s ear. The transgressions of men were so numerous that the Adversary began to boast that he was the true ruler of the world.

God grew impatient and said, “Go and seek out my servant Job. He is upright and blameless. As long as there is one such as him, you will never prevail.”

Satan gave a knowing smile. “There is no one who is perfectly devoted to you, or they would not have been born of woman,” he said.

Then Satan flew over the face of the earth until he found Job, and just the act of setting eyes on him caused his crops to wither. The Adversary returned to heaven.

“Let me test this Job,” he said.

A kind of wager was struck. God gave Satan a free hand to bring any calamity upon Job and inflict any pain, with one exception. He could not cause Job to die. God said, “The son of man might curse the day he was born, but he will never curse me.”

“And so it befell you,” murmured Elihu. “Your afflictions have been a test, not a sign of wickedness.”

At that instant he blinked twice and looked around in confusion. The holy spirit had left him as suddenly as it had taken him. Job said nothing, but stared straight ahead. His breathing was steady now, and it seemed from his bewildered stare as if he were waking up from a dream. The three friends scrambled to their feet and scattered, resentful and bewildered. As much as they had accused him, one truth was undeniable. In all the words that had poured from Job’s mouth, he had never once cursed God.

“I have not sinned,” he murmured, turning his eyes on Elihu. “I had only forgotten.”

“Forgotten what?” asked the youth, grateful not to be beaten. Returning to himself, he barely knew what he had been saying.

“I had forgotten the most important thing. God blesses his people.”

The words were hard to make out, because Job had started to weep uncontrollably. His father had trusted the Lord more than he ever had. Then Job knew that Satan’s greatest power was not that he could inflict evil. His greatest power was to make the sons of God forget who they were.

Afterward Job returned home, taking Elihu as his personal servant, and what had been blighted turned into a miracle. Job’s wife bore him more sons and daughters. His gold was restored, his granary filled to overflowing. Yet as he became richer, Job became more reclusive. He rarely left his house, and when he did, he wore a prayer shawl and kept his face to the ground. People began to use him as a kind of walking moral: never question God, or you will be made to answer. Others took the opposite moral: keep faith with God, and he will reward you with glory and splendor.

What no one guessed was that Job had become a seeker. He had once believed in the wisdom passed down from Moses and the fathers. Now he believed in nothing and everything. The Lord had stopped his mouth, the better that he could open his eyes. What did Job see? A mystery. Something that flew before the wind and answered every question with an echo.

Revealing the Vision

In the evolution of God, the beginnings are ancestral. That’s not the same as primitive. God is already advanced by the time we encounter Job, because every aspect of life in ancient Israel was centered on God. As long as there are laws, customs, and a shared identity, which are complicated things, God will be just as complicated.

The book of Job dramatizes God’s voice with great intensity and high drama. It isn’t a story you can read and walk away from. To use a modern phrase, the story is about bad things happening to good people. The virtuous Job suffers on a mythic scale, like Prometheus chained to a rock while an eagle plucks at his innards, but he also suffers in a very human way. The calamities are breathtaking and swift. Job’s crops wither. His granaries become infested. His wife despairs as their precious sons die, Job contracts a grotesque disease, and his friends run away from the sight of him. If these afflictions visited a modern person, he would cry out, in the middle of the night, “Why me?” Job is about the human yearning to know why.

As we suffer alongside Job, we question alongside him. Even the oldest records give evidence that God was doubted. Various answers come from three friends, speaking one after another in ritualistic fashion. One answer: Job, you aren’t as good as you pretend. You may have hidden your sins from the world, but you couldn’t hide them from God, and now he’s punishing you for it. Another answer: Job, you’re good, but you’re too proud. You think you have total control over your life, but now God is showing you that disaster can strike anywhere, anytime. Explaining why we suffer is a thread that runs throughout the Hebrew Bible, and it’s why I couldn’t begin with a prettier story about some loving God who smiles down upon our lives.

Whoever wrote the Hebrew Bible spent precious few pages on Eden. Paradise was lost almost before the paint dried. There is a beautiful passage about God walking in the Garden in the cool of the evening. Later on in the Old Testament love reappears, but it is mainly the love between men and women, as in the luxurious eroticism of the Song of Solomon:

The song of songs, which is Solomon’s.

Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth:

   for thy love isbetter than wine.

Because of the savor of thy good ointments

   thy name is asointment poured forth,

   therefore do the virgins love thee. (1:1–3)

Almost every culture has stories of beautiful gods that romp through the world as lovers, gleaming youths like Lord Krishna, who is amorous with hundreds of shepherd girls, or the more lascivious Zeus, who seduces in the shape of a bull, a shower of gold, and many other guises. In the West, the story is bleaker and more existential. Affliction and disaster are never far away, nor is God’s harsh judgment.

Job’s friends are a mystical three in number, like the three Fates and the three witches in Macbeth, because they speak from the unconscious. Or, to use another modern phrase, they speak from the shadow, the dark realm of the psyche where sin and punishment, shame and guilt, fear and vengeance are secreted away. Sometimes the shadow erupts, and then any kind of misery can ensue. The writers of the book of Job, who seem to be various, lived hundreds of years before Christ. The exact time isn’t known, although scholars tend to agree that this is one of the latest books, perhaps the very last addition to the Hebrew Bible. Something very modern is going on, however, because life continues to erupt with inexplicable catastrophes, and guilt hovers even when events are external, random, and beyond our control.

The human mind can tolerate anything but meaninglessness, and nowhere in Job’s tale, whether we are listening to his perspective (“I’m innocent”) or his friends’ (“No, you’re not”), is affliction ever considered random: “This is about you. Somehow you made these terrible things happen.”

Human life is balanced between believing these words and not believing them. If you believe them, you will be driven to uncover what you did that was wrong. A desperate cancer patient who is haunted by the possibility that she “did this to herself” winds up in Job’s predicament. In later centuries, as God evolved in human awareness, an escape was offered from the torment of self-accusation. “I did this to myself” or “God must hate me” leads to healing, forgiveness, and proof of God’s love.

But no such escape exists for Job. God speaks in adamant, absolute terms: “I am the Lord thy God.” Job’s virtue counts for nothing if God wills it so. Divine punishment needs no reason. After the fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, life was ordained to contain suffering. The Hebrew Bible ends with the same fatalism with which it begins. In Genesis 3:14 Yahweh says:

Cursed are you above all livestock

   and all wild animals!

You will crawl on your belly

   and you will eat dust

   all the days of your life.

Such a God wants to be feared. We deserve no better, and for the rest of the Old Testament the mixture of good and evil in human life is thoroughly examined, leaving out nothing: murder, rape, incest, greed, pillage, lust, jealousy, the corruption of power. Ever and always, life is perilously close to falling apart. To keep the shadow in check, law enters the picture; rules organize every moment of existence, not just with Ten Commandments, but through the hundreds of daily duties outlined in Leviticus. Virtue was a necessity if you wanted to keep a wrathful God at bay.

Until the book of Job. It dares to question this entire setup by veering into the unthinkable: virtue is no protection at all. The tale is framed by a wager between God and the Devil, in which the Devil boasts that he can lead any man into renouncing God, and God accepts the wager by offering up the most virtuous person on earth. In and of itself, this cruel game is enough to destroy faith. Why would anyone pray to a God who offers no protection, but instead throws you to the Devil on a whim? At the very least Satan is made God’s equal, since he has more than even odds that Job will fail. Which means that religion itself would fail, and thus the covenant between God and humankind—a contract guaranteeing that virtue is rewarded—would be rendered null and void.

Hindsight tells us this daring step was necessary. For God to evolve, he couldn’t remain a punishing force to be continually feared, just as the psyche couldn’t be a sinkhole of remorseless guilt. The book of Job breaks the eggs before the omelet can be made, because it turns obedience on its head. Job obeyed all of God’s laws, yet his life blows up as if a bomb went off underneath it.

At a subtler level, Job’s story explores how the good things in life might be connected to the bad things. One of the most profound truths in the world’s spiritual traditions holds that the good in life cannot be meaningful unless the bad is also. Both teach us who we are, and with complete knowledge we can transcend the temptations of good and evil. The temptation of good is also known as the path of pleasure. That is, a person tries to seek as much pleasure as possible, since pleasure is good, while avoiding life’s pain, which is bad.

The path of pleasure comes naturally, and yet the Old Testament is rife with disapproval of pleasure. Its excesses lead to the corruptions of Sodom and Gomorrah, the cities of the plain that were such dens of iniquity that God wiped them off the face of the earth. King David is the closest we come in the Bible to a hero, a poet, and an Adonis too, but he was fatally corrupted by pleasure, sending Bathsheba’s husband to death on the battlefield so that he could enjoy her.

Dire warnings against the seduction of worldly pleasure are still with us, of course, but they don’t amount to wisdom. The spiritual argument against the path of pleasure is blunt and unswerving: life can never be total pleasure. Pain is always mixed in, and if you want to solve the negative aspects of life—everything that is shoved away to fester in the darkness of the shadow—you must go beyond pleasure also.

Job’s story doesn’t enter that territory, however. It focuses on the temptations of Satan, who wants us to give in and let the worst side of human nature run free. In Hebrew the name Satan means “the Adversary,” and in Job’s story the arguments mounted against virtue are adversarial. Being good gets you nowhere. Whatever you are rewarded with can be snatched away in the blink of an eye. You can try being good to please God, but he couldn’t care less. The world’s wisdom traditions encompass the temptations of both good and evil in order to answer the Adversary. And the answer is that adversaries no longer exist when good stops warring against evil. The essence of God is eternal peace.

Here I am looking down the road. The theme of self-awareness, which is a connecting thread in the evolution of God, begins darkly, but lets in more light as time passes. The experience of bliss can be the purest one of all and therefore the closest to God. God hasn’t evolved this far in the book of Job. He is recognizably a tough customer, watching and judging us all the time, prone to fickle whims and answerable to nobody except himself. At the very end an innocent youth named Elihu suddenly appears to resolve the argument between Job and his three friends. We reach a very unconvincing denouement. Having posed questions that threaten to sever the bond between the human and the divine, the story cuts off the debate with pat answers. The three friends are nailed for being hypocrites. Job is nailed for pride, as if God has to answer to him.

Elihu is basically returning the whole situation to square one: God does what God does, period. The framing device returns, as God speaks in his own voice to reassure us that Job passed the test. His virtue regains its rich rewards, with a bonus to compensate for all the trouble he went through. Satan is routed; the status quo is justified once more. In an age of faith, when the ultimate goal was always to make God right, no matter how horrible his behavior, this ending would have been more satisfying. To the child in all of us, there is a fairy-tale quality about it, a reassurance that good always prevails in the end just before we are tucked under our warm blankets to go to sleep.

From a modern perspective, it’s much easier to skip the pat ending and read the book of Job for its existential realism. In doing that, we turn the writers’ original intent on its head. Instead of being about God’s authority, the story teaches us that suffering is both random and universal. Chaos nibbles at the edges of everyday existence. The shadow can erupt at any moment, bringing untold misery. More devastating than all of this, God is dismantled through doubt. Who can worship a deity of caprice? He’s the same as chaos and randomness, but wearing a human mask as our eternal Father.

In reply, I would say, “There’s more to come. We’re not at the end yet.” Still, a willful, punishing deity hasn’t disappeared; every kind of God survives somewhere, taking root in our psyche. Religious fundamentalism, whether Christian, Islamic, or Hindu, depends on the same archaic elements, in which fear and sin dominate. But infinity cannot be circled and fenced in. Countless forms of the divine pour forth, and always will. Beyond the wrath of Yahweh, humans keep delving deeper to find the essence of love and to heal fear, which requires the clarity of self-knowledge.

There is a positive lesson in the book of Job, a reason to move forward. God challenges Job by saying, “Where were you when I created the world?” He is calling for surrender, and surrender is necessary on the path. The sin of pride is about the ego thinking that it has all the answers. Job learns that God is not answerable. God isn’t a puzzle that can be cleverly figured out or a supersize human being sitting on a throne in the sky. Where God is, the ego cannot be. Everything that Job loses—wealth, social status, possessions, and a secure family—are irrelevant to the soul’s journey. They are not wrong or bad, as we see when God restores them. By the end, Job sees that he is connected to God in a pure way, without having to gain or lose.

A long road unfolds beyond Job’s story. He is a station along the way, and every station must be experienced before the traveler can move on. Otherwise, we are fated to repeat Job’s predicament rather than solve it.
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