The 19th Sunday after Pentecost – October 3, 2021 – Proper 22 – Year B (RCL Track One)

St. Luke’s Eastport – The Rev. Diana Carroll, Rector

Among the Ashes
“Shall we receive the good at the hand of God, and not receive the bad?”

In the name of God: the Source of Life, the Word of Love, and the Spirit of Truth. Amen.
This morning’s reading from the Hebrew scriptures is a bit of a cut-and-paste job from the beginning of the Book of Job. As is so often the case, our lectionary cycle tries to condense the story down to fit neatly into our Sunday worship services. In the process, a lot of key pieces get left out. So let me take us back for a moment to the part of the story that we didn’t hear, in order to understand what’s going on in the part we did hear.
First of all, it’s important to know something about the figure our text calls “Satan.” In the Hebrew scriptures, Satan (or ha-satan) is not the embodiment of evil or the ruler of hell. He is, in fact, a member of the heavenly court: one of the “sons of God” or “heavenly beings”, who present themselves before the great God, Yahweh. The meaning of ha-satan is “the Accuser.” In this story, as in other parts of Jewish tradition, Satan is in effect a prosecuting attorney. He is there to present a case against the good man Job. He seeks to have him tested and tried before God. And God, perhaps a little surprisingly, agrees to the test.

The passage we read today is not the first time that Satan and God argue about how righteous Job is. Chapter 1 begins with a description of Job’s amazing wealth and good fortune, in addition to his faithfulness. When God praises how “blameless and upright” Job is, Satan answers that of course he is, because God has given him everything he could possibly want. Then Satan argues that if Job’s possessions were taken away, he would curse God to God’s face.
Following this exchange, a series of calamities unfolds. On a single day, all of Job’s many flocks of sheep, camels, donkeys, and oxen are stolen or destroyed. Most of his servants are killed in the process. Lastly, the house where his seven sons and three daughters are feasting collapses, killing them all. The text tells us: “Then Job arose, tore his robe, shaved his head and fell on the ground and worshipped. He said, ‘Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return there; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.” Job grieves the deaths of his children and his servants, the loss of his material possessions, and the loss of his security for the future. He grieves, and yet he also worships God in the midst of his grief.

This is the context in which Satan comes to God a second time, this time persuading him to allow Job himself to be afflicted with a terrible disease that makes him an outcast from society. After all of this, Job still does not curse God, but he also does not hesitate to tell God exactly how he feels! Most of the rest of the book consists of Job complaining to God about his terrible suffering, and three of his friends trying to convince him that he must have done something wrong to deserve what has happened to him. 
The book of Job is essentially a fable, or an extended parable, with a long theological debate sandwiched into the middle. It explores age-old questions about suffering and injustice, good and evil, and the nature of God. Even though they are couched in dense and repetitive poetry, these questions feel incredibly fresh and relevant to us today. Over the past few years, we have experienced a level of suffering in our world that would previously have been hard for some of us to imagine. More than 4.8 million people have died of COVID-19. Millions more have lost their jobs, their homes, their savings, and their loved ones. There has been an onslaught of natural disasters, many worsened by human-driven climate change. There have been wars, refugee crises, and deepening divisions in our societies. Many of us have also experienced personal losses: loss of health or independence, loss of someone dear to us, loss of our sense of security and our peace of mind.
And now, my dear ones, another loss is upon us. This past week, I announced my resignation as your rector. My wife Sarah and I will be moving to England to be with her family for an undetermined period of time. We have made this decision both so that we can be present for the final months of her father’s life, and so that her family can support us with the care that Sarah needs as she continues to live with profound disabilities.

All of this comes with an awful lot of grief: both yours and mine. There will be a time to look ahead with hope and even excitement to what is next for St. Luke’s, but first we need to sit for a while in the place of sackcloth and ashes. We need to acknowledge just how sad and hard this is. And, following Job’s example, we even need let God know exactly what we think about the suffering we are going through. It is important not to let ourselves get stuck in this place, but we can’t rush past it, either. We have to let ourselves grieve.

In the Letter to the Hebrews, the author writes, “It was fitting that God, […] in bringing many children to glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation perfect through sufferings.” I have to be honest: I am not a big fan of the way that this particular epistle talks about the necessity of suffering in order for us to be made more holy, more perfect, closer to God. But I do know that God is able to bring much growth, much that is life-giving, out of the suffering that we experience. Grief and loss can make us more compassionate people. Letting go of the way things are can open us up to new possibilities we did not previously consider. And, as Canon Stephanie Spellers has so powerfully reminded us, being cracked open creates an opportunity for us to be reshaped into a truer embodiment of God’s love.

So in the coming weeks, I will be joining Job over there on the ash-heap quite a lot of the time. I will also be practicing surrender, acceptance, and letting a lot of things go. I trust that with my hands a little more empty, I will be a little more ready to receive what is to come. Amen.
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