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A Note on Job and Creation

Job consists essentially of a Prologue where God allows the “Adversary” to test Job by taking away all his worldly goods, children, and health, the main body of the text where the “comforters” try to convince Job that he is being punished for his sins and Job’s reply, which asserts both Job’s innocence and God’s indifference to his creation, and finally, an appearance of God, where he answers Job’s complaints.  

The questions that naturally occur when reading this text are how can God’s speech be considered a reply to Job and how can God justify himself for putting Job, his children, and his possessions in the adversary’s (or the “accuser’s”) power?  Is it simply to win a wager with the adversary, whom the text identifies as one of the “sons of God”?  To many readers, this cruel wager exemplifies King Lear’s sentiment, "As flies are to wanton boys, so are we to the gods.  They kill us for their sport."  God appears as essentially indifferent to human suffering.  The "risk" he places Joe in -- the risk of Job's following his wife's advice to curse God and die -- does not seem to matter to God.

Job is introduced "as a man in the land of Uz", that is, someone living in the south of Edom.  Thus Job appears to be an Edomite and not an Israelite.  As such, he has no share in the covenant God made with Abraham and his descendents.  In fact, the text makes no mention of the patriarchs or of Moses.  Ezekiel, the prophet, links Job's name with Noah's and Daniel's names (14:14, 20).  The Jerusalem Bible takes this as indicating that Job lives in the patriarchal age, that is, the age before Moses and the commandments (JB, 726).  This implies that Job’s view of God is a natural one, one informed by a natural rather than any revealed conception.  There is, in fact, a contrast between the natural and revealed sense of God present in this book.  As Job says, before he saw God, he heard him” only by hearsay" (Job 42:5).  He has had no direct revelation of God.  Thus, the picture of God presented by Job before God appears is not one informed by revelation.  The accusations he makes are, rather, directed against the God who appears to our natural understanding of what is just.

Joe considers his own life exemplary in its justice.  He asserts, "who shall give me a hearing from God?  I have had my say from A to Z.  Now let Shaddai answer me... I will give an account of every step of my life and go boldly as a Prince to meet him" (32:35, 37-8).  Job is convinced of his justice and thus also convinced that God has acted unjustly.  It Job correct?  The first mention of Job is of a man who continually sacrifices to God.  His sons would hold feasts.  We read: “When the feast days were over, Job would send for them to come and be purified.  He would get busy in the morning and offer sacrifices for each of them, for he said, ‘perhaps my sons have sinned, and curse God in their minds'" (4-5).  There is in this action something more than simple piety, something indicative of Job’s nature.  Job wishes to avoid all risks.  It is almost as if his relation to God where that of fulfilling the terms of an insurance policy.  Even though there is no apparent evidence of his children having "offended God," Job, just to make sure, offers sacrifice for each of them.  This manifests a certain lack of confidence in God's creation.  Job is concerned that without his intervention things will not turn out well for his children.  
God, however, has such confidence, that, unlike Job, he can let things go; he can let his creatures act on their own without his direct intervention.  Fully knowing all the risk that this implies, he still feels confident about the outcome.  Thus, God's and Job's attitudes towards creation stand directly opposed.  God deliberately puts Job at risk.  He takes a chance on Job's goodness by letting the adversary work his will upon him.  The adversary claims that Job is faithful because God has "hedged him round, him and his household and everything he has" (1:10).  God in response breaks down this protection.  He believes that Job can stand on his own.  He wagers that even without the guarantees that He provides, Job will show his worth.  This is the opposite of Job's position.  Job is afraid that without the hedge of constant sacrifices, things will not go well.

God's confidence in his creation is, in fact, the theme of his speech to Job.  Take for example the ostrich with all his apparent failings -- for example, the fact that it lays its eggs on the ground where they can be crushed by any passerby.  In spite of the fact that "God has deprived her of reason and apportioned her no understanding, when she spreads her plumes, she laughs at horse and rider" (39:17-18).  The implication is that the ostrich can take care of herself.  God does not need to worry about her.  This stands in sharp contrast to Job's lack of confidence in creation.  Unlike God, he is unwilling to let his children go, to let them take the risk of standing and falling on their own.

Job’s complaints against God, as related in his speeches to the three comforters, are, as I indicated, based upon his sense of natural justice.  A naturally just God is one who rewards like with like: He gives goods to those who are good and evils to those who are evil.  But this paradigm does not at all fit Job.  Job is convinced of his goodness and innocence, yet his misfortunes are all too apparent.  The conclusion, then, is that God, in not protecting him, is not just.  It is interesting that Job never entertains the idea that God does not exist at all.  He accepts without question that God has created the world.  What he denies is God's justice with regard to his creation.  The inability of the natural sense of justice to accommodate what Job apprehends what makes the divine revelation necessary.  As Job's speeches make all too apparent, the conception of God as rewarding and punishing according to a natural sense of justice is insufficient to account for the facts that the wicked do prosper and the good suffer misfortunes.  
What then is the nature of the revelation that is afforded Job?  The first thing that strikes one is the manner of God's appearance.  God speaks from "the heart of the tempest."  He appears in a "whirlwind" (38:1).  A similar appearance occurs in Ezekiel.  Ezekiel speaks of a "strong wind ... a great cloud with light around it ... lightning" (1:4).  This form of appearance occurs in a number of places (e.g., Ps 18, 7-15, 50:3, Num 1:3, Ex 19:16).  Its essential element seems to be God's presence as a rushing wind or breath.  As such, it points backwards to God's first appearance in the world as its creator.  (It also points forward to his appearance as the wind of Pentecost where according to Christians, God finishes his creative activity).  In the Genesis story, God appears as a spirit or breath hovering over the waters.  This is the creative breath that calls forth creation with the words "let there be ..." (Gen 1:2ff).  In this account, creation for God is a breathing out.  It is an inspiring and a bringing into being, the two being thought of as parts of one and the same act.  As God says to Moses, "between myself and the sons of Israel the Sabbath is assigned for ever, since in six days Yahweh made the heavens and the earth, but on the seventh day he rested and drew breath" (Ex 31:17).  This drawing in of breath is a complement of his expending breath or exhaling in the first six days of creation.  A good example of this exhalation is the creation of man: "God fashioned man from the dust of the soil.  Then he breathed into his nostrils a breath of life, and thus man became a living being (Gen 2:17).  

The connection between God's appearance in the whirlwind and his creative power as manifested by his breath gives us the context for the revelation of God to Job.  God's first words are: "Who is this obscuring my designs with his empty headed words?" (38:2).  In what follows, God relates the wonders of his creation and accuses Job of obscuring the designs he had for the world when he created it.  His speech is a defense of his providence in creating the world.  Job responds by admitting that his own "words have been frivolous" (40:4).  He admits "I am the man who obscured your designs with my empty headed words" (42:3).  He ends by saying, "I retract all I have said and in dust and ashes I repent" (42:6).

What does Job see in this account of God's creation that makes him admit that he has obscured God's designs or providence with regard to creation?  It is the action of the creative breath that remains with all creation.  The argument of Job with God, in fact, concerns creation.  Job, in cursing the day of his birth, while acknowledging that God formed him in his mother's womb, is questioning God’s creation in himself (Job).  God claims that what he has created is “good.”  Job asserts that, in his own case, it would have been better had it not been at all.  What Job does not see is the creative breath that is present in all life.  This is the one thing that God does not let the adversary touch in putting Job in his power.  As long as this breath is present, God has confidence in his creation.  This confidence is, in fact, a self-confidence since God’s breath is himself as the life that enlivens all of his creation.  
For God this is sufficient.  Even if everything else is taken from Job, he has his confidence in the creative breath that animates him.  Indeed, it shines all the more brightly once the "hedge" that protected Job is taken away.  The very outrage of Job at the injustices of the world, at the wicked prospering and the good going hungry, can be seen as example of this creative breath.  Without this sense of justice, a sense that Moses would later codify in the revelation of the law, God human creation cannot be renewed or maintained.  This is why God at the end rebukes the comforters and asserts that Job, rather than they, spoke correctly.  What is correct in Job speech is the outrage against injustice.  What is incorrect, what Job himself repents of, is the separation of God from the sense of justice.  Such a sense is part of the action of God's creative breath.  The breath, in other words, has a moral aspect to it.  This is why God calls his creation "good."  Job's goodness, the thing that God sees and allows to be tested at the beginning of this parable, is his belief both in justice and in God as a creator.  He will not give this up.  As such, he himself manifests the creative breath that has both a moral and the ontological aspect to it.
