
CALVIN 13

PAWNS, PUPPETS and PIETY
I knew of thee only by report, but now I see thee with my own eyes. Job 42:6

The story of Job starts with a celestial bet. God is proud of Job, his prize exhibit.
He characterizes him as ‘a man of blameless and upright life, who fears God and
sets his face against wrongdoing (Job 1:8).’ But Satan puts a spanner in the wheel
and says: ‘No wonder, you protect him and bless him with a wonderful family
and much wealth. Take all that away and he will curse you to your face (Job
1:11).’ In other words Job’s integrity and piety will disappear if calamity strikes.
Prosperity wins out over faith any time in Satan’s books.

God then allows Satan to afflict Job, but the latter remains faithful and God wins
the bet. Satan, however, does not give up: ‘Touch his bone and his flesh, and
see if he will not curse you to his face (Job 2:5).’ God accepts this second bet too
and the helpless victim in the celestial game is disfigured within an inch of his
life. Yet again Job ‘did not utter one sinful word (Job 2:10).’ God wins again.
Or does he?

On the surface the story seems nothing but an entertaining tale. Yet there is a
rather serious assumption underneath it all. It assumes that Job’s deprivations
and suffering are caused by a celestial bet between God and Satan. It assumes
that both God and Satan treat humans as puppets and pawns in a game that has
no further meaning and no moral intent. These assumptions are denied in what
follows in the bulk of the book. Job’s friends insist that the cataclysmic events
are caused by Job’s sin (Job 4:7-9). His piety is hypocrisy (Job 8:13). Or character
is made in conflict; suffering has disciplinary value (Job 33:19).

Job’s friends are not fair weather friends, abandoning him when the weather
gets rough. No, they cover great distances to be with him, to console and comfort
him (Job 2:11). They sit with him for days without saying anything. They
understand how he feels after all the calamities that have befallen him. And as
true friends they suffer with him. Their religious and moral arguments are their
way of making sense of it all, hoping that it will mitigate the pain and hurt. The
friends seem to come close to agreeing with God here.

Job, however, does not accept their interpretations. Suffering is not God’s
punishment for sin. The wicked do prosper (Job 21:7-9). Job actually appears
to deny that there is a moral order in the universe. ‘When a sudden flood brings
death, (God) mocks the plight of the innocent (Job 9:23).’ ‘If humans can get
peace and prosperity without God, they will refute him (Job 21:13, 14).’ ‘The
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rod of God’s justice does not reach (the wicked) (Job 21:9).’ Job comes very close
to agreeing with Satan here. He feels that God has treated him badly.

Yet his friends continue to argue that God is good and just. Therefore Job had
to have some hidden faults, such as being cruel to his fellow men, giving no
water to the weary, refusing bread to the hungry, sending widows away
empty-handed, striking defenceless orphans (Job 22:9). Job denies it all
vehemently and does not hide his resentment of God’s treatment (Job 23:2). God
‘has denied me justice and … has filled me with bitterness (Job 27:2).’ ‘God is
aloof, has cruelly turned against me and has pursued me in hatred (Job 30:21),
for no reason, in spite of all my many good deeds (Job 31:5-22).’ If only he could
‘plead the whole record of my life and present that in court as my defence (Job
31:37)’, he would be vindicated. But unfortunately, as Job says (Job 9:32): ‘(God)
is not a man as I am, that I can answer him, or that we can confront one another
in court.’

Well, as Job had been hoping so desperately, God finally appears on the scene
(Chapters 38-41). But instead of answering Job’s questions he disregards them.
Is God too much of a despot to care about the suffering of his underlings? Is
God, like Hitler or Stalin only interested in the larger picture, even if it goes
against the grain of what is nowadays called human rights? Or is God nothing
but the aloof starter of the universe leaving it alone once it was set in motion,
as He was represented in Greek philosophy?

God turns the tables and directs a barrage of questions to Job, such as: ‘Who is
this whose ignorant words cloud my design in darkness (Job 38:1)?’ ‘Where
were you when I laid the earth’s foundations (Job 38:4)?’ ‘Have you
comprehended the vast expanse of the world (Job 38:18)?’ To top it all, God
challenges Job: ‘OK Job, you can save yourself (Job 40:14), if you can also manage
to humble the proud and the wicked.’ And this, of course, is not humanly
possible. God does a real number on Job.

And now comes the astonishing part. Instead of getting his back up even more,
Job succumbs entirely to God’s majesty and power. He says: ‘I knew of thee
only by report, but now I see with my own eyes. Therefore I melt away; I repent
in dust and ashes (Job 42:5, 6).’ Has Job altogether lost his marbles and turned
from lion into lamb?

There are at least three answers to this major question.

(1) The first one is that Job has asked the wrong questions. They all centre round
the injustice done to Job, as though his justification is the only and major
problem. By contrast God’s questions all lead to what lies beyond the self, the
order of nature and society. God’s questions imply that the larger context is
more important than the tiny place occupied by mortals. God extends horizons.
That’s where God dwells. Job repents in dust and ashes, because he has judged
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God instead of allowing God to judge him. He now understands that
self-justification is an implicit rebellion against God.

Job also begins to understand that God is not and could never be, ‘a man as I
am, whom he could confront in a court (Job 9:32).’ God is altogether different.
Job realizes that there are aspects of God way beyond human understanding.
But in so far as humans can comprehend God, He sums up in His very being
those elements that make for perfection, order and integrity. That’s why Job’s
friends naturally expected God to punish the wicked and to reward the godly.
And Job was quite correct in pointing out that reality is different: the wicked
do not always get punished. In other words, man’s disorder and sin are very
real. The law does its best, but is not perfect in its execution, however much
God is on the side of the just and the righteous.

In other words conflict is inevitable when the real does not reflect the ideal.
Often what is good for a person’s self-assertion is much less so for a smoothly
running society. Humility is a prime source of social and religious approval
because it makes the individual receptive to others. Instead of putting him or
herself forward, a humble person is more likely to make others feel comfortable
and understood. That’s why in our other reading for today (Mark 10:35-45)
Jesus rebukes James and John for requesting a privileged position on his left
and right side. It would have created a pecking, rather than an equalizing order
amongst the twelve disciples. ‘For the son of man did not come to be served,
but to serve and to give up his life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45).’

A well-integrated society will approve and reward those who prefer serving to
being served, giving rather than receiving. Certainly in Christian circles and
organizations, but also in society at large, authority is often given to those who
are least likely to threaten others. Invariably they are those who are secure
enough in themselves not to need self-aggrandizement. Of course other factors,
such as leadership and competence etc. are also important, but everything else
being the same, the humble individual will prevail over the arrogant one.

Calvin preached as many as 159 sermons on the Book of Job, all available on the
Internet in French. The word ‘humility’ keeps cropping up remarkably often in
all sermons and commentaries. In the sermon he preached on Job 38:1-4 (the
beginning of God’s reply) he takes the view that adversity is sometimes God’s
way of making us humble enough to obey him more. Glorifying ourselves, he
says, is man’s way to shut God out, whereas being emptied of all pride teaches
us to serve him and become more acceptable in his sight.

There is then a strong correspondence between God’s insistence on more humility
and society’s reward to the contrite of heart. A viable culture will always
encourage members to fit in well and discourage those who are puffed up and
arrogant. Australian society is certainly not an exception. If anything it goes
further. To be self-effacing, telling jokes at one’s own expense are important
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ways to be accepted. By contrast to brag about one’s achievements is politely
regarded as not the done thing. Australian identity has in no small way been
affected by the Anzac myth, which in turn is characterized by resistance to all
pretensions and is woven around much self-denigrating humour.

(2) But there is a second important answer to our question why Job succumbed
so quickly to God’s power and majesty, or why he turned from an accuser to a
worshipper. Job 42:6 shows this rather clearly. Job apologizes: ‘In the past I
heard of thee only by report, but now I see thee.’ In other words academic
knowledge is not enough. Job’s integrity (so well recognized by Job’s wife,
when she said (2:6): ‘Are you still unshaken in your integrity? Curse God and
die!’ has little to do with academic reports and a lot with actually meeting God.

The logic of God’s long and detailed speech impresses Job less than now seeing
God rather than relying on second hand reports (Job 42:5). It is the personal
contact and the experience of God’s Spirit that cements and enriches his integrity.
So he repents in dust and ashes (Job 42:6), presumably because he had never
fully understood and had underestimated God’s majesty. Now the simple tale
of the prologue becomes pregnant with meaning. What appears to us as a celestial
game played altogether outside our world, has all of a sudden touched the core
of Job’s identity, or as the author of the book has it, Job’s integrity. God
communicates with man and did so supremely in Jesus Christ, who is precisely
what Job said he needed so badly (Job 9:32): another human rather than a
towering, austere figure beyond the world of suffering and injustice.

It is the personal, binding, element of God’s presence with us through the Holy
Spirit which Calvin also stresses very much in his commentaries and sermons.
He contrasts ‘self-will’ with ‘election’ or ‘predestination.’ A sense of being linked
with or even ‘one’ with God (seeing, experiencing God’s presence in Job 42:6)
puts the self on the back burner. Self-will and self-seeking retreat into the
background and self-denial and a sense of being elected by God take their place.
It now appears as though one has found one’s destiny, as though this has always
been in the cards, as though it has been ‘predestined’ to be found by God and
to have finally been set on the path of fulfilling one’s life. It delineates the past
as leading up to the event; it delineates the present as its fulfilment and the
future as its now clearly visualized destiny.

Again there is a correspondence here with social expectations. To feel at one
with God invariably includes having a glimpse of immortality or whatever
transcends the ‘id’ as Sigmund Freud has it, the life of the instincts, physical
survival. It is the realm of social order, transcending the ‘flesh’ as St Paul called
it, that contains such God-approved values of justice, kindness, love,
consideration for the poor, the weak and the destitute, honesty, sobriety,
responsibility, reliability etc. They meet social expectations and are reinforced
by law and even more traditionally by religion. It is Job’s integrity that is fed
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and strengthened by his communion with God, but which also forms the point
of balance between the requirements of his mortal body and of being in tune
with the social expectations of the perfect human being.

But this integrity, strengthened by the Holy Spirit, has a great deal to do with
feeling, emotion, love, loyalty, and faith. The academic literature on the
importance of emotion rather than reason as the deepest foundation of our mind
is increasing exponentially. This is also true for the social scientific study of
religion where I had to write a separate chapter on commitment to do justice to
the increasing amount of material available. Job’s integrity was enhanced by
his faith, increased by God’s very presence.

To Satan it is this very integrity that has to be fatally destroyed, if he is to win
the celestial battle. It is the crux of the story. Integrity, salvation, sinlessness
are in God’s realm. Or as Calvin has it in his sermon on the very passage we are
considering here, God does not reverse or pervert order, by for instance changing
heaven into earth. By contrast, disorder, destruction and sin are Satan’s essential
prerogatives. Like Job we are not pawns and puppets any more. Through our
piety we are participants in God’s order competing with Satan’s disorder. Our
integrity is constantly in jeopardy. Yet God has won both the bet and the battle
and therefore also our identity is now secure.

(3) There is a third possible answer to our question as to why Job makes a 180
degree turn from critic to worshipper. Remember, Job with all his wealth gone,
was still badly afflicted with sores when he met God, or better, when God met
him. He felt so miserable, that he wanted to die: ‘Why did I not die, when I came
out of the womb (Job 3:11)?’ and later: ‘My sighing is all my food, and groans
pour out from me in a torrent (Job 3:24).’ Everything that made his life secure
had gone. The question had become: ‘How can I cope when there is nothing left
to live for?’ And then God came into his life, not as he had heard about him or
as he imagined him to be, but as a living presence.

Miraculously the very situation of having all one’s earthly securities kicked
from underneath one-self can also be a pre-condition for being receptive to
discovering and experiencing God’s presence. It is as though all the other
attractions of this world have prevented individuals hearing God’s still, small
voice. St Paul speaks about this when in his letter to the Philippians (2:7) he
depicts Jesus as making ‘himself nothing, assuming the nature of a slave’, yet
by humbling himself and accepting the ultimate horror of the cross, to be raised
by God and ‘bestowed on him the name above all names (Phil. 2:10).’

And in Mark 10:35–45 Jesus expects the same of his disciples. Not just humility
to be acceptable to one’s peers, but more actively to serve and to give one’s life
for others. Let us never forget that the Christian Church as we have it today has
been built on the blood of the martyrs of all the preceding ages, not just the first
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four centuries. It is in the experience of being deprived of all earthly attachments
and even one’s life, that God has met many Christians in the past and the present.

Actually I doubt whether I would have ever become a Christian, if it had not
been for a similar experience. Being a guest of the Gestapo in 1944 I had begun
to doubt whether I would survive the ordeal. I felt rudderless and the sense of
having all studs kicked from underneath was bewildering. Family, friends,
books, music, freedom, all sources of my security, had been taken away. Instead
I was relegated to the bottom of a prison hierarchy, despised both as a university
student, and even more as someone ‘who had undermined the Nazi war
machinery.’ And then when I had convinced myself that I was dying of typhus,
I remember being flooded with a sudden sense of consolation from reading one
of the Psalms describing God as the mainstay in times of trouble, a refuge in
disaster, a stronghold against the enemy.

Job almost lost his integrity when everything of value was taken away from
him. Are our possessions, our securities, our luxuries, our comforts, and our
earthly attachments so valuable to us that we would lose our integrity, if we
had to do without? I guess that each of us would have to answer that question
for his or her self. If you are honest with yourself and you have to admit that
under those circumstances you would lose your equanimity, serenity and sense
of self, let me assure you that God is very likely waiting for you, if you distance
yourself from what are after all only the accoutrements of life.

Because of Job’s confession, God forgives him. He restored his ‘fortunes, and
doubled all his possessions (Job 42:10).’ Job’s friends are rebuked ‘because you
have not spoken as you ought about me, as my servant Job has done.’ They
have to make it up to Job through gifts of sheep and cattle. Conceiving God as
the one, who metes out suffering according to the gravity of one’s individual
sins, is their main mistake.

What can we learn from Job’s story? Are we, like Job, pawns and puppets in a
celestial game of God versus Satan? The answer seems to be that indeed mortals
are inextricably, and on all levels, bound to the symbiosis between order,
represented by God, and disorder, represented by Satan. And yet through our
piety and personal faith we are lifted up beyond these mortal bounds and original
sin to God’s sphere of immortality where nothing can separate us from his mercy
and love and where our equanimity, integrity and serenity are strengthened
beyond our ken.

Calvin finished all his sermons as follows: ‘Now we shall bow in humble reverence
before the face of our God.’ Let us do that very thing!
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