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“unChristian: Is the Church Insensitive?”
Job 16:1-5
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

We’ve been talking about the young adult population in our country the last few weeks, those who are ages 16-29. According to David Kinnaman, who did some extensive research and wrote about it in his book “UnChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity, and Why It Matters” a very large sector of them (40%) have found themselves outside the Christian Church. Mostly, this is because of their experience of Christians. This young adult demographic has articulated that when they think of the church, negative images come to mind much quicker and more profusely than positive images. High on that list are images like anti-homosexual, judgmental, hypocritical, too involved in politics, old-fashioned, insensitive to others. It doesn’t do any good to argue whether they are right or wrong, because experience and perception is very real for all of us, and this has been their experience and perception.

Our job is to listen with open hearts and open minds. Glean what truth there is in this mirror that they are holding up to us, so that we might continue to perfect the transformation that Christ has begun in each us. Maybe in the process we can remove some of the roadblocks that we are inadvertently putting in the way of these young people and others whose experience of the Church as been less than Christ-like.

We have been using these bumper stickers as a prop. When people pass us in life, what are we showing them, how are they experiencing the life we drive? 
So far we have discovered that too often we Christians are experienced as “hypocritical” when our calling is actually to be “Christ-like.” Too often Christians are seen as “anti-homosexual” and more generally “judgmental” even though we profess a compassionate God and we are called to be “merciful.” Today we are going to look why this young demographic thinks that we are “insensitive.”
We don’t have to look too long or too far before we get a sense of why Christians might be perceived as insensitive. Last month when an earthquake rocked Haiti one of the first things reported was Pat Robertson’s response as to why this earthquake occurred. You remember his comments. According to Robertson, God rocked Haiti with an earthquake causing hundreds of thousands deaths and injuries to men, women, and children because the Haitians made a pact with the devil back in 1804 to free themselves from French colonialists who had enslaved the Haitians to work the plantations.

I wish the media would have reported that United Methodist Committee on Relief and other religious relief organizations rushed to Haiti to help relieve the pain and anguish and to give some comfort. I wish the media would have reported the fact that you all have given over $12,000 to Haiti relief, and other churches have given as much and more. But it is the “high profile” Christians that get the attention, especially when their comments seem so bizarre. And unfortunately, those outside the church will hear these sorts of sound bites and think, “Wow, I guess that’s what it means to be Christian. No, thank you.”
Now in my fallen and sinful nature, there is nothing I would like to do more than stand here and beat up on Pat Robertson. But the truth is the theological presumptions that allow Pat Robertson to make such inane comments are not far from the theological assumptions that cause us to act and speak in some pretty insensitive ways.

When I was doing my clinical pastoral education at Bronson Hospital in Kalamazoo, I was working in the neo-natal intensive unit for a while. A young couple came in with their three-month old child, non-responsive. They were able to keep the child alive with a respirator and feeding tube, but they discovered that there were basically no brain waves. The decision was made to remove the child from the machinery and I sat with the parents as the child died. I was prepared for the crying and grief. But when the nurse came in to take the body of the child away, the mother looked at me with no discernable emotion and asked, “Why did God kill my child?” I don’t remember what I said. I am pretty sure it was incoherent and obtuse.

Now hear this from the mind of the mother. You as Christians tell me to love God, serve God with my whole life, and to trust in God. And you tell me that everything happens for a reason. Now if everything happens for a reason, then when my baby died, God intended for him to die. It was part of God’s master plan. It was God’s will that my baby should die, and you want me to trust God and to love God and serve God? I don’t think so.

This conflict between a loving God and human suffering has been with us from the moment we began to be able to think theologically. Volumes of books have been written on this subject. So please don’t think that in a short sermon I will find the magic words that will make it all clear, or that I even have it figured out enough to tell you. But there are some assumptions that I think we can address that relate, perhaps, to why the church is too often seen as insensitive.

First, there is the assumption that God is in control of everything. Nothing happens unless God lets it happen, or caused it to happen. Adam Hamilton contemplated this assumption and mused that there are about 50 trillion cells in the human body, give or take a few trillion. Is God in control of every single cell? Of every atom within the cell? So that when someone gets cancer, God actually manipulated the cell that it should change and become harmful to the body?
Or to extend that rationale out a little further, if everything happens according to the will of God, if God is in control, does that mean that God likes Ohio State better than the University of Michigan who hasn’t been able to win a football game against Ohio in over five years? If God is in control and wills everything that happens, and plans everything in advance, what’s the point of even playing the game? Or maybe God is punishing U of M for something that they’ve done wrong. Is that how it works?. And if that is how it works, what is the point of even preparing for the game, if God has already planned its outcome?

I don’t think that God has already planned and fixed everything. When I read the Bible, it seems like just the opposite. Humanity is running around doing just the opposite of what God would wish or intend, and God has to chase after and clean up the messes we make.

When we read the Bible, what we learn about the character of God is that God is just, and loving, and kind, and merciful. I don’t think it is hard for us to get our minds around the truth that God does not cause tragedy to happen. But there is a harder question. If God is just, and loving, and kind, and merciful, God may not cause bad things to happen, but why does God even let bad things happen?

I’m not even going to pretend that I can satisfy you with an answer to that question. But let me share with you what I have observed, and you have observed this, too. Whether in your life or in someone else’s, there is certain stamina, there is a courage and grace, there is a peace that is evident in persons who have a deep-seated trust in God, no matter what happens. Now that doesn’t mean there isn’t grief and sadness and pain in their lives when tragedy happens, but there is a mystery that surrounds faithful people that make them attractive because even when bad things happen they are authentically human and graceful.

That brings us to our Scripture for today, Job. Job is an Old Testament parable. Now remember that a parable is a story that makes an overarching point. If you push a parable too far it begins to break down. So here is the point of the book of Job.

In Job’s day, most good Jewish people believed that if you were a good person, God would bless you with health, wealth, and good fortune. If you were evil, God would punish you. But the book of Job is meant to question that assumption.

Here’s what happens: Job is a good and righteous man. And the devil comes to God one day and God brags upon Job, about what a good and righteous man he is. The devil says, “Well of course, you’ve given him everything he wants or needs. He wouldn’t be that good if he had to struggle a bit in life. Job would curse you just like the others.”
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Anyway, God agrees to let Satan do anything he wants to Job as long as he doesn’t kill Job.

Now remember, it is a parable that will break down if you press it too far. The point of the parable is that Job is a righteous man and God is not punishing him. We may not draw the conclusion that all of our pain and suffering, then, comes at the hand of Satan. That’s not the point the parable was trying to drive home.

So what happens? From storms, disasters and raids, Job loses all of his crops, all of his animals, and all of his children. Then he is afflicted with a disease that covers his whole body in hideous sores. When Job’s friends heard of it, they came running. Listen to chapter 2:11-13.

Three of Job’s friends heard of all the trouble that had fallen on him. Each traveled from his own country — Eliphaz from Teman, Bildad from Shuhah, Zophar from Naamath — and went together to Job to keep him company and comfort him. When they first caught sight of him, they couldn’t believe what they saw — they hardly recognized him! They cried out in lament, ripped their robes, and dumped dirt on their heads as a sign of their grief. Then they sat with him on the ground. Seven days and nights they sat there without saying a word. They could see how rotten he felt, how deeply he was suffering.

You know what? They did the right thing. They sat in silence with Job. They didn’t say a thing. They were just with him in the midst of his suffering. They were on the right track.

But then the eighth day came and Job opened his mouth and he said everything you and I would say. “Why is this happening to me? I’m a good person. This is not right and it’s not fair.”
And you’ve got to give people room to say those things. They may not be thinking clearly, but they’ve got to say it and you have to give them room to let them say it. But Job’s friends made this mistake: they opened their mouths, and they began to argue with him and for 33 chapters they tried to convince Job that God is just and if Job is suffering like this, then surely he did something wrong. Confess, be contrite and move on. But Job refused. He didn’t know what he did wrong, because he didn’t do anything wrong. A fourth friend even comes along to pick up the argument.

Finally in chapter 38 God said, “Look, I’ve had enough of this. This is foolishness and I’m sick of hearing it.” And he speaks directly to Job. And God says, “Brace yourself, Job. I’m going to speak to you like a man.” And we have these beautiful chapters of poetry that recount God being the creating God and the only one that knows the depth and breadth of the universe, and the intimate details of every living thing. It is beautiful and frustrating. It is frustrating because God really doesn’t answer Job’s questions. But the answer is mystery. The answer is life happens, and in life suffering happens. And I didn’t punish you Job, and I wasn’t teaching you a lesson. It’s just part of what happens and it was very hard and I am still God. So trust me. Hang on tight and trust me.

Now the book actually ends with God speaking with the friends and telling them they got it all wrong, and that they should repent, because they didn’t tell accurately how God works in the world. And then God blessed Job and the end of his life was characterized with even greater joy than before.

But hear our Scripture lesson again that comes from Job in the midst of the friends’ diatribe against him.

I’ve had all I can take of your talk. What a bunch of miserable comforters! Is there no end to your windbag speeches? What’s your problem that you go on and on like this? If you were in my shoes, I could talk just like you. I could put together a terrific harangue and really let you have it. But I’d never do that. I’d console and comfort, make things better, not worse!

Too often, when we are driving down the road of life, we Christians often look extremely insensitive. Even out of our good-heartedness, when we try to help by rationalizing someone’s suffering, we will always come up short because we cannot explain the depth of the mystery of life. But when the church gets it right, what the world will see is compassion. The Greek word for compassion literally translates “to suffer with.” We suffer with people. We stand by them, so that all may know that in the love of God we do not need to abide our suffering in loneliness. 
It is my prayer that people will see in you and me. Compassion.
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