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Abstract

The object of this study is the entire Book of Job. The paper focuses on the arguments of the individual actors of the drama and their perception of the major problems the book is devoted to: questions of suffering, asking about God, about the meaning of creation and human life within it. It points out how complex the positions of Job and his friends are, what delicate yet significant nuances there are in their arguments, as well as the nature and consequences of God’s reply to Job towards the end of the dialogues. All the three main positions and worldviews represented in the book – the one of Job, of his friends and of God – are complex ways of perceiving the world and human life in it. Both “human” positions, the one of Job and the one of his friends, are grounded by many sound arguments which sound familiar to contemporary readers. In God’s concluding speech, the author of the Book of Job does not provide an unambiguous rational answer to the problem of injustice and suffering present in the world. He rather appeals to the readers to give up Job’s self-centeredness as well as the rational speculation of his friends and assume a new, more open and humble attitude to the world and oneself.

The Old Testament Book of Job ranks among the jewels of world literature
 and is one of the most widely read and most controversial biblical books. Unceasing interest of readers is guaranteed by the perennial question of human suffering and pain which the text strives to come to terms with. Every human being encounters this question, but first of all those who work in environments where human suffering is most obvious – in hospitals, hospices, nursing homes etc. People not only ask the crucial and burning questions concerning the meaning of suffering themselves, many are also challenged with them by others – hospital chaplains as well as many lay faithful who work in these environments. To them (though not only to them) the following meditation is devoted, with the intention of helping them read a biblical text wholly focused on the question of human suffering, which it links with the question about God and meaning of life as such.

From the reader’s point of view, the advantage of the Book of Job over other biblical books is that it is not accompanied by history; it presents a short, self-contained fictitious story with a long dialogue. Therefore one does not need to be familiar with a great many historical facts in order to appreciate the text. Rather, “all” the text requires is careful reading. It is my intention to invite the reader to a careful reading of the Book of Job; to point out the various aspects, details and twists in the narration and help the reader read these terse, at first glance perhaps difficult chapters. It is not intended to be an “exegesis” of the text. The Book of Job is above all poetry and it would be all the harder to attempt to work out a rational summary or re-formulation of the text. Just like all other poetry, the Book of Job is principally open to a plurality of views and interpretations. This study merely wants to help the reader find her way through the text, notice some important passages, enjoy reading it and perhaps even ask new questions or view human suffering from new angles.

1. The introductory narrative
The Book of Job opens by presenting the narrative framework. First (1:1-5) the main character, Job, is introduced. He is depicted as a clear-cut prototype of the classical ethical position, according to which the just are rewarded and the evil are punished. Job is extremely rich, so rich that he surpasses the sons of antiquity;
 at the same time he is extraordinarily pious, in contemporary terms perhaps overanxious. He meticulously takes care that no sin, defilement or offence of God occurs in his family. He is a prototype of peaceful, secure life founded on loyalty and respect to God, an exemplary conjunction of piety and success, an ethical ideal.

In what follows the narrator describes the beginning and causes of Job’s suffering. Its origin is much different to what the reader might expect. It is the result of a “wager” between God and Satan. The text is typical of a genre with an all-knowing narrator and a main character whose knowledge is limited. That means that the reader knows more than Job does. The reader knows the origin of the evil and suffering, Job does not (and never will). The reader “knows” and is at the same time challenged to try and empathize with the “unknowing” Job over the course of many following chapters.

Job’s suffering originates in a sphere which the classical Old Testament ethical theory does not reckon with. In the heavenly sphere, in a dialogue between God and Satan, the crucial question is raised: “Does Job fear God for no reason?” (1:9). In this way, Job’s integrity is set in doubt. Satan does not necessarily act as “the Evil one” here. He is one of God’s children and “merely” points out certain aspects of human disposition and acting to Him. God, who trusts Job and is convinced that Job will stand firm, makes some sort of wager with Satan and places Job in Satan’s power. First he gives him his property, then all Job has except his life. Thus Job loses everything: property, children and health. His wife, who refuses to share his suffering with him, leaves him and challenges him to bless God
 and die. The fact that Job’s life is saved turns out to be a negative as well. Precisely this is what Job reproaches God for right at the beginning of the dialogues. The gift of life in suffering is not a gift; it is damnation and punishment. By taking his life, God would do Job a gracious favour. Thus at the end of the introductory narrative Job finds himself at the very bottom, with nothing left.

From Job’s point of view, something unexpected, inexplicable has happened, something that surpasses his understanding: How can a just, pious man suffer in such a way?

Three friends come to see Job, to visit and comfort him and render him a service of mercy. It is worth noticing that they see Job from afar but do not recognize him. This expresses the measure of Job’s suffering. Suffering can transform a human being, who is not and never will be what she used to be. Job’s friends react with loud wailing and gestures of grief and compassion: they sprinkle dust on their heads toward heaven and tear their robes. Their solidarity with Job could hardly be expressed more strongly and sincerely.

At this point the narration ceases for a long time. In all this time Job has not sinned, the few words he speaks are words of understanding, patience, unlimited trust and humility. Job’s friends appear to be wise, empathetic men: they have come to comfort Job in his affliction and distress, they pay him due respect and suffer in silence with him for seven days, until Job himself speaks up.

2. The dialogue
The following dialogue (chapters 3-42, i.e., the major part of the book) is internally firmly structured. It is opened by Job, then his friends speak in turn, to each of whom Job reacts. When all the friends have spoken, the second round of dialogues begins. There are three rounds in all, the last of which is incomplete and confused. This may be due to text corruption, but it can also be an expression of the fact that the dialogue has been exhausted and its participants have no more to say.
 At that moment Elihu, the fourth and youngest of Job’s friends who was not mentioned before and disappears shortly afterwards just as suddenly, enters the dialogue. Eventually, God himself enters the scene at Job’s challenge. Job humbly acknowledges his inferiority, the dialogue ends and the narrator concludes the story (42:7).

2.1 Job’s first words
The dialogue is preceded by a long silence. For seven days and seven nights no one spoke a word to him (2:13). It is a time of preparation and ripening. Job must be the first to speak, since only he has the right to open a dialogue concerning his suffering; as long as he is silent, the comforters can do nothing, else they would prove themselves hypocrites. One cannot in vain comfort a sufferer when one does not know his affliction, his emotions.

After seven days Job opens the dialogue (ch. 3). His first speech is a kind of “thesis” that Job’s friend then take up. Job’s words are surprising and far removed from what the reader has heard from him so far. They are the formulation and a terse summary of what had been maturing inside Job for all those seven days and nights of silence, they are a formulation of the fundamental question concerning the meaning of suffering: life is not an absolutely positive value. In certain circumstances life is not worth living, it becomes a curse, not a blessing. Job’s introductory speech has three parts, in which Job altogether systematically asks: Why was he conceived? If he was conceived, why did he have to be born? And if he is alive, why doesn’t God let him die? Job praises those who were lucky and were not obliged to undergo the suffering of life – were not conceived or were not obliged to be born and died in a miscarriage – or whom God granted an early death. There is only one parallel to this very hard and sincere speech denying the positive value of life in all of Old Testament – one of Jeremiah’s laments (Jer 20:14-18).

With his words, Job rejects life as a Greek gift. But his words almost deny the meaning of all creation – as if Job wanted it to perish. Terms such as light and darkness, the Leviathan,
 or day and night are typically used to describe the creation as a whole. Job’s protest thus has a universal overlap and can be related to being as such. It is no more merely a question concerning his suffering, but almost a question concerning the meaning of all existence.

From this “Job’s thesis” one can also infer his view of life. For him, life is something that makes weary (he feels feeble), it is like a prison where the prisoner lives in constant fear of the guards. For Job, life is slavery and death is liberation. The position of God here is of one who placed the human being in this situation (Job will elaborate this idea in the course of the dialogue). The human being himself does not know which way his path leads and God does not lend him a helping hand, he rather bars his way. Already in this first speech the whole dispute over the meaning of existence is formulated as a question concerning God; the meaning of life depends on the meaning of human suffering, which again depends on who is the God who stands behind all that and is responsible for it all. To these words the first of the friends, Eliphaz, reacts and thus opens the already mentioned long series of dialogues and disputes.

In the dialogues there appear two opposing fundamental theses, two basic attitudes to suffering and life. One is the already mentioned classical approach which assumes a causal relationship between guilt and punishment. The other one, Job’s attitude, is reverse, derived from the experience of one suffering more than he has deserved.

2.2 The position of Job’s friends
The basic thesis of Job’s friends is formulated several times in the course of the dialogue. Verse 5:6 is one of it clearest expressions: “For affliction does not come from the dust, nor does trouble sprout from the ground”. All suffering has a cause, an origin. One only needs to discover it and remove it, or at least humbly acknowledge it, and all will be well. This ethical causality is closely related to general causality – since all in the world has a cause: “Can papyrus grow where there is no marsh? Can reeds flourish where there is no water?” (8:11)
Eliphaz begins his objection by reminding Job that before his suffering began, he endorsed such a view himself: “Behold, you have instructed many, and you have strengthened the weak hands... But now it has come to you, and you are impatient; it touches you, and you are dismayed” (4:3-5). He warns Job not to let himself be misled by subjective feelings, recall what he used to believe to be true, and accept the comfort with which he had comforted others. It is the first and one of the strongest arguments raised against Job.

Eliphaz then reminds Job that a human cannot be in the right before God, since “is a human more just than God, a man purer than his maker?” (4:17). Therefore a human being has no option but to humbly bow before God’s majesty, be convinced of his righteousness, incomprehensible as it may be, humble oneself and acknowledge one’s guilt.

Bildad, Job’ second friend, reminds Job of the same, only more explicitly and articulately. God just cannot be unjust! “Does God pervert justice? Or does the Almighty pervert the right?” Therefore “if your children have sinned against him, he has delivered them into the hand of their transgression” (8:3-4).

Zophar, Job’s third friend, is no exception: God is almighty and noble, all is in his power, he is the creator. Therefore he knows everything and his wisdom is impermeable. That is also why he is supremely just and we must make an effort to comprehend his justice. Job should therefore not complain, but strive to discover and acknowledge his fault.

Both Eliphaz and Bildad emphasize the source of their knowledge, which is tradition, what their ancestors had found out, some sort of general human knowledge. “Behold, this we have searched out; it is true. Hear, and know it for your good” (5:27). “For inquire, please, of bygone ages, and consider what the fathers have searched out. … Will they not teach you and tell you and utter words out of their understanding?” (8:8-10). It is not knowledge based on one’s own experience, but knowledge passed on from father to son as a way of perceiving and understanding the events of life.

The position of Job’s friends is a theoretical, a priori position, which gives meaning to suffering, and thereby to life. God is just. If there is suffering in the world, it must be so because the human being has deserved it. But God is also merciful. He pardons the human who confesses his guilt and weakness. All that afflicts a human originates in his own actions. It is up to each individual to fit his life experience in this scheme, to learn to comprehend his life from the point of view of this “ethical causality”. Although we may find such “ethical causality” absurd and naive, it nonetheless forms the foundation of a large part of the Scripture. Job’s friends frequently employ words and expressions that sound familiar to a careful reader. The words: “[God] sets on high those who are lowly, and those who mourn are saved. He frustrates the devices of the crafty, so that their hands do not achieve what they are capable of” (5:11-12) remind of the canticle of Hannah, mother of Samuel (cf. 1 Sam 2:1-10). And the passage: “In famine [God] will redeem you from death, and in war from the power of the sword. You shall be hidden from the lash of the tongue, and shall not fear destruction when it comes. At destruction and famine you shall laugh, and shall not fear the beasts of the earth” (5:20-22) reminds of Psalm 91. Job’s friends appeal to the tradition which lies in the very foundations of the Scripture. One only needs to recall that Hannah’s canticle is part of the Roman Catholic liturgy of the hours and the very similar canticle of Virgin Mary (Luke 1:46-55) is recited by the Roman Catholic church daily; the Church prays Psalm 91 regularly every week in the Sunday evening prayer.
Job’s friends are not trying to comfort him. They are defending against him a tradition that lends meaning to suffering and thereby to life, since with his statements Job casts doubt on the very foundations of understanding the world, its course and regularities. Job’s friends know very well that to agree with Job means to divest life of certainty and meaning.

2.3 Job’s position
Job’s thesis derives not from a general principle, but from his own experience. Job is unable to fit his experience in the general order, as perceived by the tradition of the forefathers, and eventually gives up trying. A sufferer’s perception is different from the perception of those who are at a given moment not afflicted with suffering. Job knows his friends’ position well: “What you know, I also know; I am not inferior to you” (13:2), but draws on his own experience: “But I have understanding as well as you” (12:3).

In contrast to the introductory narrative and in consonance with the claims of his friends, Job admits that he is sinful, imperfect. The problem is not that a righteous human is suffering. Job’s objection against God rather consists in that his suffering is disproportionate both to his offence and to the brevity and transitoriness of human life. Job admits: “I have sinned – and what shall I do?” (7:20).
 Job knows no hope of life after death, for him all ends with death. “Remember that my life passes like wind; my eye will never again see good. The eye of him who used to see me will behold me no more; when your eyes search for me, I shall be gone. ... Why do you not pardon my transgression and take away my iniquity? For now I shall lie in the earth; when you seek me at dawn, I shall not be” (7:7-8.21). “As waters fail from a lake and a river wastes away and dries up, so a man lies down and rises not again; till the heavens are no more he will not awake or be roused out of his sleep” (14:11-12).

But God plies the human even more. He created him weak and when the human has made a mistake, God does not pardon it. “Remember that you have made me like clay and you will return me to the dust. ... Yet these things you hid in your heart... If I sin, you watch me and do not acquit me of my iniquity. ... Are not my days few? Then cease, and leave me alone, that I may find a little cheer before I go — and I shall not return — to the land of darkness and deep shadow” (10:9-21). Job feels unreasonably persecuted by God.

Job finds the traditional “ethical causality” perhaps valid, but applied without justice, without mercy. In itself, it is incapable of giving meaning to human suffering.

Job also knows the tradition well and can deftly set it in doubt. The verses 7:17-18, “What is man, that you make so much of him, and that you set your heart on him, visit him every morning and test him every moment?”, remind the reader of Psalm 8: “what is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care for him?” (Ps 8:4). The words are nearly identical, but the meaning is directly reverse. In this context Job’s words can be perceived as bitter irony. If only God did not think of me, if only he forgot! Another case occurs where Job answers Bildad. Bildad refers to God’s majesty, omnipotence and wisdom. Job accepts the argument and develops it further, though in a very different direction. Yes, God is a powerful creator, but that is precisely the reason why no one can oppose him. With respect to him, a human being is powerless; who can stop a divine whim? “If anyone is strong, it is he, and concerning justice, who else will summon me? Even if I were in the right, my own mouth would condemn me; if I were blameless, it would prove me a crook. ... The earth is given into the hand of the wicked and he covers the faces of their judges — if it is not he, who then is it?” (9:19-24). Job turns the wise and powerful God into a powerful and wilful one, against whom there is no appeal. Job’s despair culminates in the knowledge that in the dispute between him and God there is no impartial mediator and judge: “For he is not a man, as I am, that I might answer him, that we should come to trial together. There is no arbiter between us, who might lay his hand on us both” (9:32-33).

The question remains why Job does not consider suicide as a means of escape. In a man who desires death as Job does this might be surprising. Job feels in the right (rather than righteous or irreproachable), and he therefore requires an answer concerning the meaning of his suffering from God. “I want to take my flesh in my teeth and put my life in my hand. Though he slay me and I had no more to hope for, yet I would want to argue my ways to his face. ... Behold, I have prepared my case; I know that I shall be found in the right” (13:14-18). Job’s point is therefore not so much whether he is or is not righteous, irreproachable, perfect, but that in his dispute with God he is in the right. Human perfection and irreproachability does not play a crucial part for Job in this dispute. Job’s protest against God makes sense even if Job is stained with guilt.

The dialogue of Job and his friends is a dialogue of two positions that cannot disprove each other, since they start from different assumptions. The permeate each other and cumulate further and further arguments in their support. One can identify with both, but at the same time both admittedly have their weaknesses and are not altogether correct. Both sides are therefore right, and at the same time neither of them is. The reader may tend to agree with Job. But Job’s words threaten the order humans find in the world, and must find in it, if they are to survive. His friends do not oppose him for love of old times or overt blind attachment to tradition “of which we know that it does not hold”. They are defending order in the world and meaning of life. One will do well to recall that their arguments and praises of God are a firm part of our prayers. If we agree with Job, we must re-evaluate a major part of the Old Testament as well as many words we regularly use in prayer.

On the other hand, it is clear that Job is right in that his suffering cannot be explained merely from the pattern guilt-punishment. His suffering must have deeper meaning and the reader knows from the introduction that it does; but Job, who does not, rightly protests. And the reader, who in his own life is not a reader but the main character, also “does not know”, which is why he agrees with Job. Thus the reader is together with the characters placed in a dilemma that can be succinctly expressed as follows: 1) Job is afflicted with all these horrors because something is wrong with Job (claim the friends), or 2) Job is afflicted with all these horrors because something is wrong with God (claims Job).
 But the reader can sense that neither is satisfactory.

The discussion between Job and his friends closes with Job’s ceremonious oath of his own innocence, which comprises a long list of various offences he had not committed (so called “negative confession”, 31:1-40) and the concluding appeal to God to answer him.

2.4 God’s answer
When all have ceased speaking because they have found no solution or consensus, Elihu enters the story. He was not mentioned among Job’s friends before and once he has finished speaking the book (unlike the other three friends) mentions him no more. He nevertheless plays an important part in the dialogue, since he prepares the way for God’s answer to Job’s complaint.
 Elihu succinctly summarizes both positions described above and finds both unsatisfactory. He finds fault with Job for pretending to be righteous: “He burned with anger at Job because he justified himself rather than God. … For Job has said, ‘I am in the right, and God has taken away my right” (32:2; 34:5). At the same time he rejects the position of his friends, since “they had not found the answer and had declared Job wilful” (32:3). Both theses lead in a dead end and provide no way out. Elihu therefore sketches a new point of view, which indicates and introduces God’s answer.

The very fact that God decides to enter dialogue with Job and answers him is of great significance. God accepts Job’s challenge, he does not turn a deaf ear to it. His words differ from the statements so far: they are authoritative and undeniable. The qualitative difference between the words of Job and his friends and the words of God is expressed whenever the author says that the Lord has spoken – spoken “out of the whirlwind”.

God’s answer to Job’s challenge is highly peculiar, since he affirms neither one nor the other side of the dispute. Rather, he sets the issue in new light. Further, his answer is dual and its two parts seem to contradict each other. The first one is long – it spans four chapters of the book (38-41), the second one comprises one sentence (42:7).

God’s first answer is formulated in direct response to Job’s words. It is elaborated from the contrast of two persons in dialogue: the one who does not know and asks, and the one who knows and answers. God asks Job whether he “knows”, whether he “understands” the nature of the world’s course. God literally “bombards” Job with questions and shows him the world in its entirety as well as in detail. Was Job present when the world was created? Does he know how the world was formed? Does he know how it works?
 The author describes the world and its origin in partially mythical images and expressions, such as are found e.g. in the apocalyptic literature. In the course of the questions God also reminds Job that he is created and subordinate to the whole of creation: “Did you know that you will be born and how great the number of your days will be?” (38:21). God portrays the majesty of creation and at the same time Job’s insignificance to him. Job is a tiny, finite part of the great world he does not understand and which he (unlike God) cannot control. From the whole the Lord turns to details, to individual animals, and shows how he takes care of them (38:36f). The creation and order of the world is much broader and more extensive than Job’s limited horizon. God enumerates the diverse creatures he takes care of: the ibis, the cock, the lioness and its young, the raven, the mountain goat, the doe, the zebra, the wild donkey, the wild ox, the ostrich, the horse, the hawk, the eagle.
 The point of this long poetic description is expressed with the words: “Who has cleft a channel for the torrents of rain and a way for the thunderbolt, to bring rain on a land where no man is, on the desert in which there is no man, to satisfy the waste and desolate land, and to make the ground sprout with grass?” (38:25-27). The world and God’s care of it stretch far beyond the scope of the human eye. The human being is not the sovereign lord of creation, he is not its centre and axis, merely its tiny part.

In the course of enumerating his power and care, God also mentions his care of retribution. Just as God takes care of the course of the stars and of pregnant does, he also takes care that the wicked are shaken off the face of the earth (cf. 38:12-15; 40:9-14). And Job is neither wise nor powerful enough to take up God’s work in this respect either.
God proceeds to describe the two most peculiar parts of the creation: the Behemoth and the Leviathan. Perhaps these are the hippopotamus and the crocodile, perhaps mythical creatures. Either way, the description of the splendour of creation and the frightful and awesome power of God culminates in them.

The fact that God surpasses humans is underscored and summarized in God’s statement: “Who has first given to me, that I should repay him? Whatever is under the whole heaven is mine” (41:11). With his first long answer God refers the human being to his limits, he allots him his place. Elihu expresses this with the words: “God is greater than man. Why do you contend against him? Because he does not answer with words?” (33:12-13) And further: “If you have sinned, what do you accomplish against him? And if your transgressions are multiplied, what do you do to him? If you are righteous, what do you give to him? Or what does he receive from your hand? …much less when you say that you do not look to him. Your case is before him, just wait for him!” (35:6-7.14) God infinitely surpasses the human, he owes him nothing and has no duty, he has no obligations to the human being. It is the human’s task to reflect his situation. The first answer is therefore God’s majesty and transcendence over all that the human can think of. Instead of answering the human’s question, God points out Job’s fundamental false assumption: Job sees himself as the centre of the universe and believes that all refers to him, including God who has duties and obligations to him. God corrects his position and shows that a human being is merely an insignificant part of the universe,
 which owes him nothing and which – including God, its creator – has no obligations to him. He thus forces Job to see the situation “in context” – in a context so broad that he cannot even comprehend it; to become aware of the existence of this context and acknowledge it, and to abandon his self-centred, though perhaps understandable position. It is not a comforting challenge, rather a sharp rebuke. Job will not find the meaning of things (and an answer to his question) in view of the totality of creation, because he does not comprehend it.

Job’s first reaction to the Lord’s answer is that he falls silent. Job admits: “What shall I answer you, being of such small account? I lay my hand on my mouth. I have spoken once, and I know not what to answer; twice, but I can proceed no further.” (40:4-5) His second and final reaction to God’s answer is that he affirms God’s view of the matter. At the beginning of his speech, God challenged Job to take the part of the one who explains and clarifies, and offered to assume the part of the one who does not know and asks. Now, at the end of God’s speech, Job admits that only God and no one but God can answer and explain, and Job’s part is the one of the ignorant and questioning. Job, strained by arguments and proofs showing all he does not know and cannot do, acknowledges human finitude, incapacity and subordination to God. He thus accepts his place in the creation.

God’s first, long answer does not provide a clearly formulated reply to the question of suffering. It rather throws different light on the issue and reminds the human of two things: A human being cannot comprehend the mystery of the world, much less the mystery of divine acting and government, including retribution. Second, God reminds Job that his righteousness or wickedness is of little consequence, since God is not obliged to repay him as he might wish, and is therefore not obliged to account for his actions to a human tribunal. If he answers him at all, it is because he wants to. Thus the problem is not whether Job is righteous and God wilful, or the other way round. Both the position of Job and the one of his friends falsely assumed a highly limited and anthropomorphized image of God, which is why neither of them could reach a satisfactory answer. God is much greater and at the same time takes much more detailed care of the particular individuals and minute details of his creation than a human being can imagine. Nonetheless, God does adjudicate the dispute: “the Lord said to Eliphaz the Temanite: ‘My anger burns against you and against your two friends, for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has.’” (42:7) God further sends Job’s friends to go and ask Job to pray for them, and calls Job his servant (48:2).
 This happens immediately after God had overwhelmed Job with his arguments and made him accept his place. The Lord thus rejects both Job’s reasoning and the words of his three friends. If Job was not right, it does not automatically mean that his friends were. Quite the reverse – in comparing Job and his friends it was Job who “spoke what is right”. How is that possible and what is it that distinguishes Job’s speech so radically from the speech of his friends?

The key to the question is one of Job’s concluding sentences: “Hear, and I will speak; I will question you, and you make it known to me. I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye has seen you” (42:4-5). While there may be contention over what “now my eye has seen you” refers to, whether God’s answer, or the whole story and all Job has gone through, it is certain that the Job at the end of the story is not the same Job he was at the beginning. Job confesses that he has personally encountered his God. It is not just a matter of (possibly) intellectual understanding of the answer to the problem of his suffering. The answer has not been given at this plane at all, God merely persuaded Job that he is incapable of finding and comprehending the answer to his question. What matters about Job’s words is his submission and acceptance of his own intellectual incapacity to comprehend the question of undeserved suffering, as well as personally experiencing contact with God, “seeing him with his own eye”. At the beginning of the dialogues Job and his friends had a rationally comprehensible and clear image of God in their minds, and against this God, or to his benefit, the participants in the dialogue spoke. At the end of the dialogues Job acknowledges that the mystery of suffering and mystery of God and creation in general transcends his understanding and succumbs. This opening up of his horizons and acceptance of a new image of God, an imprecise, broad and inconceivable image, has been made possible because Job had undergone suffering, exposed his thesis to passionate discussion and was willing to contend with God himself.

3. The story and the dialogue
Now, when we have reached the very end of the dialogues, we can approach the question of the relationship between the narrative and the dialogues in the Book of Job. The Book of Job consists of one short story, at the core of which there is the very long dialogue between Job and his three friends, in which Elihu eventually joins, and finally God himself. The story itself (Job 1-2 and 42:7-17, or 42:11-17) is very simple: Job is a righteous man, who is tried by God in order to prove whether his loyalty to God is conditioned by the resulting benefits, or whether he honours God for himself. When he has withstood the trial, he is rewarded by God severalfold. A story thus constructed makes a rather naïve impression, since it reflects a pure instance of the ethical axiom: the good are always rewarded, the wicked are always rightly punished, all one needs to do is persevere.

At the heart of the story, right in the instant of the hardest trial, there is the dialogue of Job with his three friends who have come to visit him. Job, as he appears in these dialogues, is no more the obedient, patient man, willing to bear all evil in the hope that God will not leave him. This Job protests, challenges God, fails to understand his suffering and rejects it. This (as well as other considerations) gives rise to the common belief that the two parts of the book (the story itself and the long dialogue) are of different origin.
 The author of the dialogue used an existing story as a setting for his dialogue, in which he lets Job ask the questions every suffering human asks, questions concerning the meaning of one’s suffering, and does not hesitate to set in doubt the entire tradition he has grown up in.

But the contrast of the two parts need not be so fundamental. Although the image of Job is different in the two parts, the dialogue presupposes a narrative framework, without which it would make no sense. Precisely this Job, afflicted with so many misfortunes, opens the dialogue with his friends. Therefore, although the two parts are distinct, they are at the same time inseparable. The story may be viewed as the “outer appearances”, as the events perceived by an external observer, an impartial narrator. Job has been tried by God and remained loyal, which is why he was eventually rightly rewarded.

The dialogue, on the other hand, can be viewed as something that takes place inside Job, what is hidden to an external observer, what is only pronounced in an intimate circle of friends: the inner struggle of Job and his comrades to see the meaning of suffering. From this point of view, the Job at the end of the story is not the same Job he was at the beginning. He has undergone an internal struggle, a transformation, he has been granted a glimpse of his own heart, of the depths of human suffering and (to a limited extent) of the depths of divine wisdom. Job himself states this, when at the end he says: “I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye has seen you.” (42:5) His “knowledge” of God at the end of the story is personal, not “theoretical” (“from hearsay”), as it was in the introductory chapters; it is experience manifesting itself in the attitude Job takes. One can speak of a “dialectic” development of Job’s character. At the beginning of the story Job’s views are like those of his friends. When he is afflicted with extreme suffering, he reappraises his position and turns it upside down. Thus the two positions mentioned above – the theoretical one and the practical one – come to conflict. The solution can be found neither in the thesis (of Job’s friends), nor in the antithesis (of Job), but in a synthesis – in something that qualitatively transcends both. Job accepts the fact that God is yet other, incomprehensible, inconceivable, impossible to grasp. He accepts the limits of human knowledge and understanding, the limits he speaks about already in his poem on wisdom (28:1-28), one of the most poetic passages of the book: God’s wisdom is hidden, inaccessible to humans, there are limits to human knowledge that cannot be crossed. Divine wisdom can only be approached by humbly accepting these limits, in fear, i.e., respect, of God. A similar image is offered by Exupéry, when he has the ruler on the mountain express gratitude to God for not giving him the sign he had asked for, for not stepping down to his level: “It is not for your majesty to submit yourself to my orders… I would only become sadder… and meet my own solitude again.”
 Thus it is not only impossible to understand the dialogue without the narrative framework, but if we leave out the dialogue which represents Job’s struggle to see the meaning of suffering, we will miss the point of the story itself.

4. Conclusion
The question determines the answer and there is no correct answer to a wrongly posed question. The way Job and his friends ask about the meaning of suffering is an instance of wrongly posed questions and wrong reasoning. God refuses to answer the question in the way Job (and his friends) would like him to. Quite to the contrary – he guides Job, and with him the reader, to view the matter from a different angle and learn to ask correctly.
 Undeserved pain and suffering has no straightforward meaning – God’s ill will (Job) or human guilt (Job’s friends). It becomes a place where a human being can meet God face to face. But – this might sound paradoxical and perhaps even blasphemous to a Christian ear – not in humble acceptance of God’s will, as Job’s friends would like it, or in empty desperate rebellion, as Job is want to react at first, but in a passionate, yet attentively listening dialogue with the Creator and in willingness to accept a new, much less intelligible and conceivable image of God and his creation.
 A. Herbst speaks in this context of “human religious maturity”.
 Why should God bow down to us as long as we do not have a face of our own, as long as we are bound by our own simple rational ideas or personal, self-centred emotions?

And precisely in this encounter that opens up an entirely new view of God and his creation the book’s answer to the questions posed consists. “Job asked God: Why?, and God replied: Are you God? God answered Job’s question with another question, but Job’s complaints were over. God had taken him seriously. God had met him face to face, and in the end that suited Job better than ten thousand answers.”
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� The Book of Job is by no means the only ancient book dealing with the question of human suffering and whether it is compatible with the existence of a good and just god. Of biblical books there are some psalms (Ps 22; 27; 31; 69; 109) and the book of Isaiah (esp. in chapters 40-55), of the most well-known Mesopotamian texts e.g. “A Man and his God” (in Sumerian and Akkadian version), “I will Praise the Lord of Wisdom” (or “Ludlul bēl nēmeqi”), “Babylonian Theodicy” and others (cf. J. Prosecký, Prameny moudrosti, Praha: ISE, 1995, pp. 28-37; 41-57; 58-67). Among Egyptian texts of this genre there are e.g. “The End of a Man Disappointed with Life” and “Of the Orator Peasant” (cf. F. Lexa, Výbor ze starší literatury egyptské, Praha: Šolc a Šimáček, 1947, pp. 68-75; 76-91). A Greek text sometimes compared to the Book of Job is Aeschylus’ “Prometheus Bound” (Aischylos, Prométheus, Praha: P. Rezek, 1994). On these texts cf. H. Simian-Yofre, Sofferenza dell’uomo e silenzio di Dio nell’Antico Testamento e nella letteratura del Vicino Oriente Antico, Roma Città: Nuova, 2005; M. H. Pope, Job, New York: Doubleday, 1973, pp. lvi-lxxiii. However, none of these ancient texts deals with the topic in such breadth and depth as the Book of Job does. In it, the treatment of this topic in ancient (and modern) times reaches its high point.


� The Hebrew term bny qdm (~dq ynb, 1:3) may denote both “sons of antiquity” (Czech Ecumenical Translation) and “sons of the East” (Kralice Bible). The sense of both is the same: Job surpasses all other important persons.


� Here (2:9) the verb “bless” is often considered to be a euphemism standing for “curse” (cf. Czech Ecumenical Translation: “curse God and die”; similarly the Kralice translation and others). The question of the meaning and usage of the verb brk (bless) in the opposite sense, i.e., “curse”, is very complex in the Book of Job. For more information on the topic cf. T. Linafelt, “The undecidability of $rb in the prologue to Job and beyond”, Biblical Interpretation, 4 (2/1996), pp. 155-172. Different interpretation of this verb will also set Job’s wife in different light (cf. e.g. F. R. Magdalene, “Job’s Wife As a Hero”, Biblical Interpretation, 14 (3/2006), pp. 209-258, esp. 231-242, or S. Schroer, “Das Buch Ijob feministisch lesen?”, Bible und Kirche 2/2004, pp. 73-77, esp. 76).


� Cf. F. Gradl, “Krummes Holz – aufrechter Gang. Buch und Gestalt des Ijob”, Bibel und Kirche 2/2004, pp. 58-63, at 61.


� There follows an evaluation of the differences between the position of Job, his friends and God. A very similar evaluation of the differences is found in E. A. Phillips, “Speaking Truthfully: Job’s Friends and Job”, Bulletin for Biblical Research 18 (1/2008), pp. 31-43.


� The relationship of the two texts is subject to dispute. The texts employ similar expressions and images, one can therefore speak of mutual dependence. There is no consensus as to which author depends on which.


� The Leviathan, whose description in Job 41:25-42:26 partially reminds of the crocodile, is one of the terms used to denote the sea monster, symbol of power and might, sometimes also God’s fiend. On the semantic nuances of the term cf. E. Lipiński, !tywl, in H. J. Fabry – H. Ringgren – J. G. Botterweck, Theologisches Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament, vol. 4, Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1984, col. 521-527.


� From a “therapeutic” point of view it would perhaps have been better for Job’s friends to keep silent, listen patiently and not take offence at Job’s words. It is true that their words only serve to aggravate the situation (cf. the illustrative analysis of the reactions of Job and his friends from the point of view of phases of acceptance of one’s suffering: T. Machula, “Jobovo utrpení”, Communio 1/2010, pp. 91-99, at 99). But if the author of a book wants to reach the core of a problem, he must let his characters speak up and defend their view of God and the world.


� I give my own translation, which is slightly different from the Czech Ecumenical Translation, but identical with e.g. the Kralice Bible. The Czech Ecumenical Translation of the sentence l[pa hm ytajx makes the first clause conditional: “if I have sinned”, which (unnecessarily) lessens the gravity of the statement.


� Cf. B. Brown Taylor, “On Not Being God”, Review and Expositor 99 (4/2002), pp. 609-613, at 611.


� For a similar opinion of the role of Elihu’s speeches cf. L. J. Waters, “Elihu’s Theology and His View of Suffering”, Bibliotheca Sacra, 156 (2/1999), pp. 143-159. Other commentators view Elihu’s entry as reasoning that brings nothing new and merely illustrates the inconclusive nature of human discussions on the topic (cf. M. H. Pope, Job, pp. lxxix-lxxx). But close reading and consideration of Elihu’s words and arguments shows that they are leading up to what is to be said later by God.


� The topic of human reproach to God that his creation “does not work as it should”, and God’s answer to the human comprising the reminder that the human has no idea how in fact creation works, is still frequently explored in modern times; let the drama by brothers Čapek Adam the Creator (1927) suffice as an example.


� In some cases it may be difficult to precisely identify the animals, as different biblical translations witness. But the overall meaning of the text is clear.


� As J. Ebach, “Fragen als Antwort. Die Gottesreden des Hiobbuches”, Bibel und Kirche 2/2004, pp. 68-71, at 71, remarks, this statement can have significant ethical bearing on the plurality of cultures and tolerance to what is different than I am and escapes my comprehension and control, since that also has a right to exist guaranteed by God and need not account for it to me.


� On the Leviathan see note 7. The Behemoth is customarily identified with the hippopotamus, but like the Leviathan it bears the marks of a mythical creature in Job’s text. Cf. G. J. Botterweck, hmhb, twmhb, in H. J. Fabry – H. Ringgren – G. J. Botterweck, Theologisches Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament, vol. 1, Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1973, col. 523-536, esp. 535-536.


� A. Herbst, “El libro de Job y la madurez religiosa”, Cuadernos de teología 19/2000, pp. 49-57, correctly points out the contrast between the perception of creation in the Book of Genesis, where the human is the “crown of creation”, and in Job’s text, where the human is merely its tiny part, the totality of creation evades him and exceeds his control and comprehension.


� Especially this second God’s answer (42:7-8) is the key to interpreting the whole Book of Job. E. A. Phillips, “Speaking Truthfully”, pp. 39-43. Cf. also J. Ebach, “Fragen als Antwort”, p. 71.


� This is not the case with these two main parts only. Other parts are commonly labelled “not genuine” or “later”: Elihu’s speeches (32-37), the poem on wisdom (28), the Lord’s concluding speeches (38-41) and others. Cf. e.g. H. Gross, Ijob, Leipzig: St. Banno Verlag, 1986, p. 9; M. H. Pope, Job, pp. xxiii-xxx; F. Gradl, “Krummes Holz…”, pp. 61-62. For an overview of critical opinions cf. L. A. Schökel – J. L Sicre, Job, Madrid: Cristianidad, 1983, pp. 36-43.


� A. de Saint-Exupéry, Citadela, 56, Praha: Vyšehrad, 1975, p. 147.


� The reader may know the situation from the New Testament. Often, when Jesus is presented with a question with two possible answers, he accepts neither of the options offered but shows that the situation must be viewed differently and the question posed in a different way. Cf. e.g. the case of the adulteress (John 7:53-8:11), the dispute over Jesus’ authority (Matt. 21:23-27 par.), the dispute over tax (Matt. 22:15-21), the parable of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) and others.


� E. A. Phillips, “Speaking Truthfully”, pp. 39-43 analyzes God’s second answer (42:7-8) and notes that what makes Job’s words “right” is not so much their content, but the fact that he “spoke to God”. That is how he justly interprets the Hebrew expression dbr ’l (la rbd), which can mean “speak of someone”, but more commonly means “speak to someone”. Phillips (ibid, p. 42) writes: “God’s acceptance of Job’s words silences those who claim that we should not speak of those difficult truths of the apparently groundless evil that floods our fallen world” and adds that what matters is first of all the relationship between the suffering Job and God, not intellectual cognition.


� Cf. A. Herbst, “El libro”, p. 57.


� Cf. C. S. Lewis, Dokud nemáme tvář [Till We Have Faces], Praha: Návrat domů, 2000, p. 231: “I saw well why the gods do not speak to us directly and why they do not expect an answer. Till we can muster some reasonable words, why should they listen to that nonsense we believe to mean? How could we face them, till we have faces?” With these words at the end of the book the narrator returns to the very beginning of the story, where she lays out her complaint, not unlike the words of Job: “…I will write in this book what no man endowed with luck would dare. I will file a complaint against the gods; namely against the god who abides at Gloomy Mountain. I will tell of all he has done to me in turn, from the very beginning, as if I were complaining about him to a court. But since there are no judges to determine disputes between mortals and gods, the god from the Mountain will give me no answer, since afflictions and disasters are no answer” (ibid, p. 5).


� B. Brown Taylor, “On Not Being God”, p. 612.
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