Lamentations 3:1, Jeremiah

“I am the man who has seen affliction”

At 8:45 a.m. on Tuesday morning September 11th, our world changed. Just as our previous generation of Americans was altered on December 7, 1941, so this generation has been forever changed. So many questions confront us now and so few answers are available. As I watched TV, listened to radio, listened to people in our community, talked with children, attended prayer services, I have been struck by the questions: Why did they do that? How can people be so evil? Who is to blame? Where is God? What can I do? And are we still in danger?

Questions are so hard to answer in tragic times. But we ask questions nonetheless. If you were to take a tour of the Bible you would find that one book has a more disproportionate number of questions than any other. Which book is that? It is the book of Job. Job has over 330 questions in its 42 chapters. The first book of the bible, Genesis, only has 160. Matthew, the first book of the New Testament has around 180. And that’s odd because it seems that Jesus was asking questions every time he opened his mouth. Even the book of Psalms with its 150 chapters has only 160.

So why does the book of Job have so many more questions? There is a very simple reason. It is because the book of Job deals with a horrible tragedy.

Job 1:1-22 (NIV)
1In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job. This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil. 2He had seven sons and three daughters, 3and he owned seven thousand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke of oxen and five hundred donkeys, and had a large number of servants. He was the greatest man among all the people of the East.4His sons used to take turns holding feasts in their homes, and they would invite their three sisters to eat and drink with them. 5When a period of feasting had run its course, Job would send and have them purified. Early in the morning he would sacrifice a burnt offering for each of them, thinking, “Perhaps my children have sinned and cursed God in their hearts.” This was Job’s regular custom. 6One day the angels came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan also came with them. 7The LORD said to Satan, “Where have you come from?” Satan answered the LORD, “From roaming through the earth and going back and forth in it.” 8Then the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.” 9“Does Job fear God for nothing?” Satan replied. 10“Have you not put a hedge around him and his household and everything he has? You have blessed the work of his hands, so that his flocks and herds are spread throughout the land. 11But stretch out your hand and strike everything he has, and he will surely curse you to your face.” 12The LORD said to Satan, “Very well, then, everything he has is in your hands, but on the man himself do not lay a finger.” Then Satan went out from the presence of the LORD. 13One day when Job’s sons and daughters were feasting and drinking wine at the oldest brother’s house, 14a messenger came to Job and said, “The oxen were plowing and the donkeys were grazing nearby, 15and the Sabeans attacked and carried them off. They put the servants to the sword, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!” 16While he was still speaking, another messenger came and said, “The fire of God fell from the sky and burned up the sheep and the servants, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!” 17While he was still speaking, another messenger came and said, “The Chaldeans formed three raiding parties and swept down on your camels and carried them off. They put the servants to the sword, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!” 18While he was still speaking, yet another messenger came and said, “Your sons and daughters were feasting and drinking wine at the oldest brother’s house, 19when suddenly a mighty wind swept in from the desert and struck the four corners of the house. It collapsed on them and they are dead, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!” 20At this, Job got up and tore his robe and shaved his head. Then he fell to the ground in worship 21and said: “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart. The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be praised.” 22In all this, Job did not sin by charging God with wrongdoing.
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As we just read, Job is a righteous man. Greater than all others. A hedge, a barrier, is set around him, his family, and his business. Suddenly, without warning, and for no reason other than his being blameless and upright, his family and business is wiped out. In the middle of the business of everyday life, a raid by two groups of people, take away Job’s livestock and putting his servants to the sword. Then his family is lost in a freak accident when a mighty wind sweeps in from the desert, strikes the four corners of the house, collapses it and all are lost. It was swift. It was unwarranted. It was unconscionable. 

In our very large family, America, our very robust economy has been hit and hit hard. In many ways the events of this past week seem eerily echoed in the story of Job. Why is there then such a similarity between the events of Job and the events of our life this past week? It is because, even though 4000 years separate the two events, life, and I mean the things that make life meaningful, have not changed at all. Not even over 4 millennia. We all must make a living. We all love our family. We all want security.

So what do we do in our tragedy? We do what Job did when he learned of his loss. We mourn. He was silent when he received the first two reports that his business and livestock had been wiped out. But when he received the news that his children were lost… He got up and tore his robe. Then, he feel on his knees and mourned: “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will return.” In other words, everything that had meaning in his life was gone. As he came into this world so Job felt he was leaving it: Barren.

As the news poured in, we learned that many children of our country were lost: Dads, moms, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends. I have no doubt there is someone here this morning who knows somebody who lost someone. The news has shown us their faces and told their stories and the mourning has rippled across the country. We mourn for every family lost. Every family torn apart. We weep for our nation not because it has been weakened. It has not. We mourn because of our loss. Does mourning demoralize our people and paralyze our country? No, it does not. It rather undergirds our strength and reveals our soul.

Now, after we feel we have cried about as much as is possible, we start asking questions and perhaps the anger comes as well. Who is to blame? That is where we stand now. The very scary thing about answering this question is that in this situation the implications are so profound. Our world is now so small. How we answer this question involves everyone on earth.

Job had a hedge of protection. A barrier which God erected but then took it away allowing Satan to have his way with Job. It is the Old Testament’s way of saying even the most righteous and best of this earth are not immune to evil. Just because we are good does not mean we are protected from bad. Not in this life. The writer of Job understood this. But Job himself could not. He was too caught up in his grief and loss. 

Neither could Job’s friends comprehend what had happened. His three friends come to him and say, in effect, only those who have done evil perish. Those who are righteous are never destroyed. They thought Job had done some terribly evil thing and this is why he was suffering. God has lifted the barrier to punish you, they said. They of course are wrong.

I have heard that Jerry Falwell, as being quoted by CNN, that he blamed the abortionists, the feminists, the gays and the lesbians for this tragedy. Jerry received a call from the White House and later apologized for his comments. In love, I also believe that brother Jerry is wrong as well.

I was struck this week by a comment a journalist made on one of the network news shows. We thought we were impervious to attack because of two great barriers, he said - the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Those are no longer barriers. They have been breached and our protection is gone. The Disney song was correct: It is a small world after all. A World War II Vet said, “Most of us think we can’t be hurt over here. But most of us who have been through it know better.”

I have heard Christians say, who no doubt have good intentions, that this was God’s will and we need to have faith that something good will come out of this. Or, it is our punishment for sin. They are wrong. You cannot pin this on God. We must learn what Job eventually learned. That as good and great as America is we do not have an exclusive and closed relationship with God. No one does. There is a third party in this world who at any moment can intrude. And Satan and all the evil he inspires intruded this Tuesday through the hearts and minds of ruthless men.

There is a final question. Where then is God? Where is God when terrible tragedies befall us? 

Job’s friends are silenced because they are wrong. But, Job continues to speak. He wants to know why he has suffered. Why God has allowed this to happen. He finally gets his answer when God visits him from out of a storm and asks Job 86 questions. Listen to some of the questions: 

Job 38:4-18 (NIV)
4“Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? Tell me, if you understand. 5Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know! Who stretched a measuring line across it? 6On what were its footings set, or who laid its cornerstone - 7while the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy? 8“Who shut up the sea behind doors when it burst forth from the womb, 9when I made the clouds its garment and wrapped it in thick darkness, 10when I fixed limits for it and set its doors and bars in place, 11when I said, ‘This far you may come and no farther; here is where your proud waves halt’? 12“Have you ever given orders to the morning, or shown the dawn its place, 13that it might take the earth by the edges and shake the wicked out of it? 14The earth takes shape like clay under a seal; its features stand out like those of a garment. 15The wicked are denied their light, and their upraised arm is broken. 16“Have you journeyed to the springs of the sea or walked in the recesses of the deep? 17Have the gates of death been shown to you? Have you seen the gates of the shadow of death? 18Have you comprehended the vast expanses of the earth? Tell me, if you know all this.

Job is silenced and he realizes he is only a man, that he cannot possibly comprehend the meaning of the events around him. In the end Job repents in dust and ashes.

Where was God this week? God was not in the cockpit of those four planes. He did not cause this to happen. I’ll tell you where God was. He was there in the last moments as loved ones called on cell phones to say I love you. I am trapped on a plane or trapped on the top floor with no way of escape, I just wanted you to know I love you. He is there in the fireman’s suit. He is there behind police badges. He is behind the scalpel and the syringe. He is near the heart of all who in the face of this tragedy love their neighbor and turn to God in repentance, who in the ashes of these last few days look to Him, not for answers, but because in the end tragedies teach us that we are mortal and fully dependent upon Him. But as mortals it is only natural for us to ask questions.

What should we do? We should mourn, yes, but we should also rebuild. We should rebuild our walls as soon as the rubble is cleared. We should rebuild our lives as soon as we honor in death all those who have fallen. We have already begun to rebuild our confidence as a people by showing our pride. And, I pray to God at last, we have begun to rebuild this nation’s faith in God.

Who is to blame? It is true that America has many things to be ashamed of, just as every Christian does. But, we have done nothing wrong to warrant such atrocities. This is the work of evil men not a vengeful God.

Where is God? He is here. He is here today. Anguish is no stranger to God. Let us never forget, what Job could not know, Jesus suffered. He died. But he was raised. Therefore, we have hope in these worst of times.

Proverbs 18:10 (NIV)
10The name of the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe.

We are Christians who follow our Lord Jesus Christ. We may not understand what is going on now. We may not understand how everything is going to happen. But we know, who is going to win in the end.

Psalm 81:13 (NIV)
13“If my people would but listen to me, if Israel would follow my ways, 14how quickly would I subdue their enemies and turn my hand against their foes! 15Those who hate the LORD would cringe before him, and their punishment would last forever. 16But you would be fed with the finest of wheat; with honey from the rock I would satisfy you.”
2 Chronicles 7:14 (NIV)
14if my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land. 15Now my eyes will be open and my ears attentive to the prayers offered in this place. 

May God bless and protect America.

Pray
Our government leaders

Our military and servicemen and women

God’s hedge of protection around each of our families and loved ones

Protection around our individual homes, our finances and our needs being met
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