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THE CHALLENGES OF JOB 

 
A sermon preached by the Reverend John H. Nichols to the First Parish or Wayland on 

April 21, 2013. 

 When I grew up in the liberal Yale University community I never had to 
defend being a Unitarian Universalist. Instead, I had to defend being religious at 
all. But then going to Dickinson College in South-central Pennsylvania was 
another matter.  There I had to defend being liberally religious. We didn’t spend 
all that much time discussing theology at Dickinson.  In those years, the more 
typical male freshman topics were getting drunk, throwing up, and telling wild 
bald faced lies about our sexual prowess. 
 
           But, these were the early Sixties and religion was still an important topic to 
most people, including young adults, so it came up, and I occasionally confessed 
my liberalism.  I discovered that most of my classmates had never met anyone 
like me. They had never met someone who did not believe in eternal punishment  
for sin. As they saw it, if you don’t believe that God’s going to make you pay for 
what you’ve done wrong – now or in the life hereafter – then you have no reason 
to be good and every reason to try and get away with whatever you can. 
 
  No one actually questioned that I was a moral person – at least by the 
standards of college freshmen, which were pretty low after all.  But since I did not 
believe in a punishing God, they just couldn’t figure out what would keep me 
moral, or perhaps they also couldn’t figure out why I wasn’t having more fun and 
breaking more rules. 
 
            A girlfriend who had known me for two years finally broke up our 
relationship because, she said, she could not be in love with someone who did  
not believe in a God of punishment. As I thought about that in writing this sermon 
I realized that her statement is probably unique in the realm of excuses given for 
ending a relationship.   (She later married a devout Episcopalian named Alpha 
Omega, which gave me a clue as to what she had been looking for.) 
 
 At the time I didn’t realize that punishment is the question that has 
haunted the Western world for the last several hundred years. If there is no 
Divine punishment, we ought to be able to get away with anything.  If God isn’t 
policing the playground, or at least taking notes, why isn’t everything possible or 
permissible for the crooks and the bullies of the world?    
  
  It is not an unreasonable question, and we ask it because we all know the 
devices and the desires of our own hearts. We know there are corners we have  
been tempted to cut and people we’ve been tempted to cheat or betray, and 
there have been good opportunities we could have had if we overlooked just a 
few scruples.   
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 What would happen if everything that props up our belief in right behavior 
was taken away and every community became a place where might made right?  
This is The Question that is asked in the Book of Job.  I hope you remember it at 
least vaguely. Everything Job has ever cherished is taken away from him.  There 
is no reason for this punishment – if it is a punishment – and so we wonder what 
it is that Job, anymore, has to gain from remaining a moral and upright individual.   
 
 I will get back to Job in a minute but first I want to look at a time in real 
history when almost all of the props of society actually were taken away just like  
they were with Job. How did people behave then when they were left with very 
little faith that there was a comprehensible morality operating in the world? What 
if most people believed that everything was up for grabs?  It happened back to 
the Fourteenth Century in Europe. 
 
 Why? The Black Plague swept through Europe then killing somewhere 
between 35 to 40% of the entire population.  In urban areas the toll was much 
more dramatic: for instance one third of all the people in Paris died within a 
matter of weeks. This terrible illness was no respecter of age or gender or status 
or moral condition. It swept through families and armies and governments and 
churches.  At times there were hardly enough people strong enough to bury the 
dead, or even to pray for them. 
 
 If, in each community, the plague had come only once and gone away the 
people might still have believed that it was God’s punishment for some specific 
sins.  But the disease waxed and waned with the fate of the flea and rat 
population. Therefore it never seemed to leave the community entirely.  It kept 
coming back.  
 
 The prospect of the Black Death brooded constantly over a people who 
believed that what was happening violated any idea they may have had of a just 
God who rewarded the faithful with a good and long life.  The Black Death 
changed forever the politics and the economics of Europe, but it particularly 
changed the spiritual outlook in Europe.   
 
 The people decided that whatever God’s will was or was not in this 
situation; the Church obviously did not know it and could not help them. The 
people of Fourteenth Century Europe decided that if the church could not save 
them, they had to find some way to save themselves or at least to make the best 
of what life they had left to them.   
  
 Remember, in that time, they had no idea what was causing these deaths. 
So, some decided that rich living was the cause of the sickness.   These chose to 
live in communes where only certain foods were allowed and no sick people 
were permitted to enter. These were the first food purists. We have such 
enclaves today for people with nutritional and other health ideologies.  
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 Others hoped to escape and hide as far away from other people and from 
the sickness as possible hoping that even God would never find them.   Today 
we call this “circling the wagons”. On the other hand, others said that since there 
seemed to be no way anyone could save himself, really, the best thing to do was 
to eat, drink and be merry in the short time they had left before the death finally 
reached them. This response to life is represented among contemporary 
Americans as well.  
 
 Prior to the Black Death most people thought they were expected to do 
honest, hard work for their entire lives to get their reward. Now it became clear 
that one could be an honest hard worker and still there was no guarantee that he 
might not face an agonizing early death. So what we see in the literature from the  
plague years is an emphasis on wit, on cleverness or guile and trickery. There 
was an emphasis on irony. Does that sound familiar? 
 
  They began to wonder if life wasn’t perhaps like a card game that worked 
better for crafty minds than for honest hearts. Today many people, particularly I 
think among the young, admire most those who have successfully manipulated 
the world to their own personal benefit.  
 
 In the early medieval society each community had been run on pretty 
much of a cooperative basis.  Some of it was enforced by Feudalism, but 
regardless of the reason, most people believed they could depend on one 
another and that they needed to.  The Black Death destroyed any ideas of 
cooperative communities. Instead, there was a new emphasis on everyone for 
his or her own self.  
 
 The Renaissance began to grow out of this new emphasis on 
individualism. Unfortunately, so did the idea that salvation or happiness requires 
gaining more material wealth than most other people have? Today, we see this 
frequently in the attitude of companies, professional associations and 
corporations toward their employees and the readiness of most people who are 
so employed to vest no real loyalty in anything but their self-interest. 
 
 The influence of the Christian church, which had begun to decline before 
the plague, continued its downward trend. Its preachers had been extolling the 
virtues of an all powerful, personal God, but they could not explain why God had 
done this harm to His people or how God could be persuaded to undue it.   
  
  You would think that many would begin to abandon a religious faith that 
did not seem to protect them from harm. Actually they did not abandon religion.  
Instead they began seeking individual relationships to a mystical source or power 
that might help them more directly than traditional Christianity. 
 
  Some became interested in astrology or magic or witchcraft.  Those who 
remained within the Christian fold reshaped their religious beliefs to reflect a 
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more personal relationship to the Divine.   In a very similar way today many 
people who have lost their traditional faith are trying to work out their own 
individual relationships with a source of meaning they cannot describe but are 
unwilling to abandon.  
 
 Here are some other things that happened as a result of the changes 
brought about after the Black Death. Life, generally, took on more violent 
emotional overtones. Pessimism replaced optimism in art and literature. In time 
both art and literature became more escapist – less concerned with realism. 
People at least perceived a general breakdown of law and order.  
 
 Why did I spend some part of last summer reading about the Black 
Plague?  Because it struck me how similar in some ways their loss of confidence 
– their loss of faith – was to our own. These things don’t happen over night. They 
take decades, but the result is the same.  And what will we call the plagues that 
we have seen over the Twentieth Century into the Twenty First Century.   
Pessimism, Cynicism, Materialism, Fascism, Communism?  Most importantly 
how will we respond to a society that seems to have lost some of its faith? 
 
 We come back to the book of Job. As it begins God says, “Look at my  
servant, Job. Did you ever see such an honest and faithful guy!”  And the 
accusing angel says, “Let me take away a few of his playthings, and I can assure 
you he will not be so faithful.”  But Job, even as he loses all he has, continues to 
be a moral individual. 
 
 So the accusing angel visits him with a plague.  Surely when his body is 
covered with boils and sores, and he has not a moment of peace left in his 
physical life Job will curse the God whom he cannot possibly trust any longer.  To 
make matters worse Job is also visited by several friends who tell him in various  
ways that he shouldn’t mind having his life destroyed because it is all for some 
mysterious higher purpose.  That should really drive him away from both religion 
and morality.  
 
 Job is given every reason to say, “The hell with it!”  If life or God is going 
to punish me – though I have done nothing to deserve it – then I will have nothing 
more to do with these foolish beliefs.  If my religion profits me nothing I put it 
away.   I will pay no attention to it. Instead, I will go out and put a spear through 
my neighbor, who secretly hates me, and I will do whatever it takes bar none to 
have as good a life as I can before I die. By every common sense criteria Job 
has the right to say that just as people today wonder how one can be good 
without believing in a punishing God. 
 
 What is astonishing really is that Job does none of this.  To the end of the 
book he maintains that he led a good life.  He led the life he should have led. He 
is sure that he was not stupid to have treated people with kindness and 
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compassion or to go out of his way to help the unfortunate. He was not wrong to 
be honest or fair or generous. 
 
 His final plea is, “If only God will hear me, state his case against me, let 
me read his indictment… I would justify the least of my actions; I would stand 
before him like a prince.”  Job’s argument is that God or not God he had done the 
right thing by his neighbors and by his family and by his community and by his 
conscience. He simply believes he should have gotten more credit for it.  
 
 Of course, in the story Job is saved from his crisis of faith. God is finally 
stirred to answer him, and does, and whether or not that answer satisfies you is 
an entirely different sermon. In the end God restores everything Job had in his 
previous life and then some. Perhaps, we can assume that a story this radical, a 
story sharply questioning traditional assumptions, had to have a happy ending or 
its sponsor never would have bought it for the Bible. 
 
 So, perhaps the interesting part is wondering what would happen if the 
story ended without the voice of God from the whirlwind.  Job has made an 
eloquent case before God that his suffering is undeserved and it should stop and 
nothing happens. There is silence. What will Job do now?  Go out and rob a  
convenience store?  Put a spear through his troublesome neighbor?  Cheat on 
his taxes?  No. He wouldn’t do that. 
 
 Here is my point. Everything in the story leads me to believe that if Job 
could not receive an answer from God he would create a mental standard of his 
own that would guide his life. He would live as he always had. He would not lie or 
cheat or harm others. And whether this ethic of compassion and kindness was 
God -- inexplicably, silently within Job -- or whether it was just stubborn, human 
refusal to be inhuman will never be known. 
 
 We know this would not be everyone’s response.  Reflecting on what 
happened in Europe after the Black Death it seems clear that many people are  
motivated by a thorough going selfishness which is curbed only when they 
believe they are being watched. The miracle is that in the worst of circumstances 
there have been communities of individuals here and isolated individuals there 
who, even if they were not sure of God, could imagine a higher standard of 
caring and they could hold themselves to that standard. Civilization has 
depended upon such people and it always will. 
 
 Shortly after WWII Albert Camus wrote a short novel called “The Plague” 
in which he described many of the circumstances that occurred during the actual 
plague, but also during Europe’s more recent plague that had been fascism. In 
his story he recognizes the vast majority of men and women will run for their own  
protection under severe circumstances. But there is always a percentage that will 
not, and upon them rests any hope for the world.  
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 These are his words.  “It is fear and silence and the spiritual isolation they 
cause that must be fought today. And it is sociability and the universal 
intercommunication between people that must be defended….There is no reason 
why some of us should not take on the job of keeping alive … a modest 
thoughtfulness which, without pretending to solve everything, will constantly be 
repared to give some meaning to everyday life. “… I have always held that, if he 
who bases his hopes on human nature is a fool, he who gives up in the face of 
circumstances is a coward” 
 
 Perhaps we also need to gamble that our power to light the world with 
truth and goodness is stronger than our tendency to fall prey to anger and 
indifference. 
  
Research for this sermon comes principally from The Black Death: Natural 
and Human Disaster in Medieval Europe. The author is Robert Gottfried. 
The 1985 paperback was published by The Free Press.  
 
 


