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In the Lectionary this period of time between Pentecost and Advent is called Proper Time, or Ordinary Time. But judging from our recent experiences with the allocated Bible passages, we can say they are dealing with anything BUT ordinary or mundane subjects. Just think of the themes of some of the last few Sundays: Jesus, in the process of learning from a foreign woman, how we understand the meaning of the Cross, how does our wealth fit in with our faith, what can we say about divorce? And today is no exception: we are dealing with a less talked-about subject, one that’s  no less difficult for that; something that I think, we have all have experienced at some time or other, the absence of God. And if we want to take on board what we have heard last Sunday, that we need to ground our faith in reality, then, we have to face this question too as honestly and as deeply, as we can. 

So, where do we start? How do we even raise the question, which is so contrary to everything we normally encounter in church, where the whole purpose of our gathering is to experience the presence of God, to hear the word of God, to be reassured that there is some one at the other of the line.  How do we deal with the very real, very common Christian experience of the often deafening silence on the part of God? According to Barbara Brown Taylor - herself a highly regarded Episcopal preacher in the US - that is what we have preachers for.  “If God spoke directly to people, then preachers could retire” –she says. “As it is, God’s reticence is the problem that clergy are hired to address.” What an awesome responsibility! To talk about the absence of God, let alone trying to explain it!

Well, we have two very religious men presented to us in our two Bible readings today: Job and the so-called ‘rich young man’. Their parallel stories show that in spite of their religious observances, in their different ways they are both struggling with the absence of God in their lives, they are both searching for God. They are also both happen to be very well-off, at least, initially, in the case of Job.

The ‘rich young man’, who has kept all the commandments of God since his boyhood, does not talk about the absence of God in so many words. On the surface, his worry is to do with the uncertainty about the things beyond his material existence.  But at the bottom lies the unanswered question why does his faithful, religious life, his obedience to God’s holy law leave him feeling empty? What else could he do to win, what he calls ‘eternal life’. This is very much a God-question, because it betrays a state of being religious without finding fullness of life. And we may have, or have had similar experiences ourselves. In the normal run of things these questions, these anxieties usually crop up in the second half of life, when we realise the finite nature of our life. What is interesting here is that the seeker seems to be a young man (at least according to Matthew’s account) at the height of his powers and wealth. He has everything, he does everything right and yet he sense a kind of vacuum in the middle of it all.

Job’s case is more obvious, because he awakens to the absence of God, when his life falls apart. That is the time when most of us begin to feel the acute need for God.  After a long silence in the company of his friends, Job finally spells out his feelings openly:


“…God’s hand is heavy on me in my trouble.


If only I knew how to reach him…


If I go to the east, he is not there;


if west, I cannot find him;


when I turn north, I do not descry him;


I face south, but he is not to be seen.”

His total horizon is bereft of the presence of God. And this in spite of his testimony in the omitted verses: “Without deviating I have kept to his way (that is God’s way), I do not neglect the commands he issues.”


Job never misses God when all goes well for him. It’s not that he is not religious, he is, he fulfils all the prescribed obligations to God, just as the rich young man does. If anything he goes beyond the call of duty, as he performs pre-emptive sacrifices to God for his children just in case they had committed any sins. With due reverence Job takes God for granted. As we so often do too, when life is kind to us, when we are secure in our unchallenged, inherited faith. Then come the calamities, the multiple disasters, one after another, relentlessly with no obvious reason and Job is breaking under the heavy weight of undeserved suffering. He wants to know what is the meaning of it? Why did it happen to him? This is when he finally cries out in the darkness of despair: where is God in all this? 

The first thing we can take away from our readings today: it is possible to experience the absence of God both in plenty and in the greatest physical and material need.  At this stage it’s 1:0 to the rich young man. He was not forced into searching for God by negative circumstances, as was Job. But it is also possible to lose the reality of God amidst the most unselfish, sacrificial Christian service, as attested by Mother Theresa in our time. In her letters and papers revealed posthumously, she speaks in a heart-rending way about her recurring experience of the dark days, weeks and months marked by the absence of God.


And because this seems such a common human experience perhaps we could ask what happens in the darkness of the absence of God. Well, we have already mentioned some of the negative signs of ‘losing God’ from our horizons: we may feel abandoned, like Job, we may feel the futility of our prayer life, when there seems to be no answer from God, we may go through the motions of our worship without our hearts being touched by it, we may be doing all the right acts of faith and yet being left empty, like the rich young man. Or we may be confused, when our faith is challenged, not knowing what to believe any more. 

But, on reflection, the darkness of this absence may also hide some unexpected possibilities, possibilities of movement and growth. For Job, who initially keeps his integrity through all his afflictions, stating with conviction: “Shall we receive good at the hand of God and not receive evil?” - The persisting silence from God eventually provokes a great outburst of pain and an onslaught of accusations against God. We don’t read these parts very often in church, we are good Christians and we know that if there is a fault, it must be ours. Just like Job’s friends did. And yet, the divine verdict at the end of the Book is that Job is talking rightly about God, not his friends.  And sure enough, the irreverent, but honest admission of pain mysteriously opens a new dimension in the situation. Somehow it provides the opportunity for the searching soul to find and cling unto the kind of persistent and ever-hopeful faith, which can withstand both the oppression of suffering and the allure of riches and well-being. And here Job evens the score to 1:1, because in spite of all his afflictions he declares:


“…yet I am not reduced to silence by the darkness or by the mystery which hides him” (that is God). He keeps on talking to God, he vents his anger at the injustice and unfairness of his fate, he reels against God chapter after chapter. Neither the well-meaning sermonising of his friends, nor the continuing absence of God can stop him. 

The searching of the rich young man on the other hand comes to an abrupt end (at least for now) when Jesus gives him the diagnosis and the possible way out of his predicament:  Your wealth is the problem, not in itself, but what it has come to mean to you. It is a hindrance; it prevents you from finding the very life you are seeking. Try selling everything you have and give it to the poor and see what happens. But our wealthy young man, who is earnestly searching after God is not ready to make room for God. I wonder what is it that prevents us from making room for God.

And Job pulls ahead even further; the score now is 2:1 to him. Moving through his own pain with a growing hope that he might just make his case before God, his vision extends beyond his own situation and opens his eyes to see that his agony is not unique. With surprising clarity he recognises the pain of others:

“The poor rise early like the wild ass, when it scours the wilderness for food;

but though they work till nightfall, their children go hungry.

Without clothing they pass the night naked, and with no cover against the cold.”

And with almost prophetic authority he denounces the wicked for doing as they please that neither man nor God can stop them, the world is full of unfairness and suffering and it’s not just him who goes through the thick of it. 

Well, we know that when eventually Job stops talking to or rather shouting at God, God does appear and although Job does not get answers to his questions, his vision is enlarged even further. An amazing wide-screen picture is painted for him of God’s larger concern for the whole Creation, which does not speak of just deserts, that Job is clinging to but of God’s unfathomable, gratuitous, joyful love poured out for no good reason at all. Ellen Davies, in her commentary on Job sums it up like this:

“God calls Job, this man of integrity to take his place in a ravishing but dangerous world…, where the price of peace is the surrender of our personal expectations, which are always too small for the huge freedom built into the system” (Ellen Davies: Getting involved with God, 2001).


And just a last word about our other seeker, the rich young man, who has come out a loser from our mock contest. In the NT story he has served his purpose as an illustrator for the power of wealth. But as a symbol of those, who are seeking after God, who long for the vacuum to be filled in their lives, I am not despairing of his fate. He may not be able to ‘win’ eternal life, but his longing is already the first step of faith. We were created with this longing in our hearts; this perceived absence is already a sign of the divine presence. And where that divine presence makes its home despair does not have the final word. We may not know how, but in Christ we see that fullness of life is reached through struggle and that there is no absence that doesn’t contain the hopeful spark of the presence of God.

