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INTRODUCTION:
 THE JOB OF THE BIBLE AND
 THE NEWS OF THE DAY

WHEN JOHN F. KENNEDY was asked in a 1962 news conference about army reservists demonstrating over the unfairness of being recalled to active duty, he offered a philosophical aside: “There is always inequity in life. Some men are killed in a war and some men are wounded, and some men never leave the country.” The President then jarred many of his constituents by putting forward a painfully realistic judgment: “Life is unfair.”

That reminded me of Job, one of the most towering figures of the Bible, daring to question God’s fairness: “Why do the wicked enjoy long life, hale in old age, and great and powerful?”1

Again, in 1990, I was reminded of Job when a Kurdish friend smuggled out of Iraq a film showing Saddam Hussein’s poison gas attack on the village of Halabja two years before. On the film, a Kurdish man, his eyes glaring in anguished accusation, was carrying a corpse toward the camera, the body of his dead child. That brought to mind Job, who angrily accused God of moral unconcern: “When a sudden flood brings death, he mocks the plight of the innocent. The land is given over to the power of the wicked …”2

Another example: China’s paramount leader, Deng Xiaoping, pointed out how indifferent the world was to the long ordeal of Wei Jingsheng, China’s leading pleader for political freedom. Deng boasted: “We put Wei Jingsheng behind bars, didn’t we? Did that damage China’s reputation?” A decade before the massacre at Tiananmen Square, the isolated dissenter Wei was apparently forgotten by many around the world who claimed to share his cause at Democracy Wall. His dissident voice, though suppressed, was echoed in Job’s despair at having been abandoned by the power he believed in: “I call for thy help, but thou dost not answer; I stand up to plead, but thou sittest aloof …”3

I began collecting books about Job as a Syracuse University sophomore (just before I dropped out). Over the years I have been struck by Job’s influence in art, literature, and especially in politics. I see Job’s ancient challenge to the highest authority as a political metaphor for the modern dissident’s principled resistance to authoritarian rule, as well as for his refusal to accept abuses of democratic power. That’s a political subject; this is a political book.

And I’m a political person. Although I was attracted to (and will grapple with) the moral theme in the Book of Job because it is the specific fight being fought, my underlying interest is in what Job has to teach us about confronting an adversary in the arena. When Job takes issue with God’s injustice, the disputants debate and resolve the issue in a play of power.

Job reaches across the millennia to express modern Man’s outrage at today’s inequities. The Book of Job’s tone is not a weary resignation to life’s unfairness. Rather, it is a sustained note of defiance. The book’s message is not that we should accept the dictates of Fate, but rather that we should object to Authority’s injustice or unconcern, and assert our morality as best we can.

The Book of Job is, in short, a daring manifesto. Revolutionary ideas always upset people: Ancients were troubled by its thesis that suffering is no proof of sin, just as moderns are discomfited by its corollary, that victory is no proof of virtue. Challenging religion on moral grounds was shocking to established authority because it dared assert that tradition may not be rightly expressing God’s design; in the same way, challenging authoritarian political leadership today on human-rights grounds is troubling to some powers that be because the challenge itself strikes at the basis of the regime’s legitimacy.

My book is about that kind of dissidence, the kind of challenge to Authority exemplified by Job. Driving it is the innate need for the individual to confront and resist the unfair reality of happenstance, and to submit only to the dictates of conscience. That is the dissidence that leads to dignity, and is a force that has transformed our world.

Just as the articulate dissidence of a man like Andrei Sakharov helped to bring down the Soviet tyranny; just as the silent witness of Wei Jingsheng will one day lead to the political redemption of a billion Chinese; so the biblical Job’s refusal to resign himself to the seeming caprice of Fate forced God out of hiding and called him to account for moral mismanagement of the universe.

In our time, the triumph of the political dissident has led to an explosion of freedom, reaching to almost half the population of the world. I will argue that in ancient times, the obligation of Man to hold even the highest authority accountable for injustice was first set forth in the most controversial, irreverent, and daringly subversive pages of the Bible—the Book of Job. In those pages can be found the blueprint for modern dissidence.

Studying the play of power is a political writer’s preserve. Analyzing the use of irony, rhetoric, and arcane wordplay to destroy an opposing argument is a language maven’s dish of tea. Examining the use and abuse of power—after having danced around it for a lifetime—is just my meat. In sum, the Book of Job, along with the language of the times and the news of the day, offers the enthusiasms that have informed my life.

As a speech writer associated with Richard Nixon from 1959 to 1973—through most of his soaring ups and plunging downs—I took some instruction in a modern political variation on Job’s shuttle between dungheap and pinnacle. Postgraduate White House studies in the use and abuse of power followed. Shortly thereafter, in my first novel, I took the name of one of Job’s blowhard visitors and gave it to a character who is a pompous political columnist, “Sam Zophar”. Still later, when I was researching Freedom, an historical novel about Abraham Lincoln’s central mission in the Civil War—and how that mission changed from preserving the Union to emancipating the slaves—I was struck by how similar a fragment of President Lincoln’s writing was to an out-of-place meditation in the Book of Job.

For the past couple of decades, as an op-ed page New York Times columnist, I have been drawn to the dissent of the refusenik and the suffering of the abusenik. Because I am a contrarian by inclination and a libertarian conservative by political choice, I delight in the dissection of hypocrisy. Frankly, a book about the play of political power in Job was something I had to get out of my system. This puzzling and infuriating biblical character has haunted my life.

Never has a book received such blurbs:


“There is nothing written, I think, in the Bible or out of it, of equal literary merit.”

—THOMAS CARLYLE

“The greatest poem of ancient and modern times.”

—ALFRED LORD TENNYSON

“If you want a story of your own soul, it is perfectly done in the book of Job—much better than in [Dostoyevsky’s] Letters from the Underground.”

—D. H. LAWRENCE

“The most tragic, sublime and beautiful expression of loneliness which I have ever read is the Book of Job.”

—THOMAS WOLFE



An American political imprimatur comes from the Union’s Daniel Webster, one and inseparable: “The most wonderful poem of any age and language.”

The beauty of the book’s form is emphasized, not the cogency of its message. “Nowhere in the world has the passion of anguish found such expression,” Søren Kierkegaard, father of existentialism, has a character say. “In the whole Old Testament there is no other figure one approaches with so much human confidence and boldness and trust as Job, simply because he is so human in every way.”

This part of the Holy Scriptures is almost always called a poem. Not an epic story (“outdoes Beowulf!”) or a drama (“tops Sophocles at his bloodiest!”) or an extended parable (“presages the Gospels!”), all of which it is and does; nor is the Book of Job labeled a history, which part of it may also be; and especially not a masterpiece of controversy, a quality that does not always sell in what H. L. Mencken derided as the Bible Belt. Calling it a poem is safe; we allow poets imaginative leeway that we deny to prophets, philosophers, and even storytellers. Because poets cloak their most outrageous statements in amusing tropes or obscure images, they are rarely held fully responsible for their messages; on the contrary, they hold a license for obscurity and are notorious for double meanings.

In this book, I will explore the poetry, and prose, in the Book of Job, written by the most courageous poetic genius of his time, in order to show how leaders and free people can learn from Job about effective dissent.

I begin by rejecting the view of Job as a man who was rewarded for patient suffering. That is directly counter to the point of the poet. One of my main points will be to demonstrate how the author of Job reveals something crucial about the play of power between master and subject, the interchange and constant tension that we call politics. And I will suggest how the political guidance in a book written two and a half millennia ago can have direct bearing on the way we express dissent, as well as the way we govern ourselves, today.

The moral excitement in the Book of Job is the sufferer’s outrage at God’s refusal to do justice. It centers on a search for the roots of unfairness in the real world, despite the promises elsewhere in the Bible of God’s punishment to the evildoer and reward to the good. Even the most devout believers have asked themselves: If life is unfair; if the good often die young and the wicked prosper; if Man cannot depend on God for a fair shake in the end—then what is the purpose of ethical behavior, of faith, of worship? The author of the book (identity unknown, called poet-Job to distinguish him from his character) broke with the pious illusion of divine retribution and came to grips with the mysterious disorder of real life. He tried to answer the hardest question: How do believers cope with the fickleness of Fate?

All of us deal with that unfairness issue at all levels and throughout our lives. Every parent is familiar with the acute sense of fairness in the minds of children, especially those with older siblings: My daughter, at age four, used to drive us up the wall—for example, on the subject of comparative bedtimes—with the repeated challenge “That’s unfair!” (I taught Annabel to say “that’s inequitable”, an offbeat locution which, coming from a child, puzzled her playmates but made her complaining more tolerable at home.) Later in life, the perception of unfairness leads to deeper questioning: When the system does not produce promised results, where do you go to complain? Who’s accountable for moral mismanagement? When God appears to be uninterested in mankind or to be loafing on the job of moral law enforcement, can there be such a thing as devout defiance?

Those questions reveal a second theme in the Book of Job, less frequently explored. It is the struggle for power between master and subject; the tempestuous relationship between a distant, almighty God and his puny, ignorant, but probing and demanding creation, Man.

This political theme—the conflict between a governing God and governed Man, between responsible lord and consenting or dissenting vassal—is the genesis of much modern interest in Job.

We are fascinated with Job because, now more than ever, we admire stand-up guys. People today are attracted to heroes who get into trouble by defying the powers that be. We identify with the gutsy little guy defying distant Authority, shaking a fist at Establishment fiats, getting on the case of ukases, and demanding a hearing or even a share of Authority’s power. Drawn to the principle of orderly dissent, we root for the underdog.

When individual dissenters or underdogs are so mangy that they turn us off, we join Voltaire and stand up for the principle of dissent. Upholding the right to be wrong by supporting a dislikable candidate is called “casting a clothespin vote”, as if holding the nose with a clothespin (a locution that is dying in the era of automatic dryers). For many of us, that contrarian highmindedness mixes with an admiring underdoggery to concoct a value that protects dissent.

In politics, the exploitation of this natural resentment at being bossed around by distant bigshots and domineering fatcats is called populism. In religion, the mild form of this human inclination is called irreverence, the outrageous form blasphemy, the systematic form heresy.

The Book of Job delights the irreverent, satisfies the blasphemous, and offers at least some comfort to the heretical.

Meek acceptance of the presence of wrong in the real world is not the style of the original dissident. To win a bet with the Satan about the unselfishness of believers, the deity puts his servant Job—certifiably “blameless and upright”—through the worst agonies imaginable.

How does Job react? With an explosion of blasphemy: “Damn the day that I was born!”4 (Some translations soften that to “Perish the day”, but the ancient letters stand for either “damn” or “bless”, and in context this verb is surely not “bless”.) This keening curse shocks his friends, wears out his wife, shakes the portals of heaven, and allows poet-Job to presume to write the Bible’s longest and most profound speech attributed directly to God.

Not content with denouncing God’s injustice, the man from Uz goes on to criticize divine management of the universe and even predicts accurately that God will be a bully if and when confronted. Best of all, we are assured that Job’s display of disaffection has the stamp of canonical approval, because the complaining is all right there in the Bible, respectable as could be. He creates a fellowship of the infuriated, a congregation of the cantankerous (not to mention an assembly of the alliterative).

The Book of Job is more than an early expression of anguish in beautiful literary form. It is a provocative, even inflammatory body of radical writing produced by a mind determined to change his world; that is why, even today, it is the only biblical book held in reverence like a hot potato. The fact that it was written approximately twenty-five hundred years ago suggests that the complexity of the human mind has not increased much in the five millennia since the early Sumerians invented writing. If proof is needed that understanding has been plodding along while knowledge has exploded, the Book of Job stands as that proof.

But what about “the patience of Job”? That misleading phrase cannot be fairly applied to the Job portrayed in the Book of Job. “Ye have heard of the patience of Job,” wrote Jesus’ Apostle James, “and you have seen the end of the Lord, how the Lord is very pitiful and of tender mercy” (5:11). That was in the King James Version of 1611, but anyone who reads the book today, especially in modern translations truer to the original text, knows that “end” is better expressed as “purpose”, and “patient” is hardly the word to associate with Job’s denunciation of God’s injustice.

In fairness to the Apostle James, we should note that all translators agree he wrote in the New Testament that we have “heard of the patience of Job; this may refer to the oral tradition’s ancient hero, a legendary or mythic figure who predated by a thousand years the character re-created by the mysterious poet who wrote this book. The apostle of the recently crucified Jesus may have interpreted the Bible’s Job as the patient sufferer of antiquity for a necessary evangelical purpose: to show early Christians, anguished by the crucifixion of Jesus, that this ancient Gentile had been chosen by God to enable humans to endure a loss even as great as that of a messiah. A familiar example of undismayed steadfastness was needed by the faithful, and the legendary Job—not the biblical Job—met that need.

Whatever the purpose of James’s reading of Job as piously resigned under great provocation, this selection of a word most widely translated as “patience” stuck—and helped to change the meaning of the Book of Job, in the minds of millions, for millennia afterward.

But the uncomplainingly enduring Job of the “heard-of” legend is not the combative, dissident Job who damns the day he was born in the Old Testament. In the hoary tale, this legendary proto-Job persevered through God’s painful test with no objection, and was rewarded handsomely in the end. The simple point of the original story was that unwavering faith in God’s justice paid off.

This may have been the Job whom the prophet Ezekiel grouped with two others, an early Dan’l and Noah, as a trio of men who were able to save themselves from destruction by their rare righteousness.5 In the Bible’s Book of Job, however—despite what some think is an incongruous, tacked-on happy ending—the point of the poet was a far cry from any material reward for patience.

Adding to the confusion between the legendary Job and the character in the Bible is our mental picture of Job. In our mind’s eye, we see a patriarch wearing a long beard and a beatific expression. William Blake’s illustrations to the Book of Job, especially the one numbered thirteenth, have affected how we envision Job: a bearded man standing awestruck before a bearded God who appears out of a whirlwind. On Job’s face is a long-suffering look reminiscent of drawings of Hebrew prophets.

Yet that comforting picture in Blake’s vision does not portray the man as he is written about in the Bible. That Job is a man in the prime of life, with children too young to be married, and at the peak of his mental and physical powers. And far from being, like Abraham, a patriarch of his people, the wealthy chieftain from the land of Uz wasn’t even Jewish.

Nor is the God of this argumentative work merciful or compassionate. On the contrary, at the start he seems all too ready to inflict unjust suffering; toward the end, his voice rings out of the whirlwind environed in wrath—sarcastic, capricious, intimidating. At first reading, the version of God set forth by the author of the Book of Job is one who instills fear and demands worship, but derides understanding, and does not appear to care to elicit love.

The seeming unconcern of God with life’s unfairness is a central theological puzzle that was avoided by most early theologians. The author of the Book of Job was a notable exception: poet-Job took on the forbidden subject of divine injustice frontally, by creating a character who can fairly be described as the first dissident.

Poet-Job’s sustained boldness in challenging God’s injustice and isolation must have been a terrible burden to the reverent compilers and blue-quilled redactors of the early versions of the Bible. They found his blasphemy too shocking to transmit in the raw; as a result, poet-Job was edited to remove irreverence. His editors may have tacked on the upbeat epilogue to contradict the main political point of the book: that God could be contradicted, argued with, and even summoned to account for his actions by mistreated Man. Scribes down the centuries mistranslated him to tone down his borderline heresy. The textual “helpers” of poet-Job sensed, perhaps, that the obvious blasphemy would be quoted out of context by opponents of their religion, and that the Joban rebellion early in the book would be exalted over what they believed to be the main point of the work: its final message of acceptance and reconciliation.

Despite their tampering with the text, and despite all the softening interpretations, it was to the credit of early sages that they found a place in the canon for poet-Job’s troublesome point of view. It could not have been easy: The inclusion in the Holy Scriptures of the work by a daring dissenter must have involved some fierce negotiation among the guardians of religion, many of whom must have bitterly resented poet-Job’s attack on the misguided orthodoxy of the time. Perhaps a crisis in the faith caused a new open-mindedness; at any rate, such acceptance of radical realism by the early religious leaders, later called rabbis, prevented the ossification of what today’s politicians like to call the Judeo-Christian tradition.

A religion need not provide all the answers to satisfy its followers—that’s where blind faith sees the way—but it cannot ignore the questions that grow out of its members’ life experience without risking wholesale defections. Modern political platform-writers face the same pressure; that’s why we see such debate about controversial planks in party platforms, as institutions painfully adjust to changing voter demands while television pundits dismiss it all as unworthy of airtime.

In secular politics, the adage is “The candidate who takes the credit for the rain gets the blame for the drought.” In spiritual politics, after thanking God for our blessings, whom do we blame for inequity? Whose job is it, anyway, to straighten out the world?

To those interested in both worlds of governance, the secular and the spiritual, the Book of Job teaches the body politic how one upright human being can challenge any authority’s abuse of power; it teaches the spiritual in us how unsuppressed dissent can strengthen the relationship between God and Man.

Take, for instance, the example of the Russian refusenik Anatoly Shcharansky. He was offered his release in return for a confession and the names of other Jews crusading for freedom.

At his trial, Shcharansky denounced this offer in a ringing speech to reporters in the courtroom. Then, when one of his Communist inquisitors asked, “What do you have to say to this tribunal?” he expressed his scorn to his judges in these words: “To you I have nothing to say.” Such contempt for concession to falsity echoed, for me, Job’s answer to pious friends trying to get him to submit to the apparent will of the Almighty by confessing to sins he had not committed: “I swear by God, who has denied me justice … I will not abandon my claim to innocence. I will maintain the rightness of my cause, I will never give up.”6

A bureaucracy, a book of the Bible, and a political constitution have this in common: They not only are what they started out to be, but are what succeeding generations have made them to be. Everyone who writes about the mysterious character named Job adds his barnacle to the hull: My interest is in the symbiosis of master and subject, the needs and limitations of Authority, the balance of power plays, the special interest of this age in the rights and obligations of a dissenter.

Political scientists have begun to apply their discipline to the Bible; one example, from 1984, is Aaron Wildavsky’s “Moses As a Political Leader”. The judgments herein are based on my life in the trenches of profitable contrarianism, and a lifelong interest in the challenge to power, by one whose journalistic motto has been “Kick ’em when they’re up.”

I believe the only power that endures is the kind that takes its chances. That’s what poet-Job requires his powerful God to do, and he proceeds to level the power-playing field by making it dramatically possible for God to lose his bet with Satan.

I believe that poet-Job’s message to modern activists is that the defiance of Job was divinely induced to lead him to a newly enlightened devotion. I will argue that in the exercise of any kind of power, the best way to create a constituency of the devout is to stimulate the creativity of the defiant.

This is neither a how-to book about enduring inexplicable suffering nor a guide to good grief. It deals primarily with the politics of Job—the struggle for the right balance to be struck between creator and created, and, by extension, between political authority and consenting public. But before there can be a power struggle, each side has to have enough power to make the contest interesting. As the title of Vinette Carroll’s play put it, Your Arm’s Too Short to Box with God. What can puny Man do to get any footing for a conflict with his creator? How can one human being use the power given him to challenge the power of the all-powerful?

The lone individual has two weapons. One is the power to withhold his allegiance, and allegiance is something that people in power cannot long do without. Right from the roots of our civilization, then, from one of our civilization’s first books, came this message: Power flows from the bottom up.

The source of all authority—whether the spiritual power of God or the temporal power of kings and modern rulers—ultimately resides in the individual person’s willingness to convey fidelity. When a subject feels oppressed or unfairly treated or poorly defended by a higher power, that subject has the power to challenge even the God who gave him life by suspending worship.

The second power granted to humanity—a shield given to Job to protect him from even the most omnipotent adversary—is moral authority. Job gets that in Genesis, when God is about to demolish Sodom and Gomorrah because of the alternative life-style of most of its residents. Abraham intercedes, saying, “Wilt thou really sweep away good and bad together? … Shall not the judge of all the earth do what is just?”7 The Lord goes along with sparing Lot and his family, thereby entrapping himself into Man’s expectation of God’s doing what is just—and submitting to a moral authority of Man’s own making.

That was the beginning of what we now call power-sharing. It set up in the mind of Man the firm anticipation of divine justice. He came to see this as an entitlement; in his eyes, the moral authority vested in him could not be ignored by the highest authority. Humanity thus assumed the right to subject God to moral discipline; the original power imbalance righted itself; and the possibility of a real political contest emerged.

The evolving confrontation between God and Man in the Book of Job—as each strong nature tests the integrity, the persuasive power, and, finally, the endurance of the other—can be usefully looked at as the prime example of such a mutual testing of power. Consider the book in a nutshell: At the start, the almost-Almighty lets himself be goaded by the Satan into proving the selflessness of human worship. Then, in an extended legal metaphor, humanity challenges Authority on the rational ground of simple justice. In a tumultuous nonresponse, Authority reacts in its voice from the whirlwind, revealing a hint of truth while repressing dissent. Finally, the challenger—letting down the side of Man—sheepishly expresses satisfaction with Authority’s puzzling nonresponse, and in so accepting, Job loses the power struggle.

Or does he? Perhaps the silenced subject can claim a victory of sorts in forcing Authority to reveal itself—even though Authority then bombastically refused to account for its governance.

Poet-Job is teaching us something both supportive and subversive about the ruling and the ruled. These are a few of the questions raised in Job that I will deal with in this book:

Does Man have a right to challenge God, and thus a divinely inspired right to confront any authority? Or should Man accept spiritual authority when it is revealed in all its majesty?

To what extent does any political authority need challenge from below to exercise, strengthen, and legitimate its powers? Is it weakened by tolerating a subject’s presumption?

Does right make might, as Job insisted, or—to put the issue in bumper-sticker terms—does Almightiness make Alrightiness?

Heroic questions, worth the trouble of loin-girding. But this is a book about politics; to bring that power struggle down to earth, where humanity is creator and government its creation, we will deal with the rules of Joban resistance as they apply to dissidents today:

How much help can a citizen demand from his government when he opposes his government? Can moral outrage compete successfully with absolute power? Does Job’s example of defiance and ultimate acceptance under fire teach us anything useful about how to take heat from secular power centers?

In the depths of his despair, Job’s friends let him down; how much loyalty can a politician in hot water legitimately demand from his friends?

A familiar cop-out for a politician caught belonging to a restricted club is “I’m working from within.” Should dissidents in any field associate themselves with a system containing unfairness in return for a look inside the workings of power, to see those grand designs with their own eyes?

“If only there were one to arbitrate between man and God,” muses Job.8 Does a dissenter need a lobbyist, ombudsman, or redeemer to intercede in an argument with Authority?

My plan is to (1) review the baffling story of Job, with a running punditorial; (2) examine why we get a sinking feeling at the way Job caves in at the end; and (3) look at the Book of Job’s birth, growth, suppression, and release. Then (4) to consider the spiritual lessons drawn by students of Job, leading to a look at the way such literary geniuses as William Blake and Herman Melville have used him. Finally, to examine the lessons Job has for (5) today’s leaders and (6) today’s readers and voters, especially those defiantly devoted to the idea that all Authority can and should be held accountable.

Now, an aside about style:

No biblical text is as vexing as the language of the Book of Job. For two and a half millennia, give or take a few centuries, translators and texcavators have been breaking their heads over what they call hapax legomena—words that occur once only, which makes their meaning especially hard to figure out. More rare or unique words are used in Job than in any other book of the Bible; on top of that, puns and wordplay trip the unwary, and emendations by pious early editors and censorious scribes made murky what had been the poet’s intent to show outright rebellion.

The text of the Book of Job used here, unless otherwise specified, is the New English Bible, published in 1970 by Oxford University Press and Cambridge University Press. This is usually truer to the original than the sonorous, deliciously archaic 1611 King James Version, but when the KJV has greater impact and is as accurate, I’ll use it: “Does Job fear God for nought?” is a more memorable translation of the Satan’s sly question than “Has not Job good reason to be God-fearing?”9

For the convenience of the reader who is not in a hotel room with Gideon Bible handy, the entire Book of Job—only about twelve thousand words—can be found in the back of this book. Whenever the Bible is quoted in my prose, an unobtrusive number appears after the quotation, which directs the reader to notes in the back citing chapter and verse, which can then be examined in context. Because translators sometimes disagree about the sequence of lines in Job, not every citation will match up; when the 1611 King James verse conflicts with the modern translation, I go with the NEB.

The noun dissident, based on the Latin “to disagree”, is used here as synonymous with dissenter, from the Latin for “to think apart”, though the modern connotation of a dissenter is “one who expresses disagreement in writing; a thoughtful withholder of approval”. Dissident, from “to sit apart”, has a different connotation: “one who demonstrates his disagreement by action; a damned troublemaker”. They are used interchangeably here because my premise is that thoughtful troublemaking is good, and I need more than one word to describe the book’s hero. Heretic is too specific, agitator too shallow, malcontent not thoughtful enough; iconoclast, rooted in the Greek “breaker of images”, is in the ballpark.

Some readers will wince at my stick-in-the-mud acceptance of the word Man as a synecdoche for mankind. I have often been put on notice, usually with some acerbity, that mankind is being driven out of the language by the sexless humankind. Sexism in language is plain rude and should be avoided when possible—firefighter is an improvement in several ways over fireman—but straining mightily to avoid seeming to favor the male is an insult to everyone’s intelligence. Thus, I will choose person or human being instead of man when writing of an individual who may be either male or female, because that is more precisely imprecise; and as a sop to sensitivity, I will choose humanity over mankind at times, stopping short of the enforced correctness of humankind. However, when dealing with the individual who stands for the species, I will not shy from Man, capitalized when standing for every man and every woman. If he were alive today, the poet Milton, who sought to “justify God’s ways to men”, would probably not resist changing that to “men and women” or “people” (if it scanned); but neither he nor I would strain to avoid the dread M-word in describing Job’s posture as “Man challenging God”. We’re talking in this instance about one individual representative of a species, and “Individual challenging Deity” lacks the necessary zip: Read capitalized Man to mean individual challenger who stands as symbol for us all—and whose sex is irrelevant. Thus, when I refer herein to “puny, miserable Man”, that includes women. (I’ll have a beer on that with the poet Housman: “And malt does more than Milton can / To justify God’s ways to Man.”)

The same logic causes me to refer to God as he. God has no sex, of course, and it would be just as inaccurate to refer to God as she; some modern exegetes do that from time to time, to drive home that point of fairness with a pronoun, just as many judges alternate the use of he and she in legal opinions. (The genderless it substituting for God would verge on metaphoric error, if you accept the satisfying notion that we are made in God’s image.) I’ll stick with he and him, partly for consistency’s sake and partly because—outdatedly, I know—I think of him as a paternal figure dominating our spiritual lives. (The dom in dominate is from the Latin for “lord”.) Hebrew makes unconscious amends for treating God as “the Father” by assigning feminine gender to the word for God’s presence that permeates the here and now, as well as to the word for wisdom; as we acquire her—especially in the acceptance of sex equality and difference—we may relax in the use of him.

If I use he, why not capitalize His pronoun? That mark of reverence was undermined in a parenthesis a century ago by the novelist Herman Melville, who wrote to his mentor Nathaniel Hawthorne: “The reason the mass of men fear God, and at bottom dislike Him, is because they rather distrust His heart, and fancy Him all brain like a watch. (You perceive I employ a capital initial in the pronoun referring to the Deity; don’t you think there is a slight dash of flunkeyism in the usage?)”

No stylistic flunkeyism is suitable when examining the argument of the character who has turned out to be the world’s longest-lived dissident.

What got me started on this book was an episode in an antiquarian bookstore in Washington’s Georgetown.

The bookseller had advertised the selling of a collection of the works of William Blake, which drew a fair-sized crowd of lookers as well as a few serious buyers. The highest-priced item was the Pierpont Morgan Library edition of Blake’s Illustrations of the Book of Job. This set of four volumes of color prints, beautifully reproduced, was out of my price range, but I asked to look at it anyway.

The bookseller plopped a boxed set down on the counter and said bitterly: “The set isn’t complete anymore. Couple hours ago, a punk ran in here, grabbed the two books on top, and ran out. I couldn’t catch him. The two books he has mean nothing to him, and he won’t be able to sell them for much. And I’m left with a broken set, not worth a quarter of what the complete set of Blake’s Illustrations of Job were worth. Here, take ’em for two hundred bucks—I’ve lost all I was going to make on this collection. And that little bastard goes scot-free. There’s no justice.”

The voice was the voice of the bookseller, but the words were the words of Job. Through that bookman’s lament, the original dissident seemed to be saying to me: Buy what’s left of Blake’s prints, write what you can of your book.

Both the bookseller and poet-Job were right: There’s no justice on earth guaranteed from on high. But there is a morality that we work out, as best we can, for ourselves and each other. That morality begins with the obligation to hold fast to our integrity—in Job’s phrase, “to maintain my ways”—by protesting injustice against all the odds, no matter how distant and remote its source may seem.
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THE STORY OF JOB

“THERE LIVED IN the land of Uz a man of blameless and upright life named Job, who feared God and set his face against wrongdoing.”1

At the beginning of the book, Job is living the good life, in both senses of that phrase: The powerful chieftain is not only painstakingly pious, but also blessed with ten party-throwing children and he has three thousand camels in his stable. We are told he is “the greatest man in all the East”.2

Among the angels presenting themselves to God at his heavenly court is the Satan, or the accusing angel. (In many translations, the definite article precedes the word Satan in the Old Testament, suggesting a title like Special Prosecutor, or Inspector General, rather than a person’s name. He’s not the same as the Devil in later biblical references; the linguistic roots of Satan include “roaming” and “accusing”.)

God asks the Satan where he has been. That’s a curious way to begin a biblical book; God is shown to be, or shown pretending to be, not omniscient. Unless God is making idle conversation, which he does nowhere else in this book or in the rest of the Bible, God is admitting ignorance, or feigning it—he does not seem to know one of his angels’ recent whereabouts.

The Satan dutifully gives an account of his absence from the celestial court: “Ranging over the earth from end to end.”3 God asks, “Have you considered my servant Job? You will find no one like him on earth, a man of blameless and upright life, who fears God and sets his face against wrongdoing.”4

By selecting for consideration a man so morally pure and worshipful as to be unlike any other on earth, God seems to be taunting the member of his court whose assignment it is to be skeptical of man’s goodness.

Provoked, the Satan sneers, “Has not Job good reason to be God-fearing?” (The King James Version is more memorable: “Does Job fear God for nought?”)5 The Satan implies that God’s favorite human has good material reason for his piety—that it has brought him great wealth and respect. Having stated the issue of motive boldly, the Satan proposes a test: “stretch out your hand and touch all that he has, and then he will curse you to your face.”6 (In Edwin Good’s recent translation, the Satan says, literally, “If he doesn’t curse you to your face—” leaving unsaid but implicit the rest of an oath, which would be “may I be cursed”. Such an “oath of clearance” by the swearer would force God’s hand, a technique Job later uses to provoke God into doing his duty.)

God, who perhaps stimulated this trial to satisfy his own doubts about the reason for the best man’s obedience, takes up the challenge. He makes what amounts to a bet with the accuser: Take everything away from Job and let’s see if you’re right.

An innocent man is thereby consigned to suffering, and it strikes the modern reader as wrong—the good end of discovery is put before the cruel means of torture. But poet-Job assumes it is not unreasonable for God to wonder if man worships him only for what he can get. It is not an idle bet, not even the “celestial wager” that it has been termed to be for centuries. Neither the folktale nor poet-Job’s version suggests that God and the Satan were making book on Man’s motives just to pass the time of a long day. For this test of Job’s motive to be fair and instructive, Job had to be kept ignorant of the fact that he was being tested.

With God’s permission, the Satan then proceeds to cause disasters to rain down on Job. All of Job’s ten children are killed; his vast herds of sheep, asses, and camels are stolen or slaughtered; his home is destroyed by a great wind; but “Throughout all this Job did not sin; he did not charge God with unreason.”7

Then the Satan gets God’s permission to go after Job’s person, stopping short only of taking the man’s life. He afflicts the hapless Job with loathsome sores from the top of his head to the soles of his feet.

Although Job’s wife is not shown to be suffering, she too has lost ten children and her comfortable way of life; and she must now care for an outcast and afflicted husband. The strain on her can be inferred from her agonized advice to Job: “Curse God and die!” But her husband, the human ulcer, scratches his body with a broken piece of pottery and resolutely asks, “If we accept good from God, shall we not accept evil?” The chapter concludes in many translations with “In spite of all this Job did not sin with his lips.”8

Talmudic scholars as well as modern exegetes have taken the last three words to mean that the apparently patient Job might have begun to formulate sinful thoughts about God’s justice, in his heart. You have to watch out for those concluding modifiers in Job; when the Satan predicted that Job would curse God “to your face”, that might have implied that people were already cursing God behind his back. Is this reading too much into the text? The subtle text of Job invites such minute examination.

Here we have literary irony in its most striking form: The reader knows something that vitally affects the central character in the story, but the character himself has no way of knowing it. The author has told the audience why Job has been egregiously afflicted, but the hero himself is in ignorance; he does not know that he is the one chosen for the great test.

The reader wants to tell the man from Uz: “Hey, it’s all right, your suffering only seems unjust, but you are part of a grand design. You are not suffering for no reason, or for some sin you don’t know about; instead, you are the subject of the greatest wager ever made on the reason for Man’s devotion. It’s up to you to show the Satan that Man does not worship God only for power or fame or a big family or the modern equivalent of three thousand camels. Stick with it, Job—by maintaining your faith in God’s wisdom, you justify God’s faith in the purity of mankind’s motives for worshiping him.”

This, of course, is the straightforward message that many have found in the book: Take comfort in times of inexplicably unjust pain or senseless stress by seeing it as part of a greater pattern, known to God but not vouchsafed to mortals. The Lord gives, the Lord takes away; our blessings may not be permanent, and it is not for us to ask why. But there is much more to this story and its message.

Job rejects as wickedly foolish his wife’s embittered advice to curse God; the Satan appears to be losing his bet. Three eminent Eastern chieftains who are friends of Job, and who have evidently heard from afar of his misfortune, come to console him. As envoys from the world’s elite, they sit beside him for a week in silence; the right word for their sympathetic presence is commiserate, to share his misery actively. So ends the seemingly simple prose prologue to the book.

Studied closely, this opening tale reveals the poet-Job’s view of what Carl Jung, one of the founders of psychiatry, called God’s self-doubt, or at least God’s apparent need to test the motives of his worshipers. The story is presented in the childlike style of a folktale.

Then poet-Job moves from plain prose to potent poetry. With the switch in style, the nature of the book changes abruptly. It is as if poet-Job drew on the popular legend to hook us with an easy-to-follow two-dimensional opening pageant, and then suddenly wiped the cardboard storybook characters away, to confront us with human beings of different mettle facing a wrenching reality. The prosaic, legendary Job’s piety is dissolved by the pain being experienced by the poetic, human Job.

“Damn the day that I was born!”9 this outraged Job cries out, as much to himself as to the three colleagues who have come to comfort him. (“Perish the day” in the NEB and even “Curse the day” are to me timid translations.) “Why was I not still-born, why did I not die when I came out of the womb?”10 Longing for the darkness of death, Job dares to derogate God’s gift of light and to question God’s mercy: “Why should the sufferer be born to see the light? Why is life given to men who find it so bitter?”11

This surely goes beyond lamentation to outright blasphemy. For centuries, scribes and translators have softened God’s refusal to end unbearable pain with the relief of death by using the passive voice. The device is familiar to modern bureaucrats: “I made a mistake” is fudged to the passive “mistakes were made”, which evades direct responsibility. In Job’s case, the passive “Why is life given” softens the direct accusation that is the plain meaning of this line: “Why does God keep the sufferer alive?”

In cursing the day of his creation, Job is implicitly cursing his creator—the one who brought the order and the light of day to the chaos of night. Damning God’s day damns God. To drive that shocking point home, Job also mocks God’s first words in Genesis, “Let there be light,” when he says of his own birthday, “May that day turn to darkness.”12

This unexpected blast gives heart to those readers taking a piece of the Satan’s bet: As the accuser predicted, when Job was stripped of his wealth and health, he implicitly cursed God to his face.

Stunned, Eliphaz the Temanite, senior member of the trio of visitors, tries to soothe Job. He casts no blame but rebukes him gently for not accepting his fate. Eliphaz asks rhetorically: Can an innocent man be punished for no reason? Of course not; relying on the doctrine we now call retribution, or distributive justice, Eliphaz argues that we all get what we deserve in the end.

Although he is usually described as representing the orthodox religion of his time, Eliphaz ascribes his view of the world not to the tradition of sages, but to a vision of a spirit that came to him one night: Only God is pure; the rest of his creations, even including the angels, are not, which means that human beings must accept some punishment for their inescapable impurity. Such discipline is said to be good for us: “Happy the man whom God rebukes!”13 Job must have sinned, not because he was evil but because he was human. “Man is born to trouble,”14 Eliphaz holds, as surely as sparks fly upward, an ancient version of our not-too-comforting “things are tough all over,” or “nobody’s perfect”; but it subtly offers Job an escape from his dilemma: If some sin is in every person, then there is justice in the punishment being wreaked on the seemingly blameless man.

Job brushes all this aside: “show me where I have erred.”15 In a speech that makes up in passion for what it lacks in coherence, the sorehead on the dungheap accuses God of attacking him for no good reason. “I have not denied the words of the Holy One,”16 Job insists, despite his curse. Job turns on Eliphaz as disloyal: “Devotion is due from his friends to one who despairs and loses faith in the Almighty.”17

Such a stunning demand for loyalty despite loss of faith is worth a second opinion from translator Marvin Pope, who upholds that meaning: “A sick man should have loyalty from his friend, though he forsake fear of Shaddai.” Job is insisting that his friends remain loyal even if, as Eliphaz has intimated, Job in his unbearable pain has begun to turn away from fear of, or faith in, Shaddai, the Almighty. Job accuses his friends of treachery for siding with God against him: “Would you hurl yourselves on a friend?”18

“Let me have no more injustice,”19 Job tells them, and he refuses to shut up: “I will not hold my peace; I will speak out in the distress of my mind and complain in the bitterness of my soul.”20

Bildad the Shuhite, unlike the gentle Eliphaz, shows no pity for Job’s pain and denounces his “long-winded ramblings”. “Does the Almighty pervert justice?”21 Of course not: “Your sons sinned against him,”22 and thus invited destruction. And so a new way out of the bind of the apparent miscarriage of God’s justice is proposed: The sins of the sons are to be used as the reason for the father’s punishment. The brusque Bildad insists on the promises in the covenant: “God will not spurn the blameless man, nor will he grasp the hand of the wrongdoer.”23 That belief, of course, is the essence of traditional religion; surely no one would argue with that?

“Indeed this I know for the truth, that no man can win his case against God,”24 replies Job, calming down. But he does not abandon the idea that God has indeed perverted justice in his case.

Then a certain shrewd originality manifests itself. Job comes up with a notion that nobody has ever dared to express, the idea of defying God’s judgment by bringing him before a court. He toys with the idea of suing God (a daring notion presaging today’s litigious society) but concludes prophetically that the contest would not be fair because God would overwhelm him: “If the appeal is to force, see how strong he is; if to justice, who can compel him to give me a hearing?”25 This prospect of power triumphing over justice depresses Job, who bitterly accuses God of moral mismanagement: “The land is given over to the power of the wicked.”26 Although the friends are infuriated, the reader knows from the prologue that Job’s charge is true: God has given Job’s affairs over to the hands of the Satan, who was not in poet-Job’s time considered wicked but was surely not seen to be on the side of Man.

Job has hold of a great idea: imposing a judicial discipine on the executive Authority. Given that God has the political power to pervert justice by intimidating the plaintiff, how could a fair trial be ensured? A second original thought pops into his mind: “If only there were one to arbitrate between us and impose his authority on us both.”27 With an attorney or some other interceder or intermediary between the presumptuous mortal and the easily offended God, Job might be able to speak up: “I would then speak without fear of him.”28

This speculation about arguing with God in court—the indictment theme—is a dramatic augury. (Introduce a gun onstage in the first act, and it will surely go off in the last.) The theme is reprised as the sufferer turns his testing into a testing of God’s morality, and again at the end of Job’s speeches to his friends, when he calls for an indictment, a specific set of charges, from God—in the King James translation, wishing “that mine adversary had written a book”.29 With this dramatic device, within an extended legal metaphor, poet-Job sets up an explanation for Job’s surprising conduct in the story’s denouement.

Zophar the Naamathite, the blustering third friend, weighs in: “Should this spate of words not be answered?”30 He offers no escape hatches, as did Eliphaz with we’re-all-impure, or Bildad with your-sons’-sinning-brought-it-on-you. Zophar rebukes Job directly, by charging that Job’s punishment is the result of Job’s own secret and substantial guilt, which he must be hiding even from himself, and that he is getting off lightly: “Know then that God exacts from you less than your sin deserves.”31

This accusation that his suffering must be the result of some terrible, hidden sin gets Job’s dander up again. He lashes at his friends with sarcasm: “No doubt you are perfect men and absolute wisdom is yours!”32 God knows everything, does he? Then why does he run the universe so ham-handedly? Look around at all the violence and destruction: “If he holds up the waters, there is drought; if he lets them go, they turn the land upside down.”33

Drought and flood affect the wicked and the good alike; the divine power that we see exercised with our own eyes, through our own experience, appears to be random, senseless, devoid of moral meaning. In politics, “He makes counsellors behave like idiots and drives judges mad;… He leads peoples astray and destroys them … and leaves them wandering in a pathless wilderness.”34 In a daring translation of an obscure passage, the New Revised Standard Version offers: “The tents of the robbers are at peace, and those who provoke God are secure, who bring their god in their hands”35—that last phrase meaning that “they make power their god.”

Poet-Job has now enabled his protagonist to escalate the struggle from a divine test of Job’s faith to a human test of God’s morality.

Never in the history of gambling has an ante been so upped. The sufferer shows his contempt for friends who are trying to salvage morality out of rank injustice: “I wish you would keep strictly silent. That would be wisdom for you.” Then Job, expressing his willingness to die for his dissent, pronounces the most courageous statement made up to that time: “I will put my neck in the noose and take my life in my hands. If he would slay me, I should not hesitate; I should
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