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      For everyone who was told, at the worst moment of their life, that everything happens for a reason, and walked away more alone than before.

      This book is on your side.
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      I did not come to the book of Job as a believer looking for confirmation. I came to it as a doubter, and not a quiet one. For a long stretch of my life I had little patience for the machinery of religious consolation, the soft assurances that everything fits into a plan, that suffering is secretly a gift, that the universe is watching over us with our best interests in mind. I had heard those things said too often, usually to people in too much pain, and they struck me as either naive or dishonest, the words we reach for when we cannot bear someone else's grief and need them to stop crying so that we can feel better. If anything, the comfortable certainties of faith were part of what kept me at a distance from it. They seemed to require a kind of pretending I was not willing to do, a polite refusal to say out loud what anyone with open eyes could see, that the world is not fair, that the good suffer and the cruel prosper, that the sky does not always answer when we call.

      My way back toward faith, such as it was, did not come through having my objections resolved. It came, slowly, through discovering that the objections were already inside the tradition I thought I was arguing against, voiced more fiercely than I had ever managed to voice them, and voiced from within the pages of scripture itself. That discovery happened, more than anywhere else, in the book of Job. Here was a book that said everything I had ever thought against the easy faith I had been handed, the unfairness, the silence of God, the rage, the refusal to pretend, and said it not as an outsider's attack but as a faithful man's testimony, and then had God himself, at the end, side with the man who refused to pretend over the men who defended the comfortable lies. I had assumed that to take the Bible seriously I would have to silence the skeptic in me. Job taught me the opposite. It taught me that the skeptic had a place at the table, that the hard questions were not the enemy of faith but, handled honestly, one of its deepest forms.

      The books I have written before this one have circled the same territory from different directions, and I have come to see that Job sits at the exact point where all of them meet. I have written about unbelief, about taking the case against God seriously enough to give it honest words, because I think a faith that has never faced its strongest objections is not worth much. Job is the most skeptical book in the Bible, a man putting God on trial, and so it belongs to that conversation. I have written about the mind, about the ways we wound ourselves and each other with the stories we tell about suffering, about the quiet cruelty of a religion that makes people feel they are never quite good enough. Job is a study in exactly that, a portrait of well-meaning friends inflicting real damage with sound theology, and so it belongs to that conversation too. And I have written about the cosmos, about the physics and the strangeness and the sheer scale of the universe we find ourselves in, about what it means to be small creatures on a small planet in an immensity that was not built around us. Job, astonishingly, ends with God answering a suffering man by taking him on a tour of exactly that cosmos, the wild animals and the empty deserts and the monsters of the deep, a creation that does not revolve around human beings and is glorious anyway. I did not expect an ancient poem to land in the middle of my own preoccupations with such precision. But it does, and that is part of why I had to write about it.

      There is one more book of mine standing behind this one, closer than the rest, and I want to name it here because this book cannot be fully understood without it. I once wrote about the presence of God, about the promise that runs all through scripture, fear not, for I am with you, about what it means to feel God near in the dark. This book is the shadow side of that one. It is about what happens when the presence cannot be felt at all, when I am with you goes silent, when you cry out and the heavens stay shut for what feels like forever. The two books are halves of a single truth, and I have come to believe you cannot hold either one rightly without the other. A faith that only knows the warmth of God's felt nearness will shatter the first time the darkness comes. Job is the book that prepares faith for the dark, and I needed to write it, in part, so that the gentler book would not be misunderstood as a promise that the nearness of God will always be something you can feel.

      But underneath all of these reasons, the catalog and the connections and the intellectual symmetry, there is a simpler one, and it is the truest. I wrote this book for the wounded, and I count myself among the people who needed Job to be honest. I have sat with too many people who lost a child, or got the diagnosis, or watched a marriage die, or sank into a darkness they could not explain, and who then went looking for comfort in their faith and found only an accusation dressed up as consolation. I have watched comfortable theology do real harm to people who were already on the ground. And I have needed, in my own seasons of loss and doubt, a faith honest enough to hold the worst of it without flinching. Job is that faith. It is the one book in the Bible written for the people the cheerful version of religion has failed, and it has been waiting for them, and for me, all along.

      So this is not a detached study of an ancient text. I am not a disinterested observer of Job, and I will not pretend to be. I am someone who found in this strange, fierce, unresolved book a faith I could actually live inside, a faith with room for the doubt and the anger and the unanswered questions, and I am writing for anyone who has been told that those things disqualify them, that real believers do not feel this way, that they should be more grateful and less honest. The book of Job says they are wrong. I want to spend the rest of these pages showing you how.
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      THE BOOK THAT REFUSED TO COMFORT YOU

      Near the very end of the book of Job, after forty-two chapters of suffering and argument, God finally delivers his verdict, and it is not the one anyone expects. He does not turn to Job, the man who cursed the day of his birth and accused God of hunting him and demanded a trial. He turns to Job's three friends, the ones who spent the whole book defending God's justice and explaining Job's suffering, and he says that his anger burns against them, because they have not spoken of him what is right, as his servant Job has. Read that slowly, because almost everything I have to say grows out of it. The men who defended God are condemned for speaking wrongly about him. The man who accused God is the one who spoke rightly. The Bible itself, in this one book, takes the comfortable theology of suffering, the theology that says everything happens for a reason and the good are rewarded and the suffering must have done something to deserve it, and calls it a lie that God is angry about.

      That verdict is the seed of this book, and it points to what this book is and is not. This is not a commentary on Job. There are many fine commentaries, and I have learned from them, and if you want a verse-by-verse scholarly treatment you should go and read one. This is something different. It is an argument. It is a book written against the comfortable things we say about suffering, using the most authoritative possible source, the one book of scripture that was written against them first. I am not here to walk you through Job line by line. I am here to show you that Job is the Bible's own demolition of the cruelest and most popular ideas about why we suffer, and that this demolition is good news, especially for the people those ideas have wounded.

      It is worth saying plainly how this differs from most books written about suffering, because the difference is the whole point. The shelves are full of books that try to solve the problem of pain, to construct an explanation that lets a good and powerful God coexist with a world full of innocent agony. These books have a name for what they are attempting; it is called theodicy, the justification of God in the face of evil, and some of them are brilliant. But Job does not attempt a theodicy, and neither does this book. That is the radical thing about it. When God finally speaks from the storm, he offers no theodicy at all, no justification, no explanation, no defense of his own goodness against the evidence. He refuses the whole project. And the book seems to regard that refusal not as a failure but as the truest possible response, as though the demand for a justification rested on a misunderstanding of what kind of world this is and what a sufferer actually needs. So I am not going to try to solve the problem of pain for you. I do not think it can be solved, and more importantly, I do not think Job thinks it can be solved, and I am following Job. What I am going to do instead is something the book itself does, which is to clear away the false solutions, the explanations that wound, and to point, past all of them, toward the one thing the book offers in their place, which is not an answer but a presence. If you came looking for a tidy reason that makes suffering make sense, this book, like the book it is about, will disappoint you, and it means to. What it offers instead is harder, and, I have come to believe, far more true.

      The thesis is simple to state and takes a whole book to feel. Job is a defense of the people that comforting faith has injured. It is the book in which God himself declares the popular theology of suffering false. And it is a book that refuses, at every turn, to explain pain, and that finds, in that very refusal, a presence deeper than any explanation. When the storm finally speaks at the climax, God does not tell Job why his children died. He never mentions the reason, never offers the explanation, never defends his justice. He does something stranger and, the book insists, better. He shows up. And Job, who wanted an answer for thirty-seven chapters, discovers that being met by God in person is the thing he had needed all along, underneath the demand to understand. The book's deepest claim is that what a sufferer most needs is not a reason but a presence, and it spends its whole length earning the right to say so.

      I owe you some honesty about how I am going to handle the text, because the way you treat a book like this is itself a kind of argument, and I would rather show you my hand at the start. Three commitments shape everything that follows. The first is honesty about the words themselves. The Hebrew of Job is the most difficult in the entire Bible, full of rare and archaic words, some of which occur only once and whose meaning we are partly guessing at. This is not a technicality. It means that some of the most famous lines in the book rest on a translator's choice among real alternatives, and that a different choice would change the sense, sometimes drastically. I will lean throughout on the English Standard Version, because it handles Job's poetry with care and tends to keep the roughness rather than smoothing it into piety, and all the quotations in this book are drawn from it. But where a verse hangs on a contested reading, and several of the most important ones do, I will tell you so, and I will not build a heavy claim on a thin word. Anyone who promises you that the meaning of Job is simple and settled has not spent much time with the Hebrew, and I am not going to make that promise.

      The second commitment concerns the place where this book touches science, because I have written about the cosmos before and I know how easily this can go wrong. When we reach the climax, where God answers Job by showing him the wild creation, the empty deserts and the untamed animals and the great monsters of the deep, I am going to suggest that the vision of the world God gives there, a creation immense beyond reckoning and not arranged around human beings, rhymes in a striking way with the universe modern science has uncovered. But I want to be clear from the outset that I am not claiming the book contains hidden science, that the poet knew about galaxies or the Big Bang and encoded them for us to find. He did not. The questions about the foundations of the earth are ancient poetry, not cosmology, and trying to read modern physics out of them is a mistake, the same mistake as trying to turn the monster Behemoth into a dinosaur. I am not offering the vastness of the universe as a proof of God, and I am not patching the gaps in science with divine action. I am pointing to a resonance, a place where the oldest poetry and the newest science are looking at the same astonishing fact about our smallness and finding, each in its own language, that the world was not made for us and is worthy of awe regardless. That is all, and it is enough.

      The third commitment is the one I take most seriously, because it concerns people who may be reading this in real pain. This book deals with the hardest things, with depression and the wish not to exist, with the death of children, with losses that do not heal. Job himself, in his opening cry, says things that we would now recognize as the language of suicidal despair, and the Bible records them without flinching and without correction. I am going to take that seriously, which means I am going to name the darkness honestly rather than tidying it up. But naming it honestly also means refusing to romanticize it, refusing to present despair as noble or death as a solution, and refusing, above all, to hand suffering people a new set of platitudes to replace the old ones. The book of Job spends its whole length exposing the cruelty of comfortable explanations, and it would be a betrayal to close that book and immediately start offering comfortable explanations of my own, even therapeutic ones, even kind-sounding ones. So I will try, throughout, to do what Job's friends failed to do, which is to sit with the pain rather than explain it away, and where the material is darkest, to keep faith with the reader who is in that darkness by telling the truth and not pretending it is smaller than it is.

      The book moves the way Job moves, and it is worth knowing the shape of the journey before we set out. It begins with a scandal, the scene in heaven where a wager is struck over a man's life and the disaster is set in motion, and we will have to sit with how disturbing that is rather than rushing to make it comfortable. From there it descends into the long human drama at the center of the book, the outcry of a man in unbearable grief, the failure of the friends who came to comfort him and stayed to wound him, and the long silence in which Job cries out and heaven says nothing. Then comes the turn, the voice out of the storm, and the strange discovery that God's answer is not an answer at all but a change of the whole question, and that the world he shows Job, wild and vast and not made for us, is the closest the ancient world ever came to the cosmos we now know. And then the aftermath, the ending that so many readers feel betrays the book, and the harder truth hidden inside it, that life can go on and joy can return without the loss ever being undone. We end where the whole thing has been pointing, with the only question that finally matters once you have read Job honestly. Not why we suffer, because the book shows that question has no answer we will be given. The other one. How to live, how to keep faith, how to let joy back in and go on loving God, when the explanation never comes and the scar never fully heals.

      Some of you reading this are not, right now, in the dark. You have not yet lost the thing you cannot imagine living without, and I hope that day stays far away. You might wonder whether a book like this is for you at all, whether it is too heavy for a season that is going well. I want to say that it is for you too, and that now, while the sky is still light, may be exactly the right time to read it. The darkness comes for nearly everyone eventually, and a faith that has only ever known the warmth of answered prayer and felt nearness has no defense against it. Such a faith meets its first real silence and concludes that God has left, or that it was all imagined, and it falls apart at the very moment it is needed most. Job is the book that prepares a faith for the dark before the dark arrives. It teaches, in advance, that the silence is not the end, that the felt absence of God is not the real absence of God, that you can lose the feeling of him without losing him. To read it now, in the light, is to be quietly fortified for a night you cannot yet see coming, so that when it comes, you are not ambushed, and you know, because Job knew, that the way through is not to conclude that no one is home but to keep crying out into a dark that is not as empty as it feels. There is no better time to learn that than before you need it.

      I want to say one last thing before we begin, to the particular reader I most hope is holding this book. If you have suffered something that made no sense, and gone looking for comfort in your faith, and found only people who explained your pain in ways that made you feel more alone, more accused, more certain that you were failing at this somehow, then you are the reader I have been thinking of on every page. This book was written for you and not for the people who have never had to ask. And what it has to tell you is larger than you may expect. It is that you were not failing at faith. It is that the God you may feel you have lost is angry at the comfort that wounded you, and stands closer to your raw and honest grief than to all the tidy explanations in the world. It is that you are allowed to bring the worst of it, the doubt and the fury and the unanswered questions, straight to God, and that he would rather have that from you than any amount of polite pretending. The book of Job has been standing up for people like you for three thousand years. Let me show you how.
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      There is a sentence people reach for when they have run out of anything real to say. They say it at hospital beds and at gravesides, in the hush at the back of funeral homes, in the comment threads underneath a stranger's worst day. Everything happens for a reason. Decent people say it. They mean it as a hand laid gently on the shoulder. And it lands, more often than not, like a small cruelty, because the person hearing it has just been told in the kindest available voice that the ruin of their life is a thread in some larger design, and that their grief is mostly a failure of perspective. There are other versions, and you have heard them too. God won't give you more than you can handle. He must have needed another angel. One day you'll understand why. Everything works together for good. Each of them is meant as comfort. Each of them, delivered at the wrong moment to the wrong wound, tells the sufferer the same thing: your pain is a problem in your understanding, and if you were only stronger, or wiser, or more faithful, it would stop hurting.

      Almost no one knows that the Bible contains a long and deliberate argument against that sentence. Not a verse tucked into a corner. Not a passing qualification. A whole book, forty-two chapters of it, written to take apart the consolation that explanation pretends to give. The book is called Job, and it is one of the most disturbing things in all of scripture, not because it is obscure but because it says, plainly and at length, what most religious people have spent centuries learning not to say out loud.

      I should tell you where I am standing when I say that, because it shapes everything that follows. I came to this book as a doubter, with little patience for the machinery of religious comfort. I had heard the explanations for suffering my whole life and found most of them either insulting or beside the point, the kind of thing you say when you need the other person to stop crying so that you can feel better. What I did not expect was to open the oldest poetry in the Bible and find it on my side. Job was the place where scripture seemed, for once, to be telling the truth about pain rather than tidying it. It did not hand me an answer. It did something rarer. It refused to insult the question.

      Here is the first thing that trips people up. You have heard of the patience of Job. The phrase has floated free of the book and become a compliment you pay to someone who waits a long time without complaining. But the patience belongs to the first two chapters, and the first two chapters are about as far as most people have ever read. In those opening pages Job loses everything in a single afternoon — his herds, his servants, his ten children
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