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SILENCE IN THE BOOK OF JOB

Thebookof Job beginswith a convesation. After a short description introdudng the
book@®main character, Job, and his righteousess, the story moves from earth to heaven as a
counsl isconvening. Itisinthemidg of this heavenly gahering that thefirst convasationin the
bookof Job begins OrheLord said to Satan, @Vhere have you come from?0Satan answered the
Lord, &rom walking to and fro on the earth and from walking up and down onit@(1:7).! The
convesation proceedsfrom here as the Lord bragsto Satan aboutJob, who is Ga blameless and
upright man who fears God and turnsaway from evilO(1:8), and Satan convinces God test Job®
faithfulness (1:9-12). From here the story is well known: Satan takes away all that Job has; Job
pasistsin his righteousess; Satan takes away Job®@ health and still Job persistsin refusng to
curse God. Theplot then moves away from theheavenly scene and thereader isleft with Jobon
the ash heap as his friendscome to comfort him.

The prose narative of thefirst two chapters of theboo of Job servestwo fundions First,
it sets up the plot and the narrative story for thebook of Job. If there were nowager in heaven
there would be no cause for discourse between Job and his friends, which fills therest of the
book.Moreover, the narative inroduces the major characters who will act in this plot: Job, his
friends(who arrive at thevery end of chapter two), and God (who will reappear at theend of the
book). Thesecondfundion of thisinitial prose narative, asde from establishing the motivation
for thebook,isto establish themodeof thebook Unlike other wisdomliterature, the book of

Job does not consst of songsof lament and praise, nor doesit consst of wise sayings itisnota

L All biblical quotes are taken from the New Revised Standard Translation unless noted otherwise.
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narative plot which tells a story, moving thereader from oneerato the next througha series of
chaacters and actions Rather, thebookof Job is a series of convasations Asfar asthereader
knows, time stopson the ash heap and the convasationsbetween Job and his friendsoccur
within asingle day. It is abookof discourse.

Thebookof Job can beoverwhdming in many ways. From the beginning, thetheology
of thebookis disturbing as God acts in ways we do not expect and are not comfortable with:
OrheLord said to Satan, & ery well, dl tha hehasisin your power; only do notstretch out your
hand agang himOE ThelL ord said to Satan, &ery well, heisin your power; only spare his
life@(1:12, 2:6). We do not expect God to hand over our livelihoodsand well-being to the
Satan; we do notexpect God to give usupfor awager designed to test our faithfulnessin
advesity. When we read of God doing jud that, to an upright and blameless person, we begin to
guestion wha kind of God we worship. Indeed, thisis wha Job beginsto do as he curses hislife
(3:1) and pleadsfor God to Gook away from me for awhiled(7:19). From here thetheological
guestionsand inquiries only get degper and more poignant as Job gives voice to his experience of
profoundsuffering: how can amortal bejus before God E who shakes the earth out of its
placed(9:2, 6)?

Thebookis ovewhdming in more ways than its theological situation, however. The
sheer verbosty of thebookis enoughto make anyonefeel as thoughthey were sogging through
mud after only afew chagpters. Within thefirst set of speeches the friendsare throwing words
agang Job: G o which of theholy ones will youturn? Surely vexation killsthefool, and
jealousy slays the smple@(5:1-2). And Job returns with inaults and attacks of his own. This
barage of words causes thereader to feel asthoudh they are stuck in themiddle of aviolent

volleybdl match where wordsare served up and spiked back and forth between those who claim
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to befriends Adddd to the nastiness of thewordsis thar sheer number. The discourses between
Job and his friendsbegin in chgpter three and continuefor twenty-eight chapters unil they
findly cease in chapter thirty-one only to bepicked up agan by Elihu, who speaks for another
five chapters ending in chapter thirty-seven, after which God beginsand addsto the speeches for
another four chapters leaving thereader exhausted and worn out for thefinad @esolutionCof the
bookin chepter forty-two.

Indeed, wordsplay akey role in thebookof Job as each individud tries to putwordsto
thar truthswhile at the same time blowing away wha they perceive as thefal se words of others.
Job says early on, @ will nat restrain my mouth; | will speak in the anguish of my spirit; | will
complain in thebitterness of my soulQ(7:11); moreover, heaffirmsthat, Gny lipswill not spesk
falsehood,my tonguewill nat utter deceitO(27:4) and hewill notstop until someonecan teach
him and show him his inequities (6:24). Asthefriendscontinueto fail, speaking only the
wisdomof tradition and failing to hear fully Job® complaint and undestand his situaion, Job
continuesto give voice to his experience and accuse the friendsof offering empty words(30:20)

and preventing him from telling his story (13:13).

Into this ddugeof wordsand speeches there are four key moments when thewords stop.
At thevery end of the prologug Job@friendsarrive and sit with him onthe groundfor seven
days and seven nights and Gho onespoke aword to [Job]O(2:11-13). Twenty-nine chapters later,
after an ondaughtof speeches and missed communications Job endshis speeches (31:400).
After which, his friendsend theirs (32:1). Findly, in the middle of God® speech out of the
whirlwind, God pauses and commandsJob to speak, but Job only offers up an excuse and

remainssilent (40:4-5). This ceasing of speech, while notentirely silence, isan anomaly ina
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book chodk-full of words It isto these anomdlies tha this paper will now turn, both to explore
them in thar own rightand aso to seeif they addany illuminaionto a bookof words

In thefirst moment of silence, thebookof Job has barely gotien started. While God and
Satan have had two conveasations there has only been a brief conversation on earth between Job
and hiswife. In many ways, this moment of silence acts as a modeof trangtion. Coming at the
end of the prose narrative prologue and prior to the podry of the speeches, the silence of Job®
friendshdpsto trangtion between Job@ righteousanswer to the destrudtion of his life and his
specches of lamentation and complaint. Indeed, when we leave Job in the prologuehe has (ot
sin[ned] with hislipsO(2:10) and has rebuked his wife for suggesting he Gurse God and dieO
(2:9), butwhen we meet Job agan in chagpter three, after seven days of silence, hebeginsby
cursing @Ghe day of his birth$(3:1). To movedirectly from thefirst attitudeto the secondwould
be abrupt and confusng; these seven days of silence seem to work as atrangtion.In order to
undestand how, it is hdpful to look at the silence not only as a narrative means of trangtion, but
also as an emotiond meansof trangtion. In thewake of tragedy and loss, theinitial human
respong is often oneof shodk. We do not need to discount Job®initia faithful response, but
perhagps after seven days of silence theredlity of loss and grief have findly set in and Job, while
still not cursing God, is able to respondmore honestly to his situaion.

In thisinitial silence, we also see the compassion of Job® friendswho seem to know, at
least at this point, tha there are nat wordsfor Job®loss: no words of comfort tha could change
or assuage how Jobisfedling. In his commentary on Job, Normal Habd writes, Ghese visitors
have come to perform atraditiond role of thefriend in andient sodety, namely, to @onsoleCand

@omfort.OA Griend@s characterized by deep loydty and close boundsof faithfulness. G As

2 Normal Habel, The Book of Job: A Commentary (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1985), 97.
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Habd goesonto point out, it will beexactly these qudities which the friendsexhibit onthe ash
heap tha Job will accuse them of forsaking later in the speeches.®

Thesecond moment of silence cannotnecessarily becalled such; it is more appropriately
titled a cessation of speech, which while not as poignant as seven days of silence is il
significant given its placement after twenty-nine lengthy chapters of speeches and insults: Qs not
your wickedness great? There is no end to your iniquitiesO(22:5). Having made nine speeches to
his friends and having heard eight of ther speeches, in chapter thirty-one Qhewordsof Job are
endad(31:400). Throughot thebook the narrator has introduced the speskers: Orhen Elipha
the Temanite answvered E Then Job answvered(4:1, 6:1), but notonae has the narrator ended
any of the speeches; rather, the discourses smply end and the narrator introduces the next
person, who picks up with anew speech. This singe statement of condusonis significant as the
only formal statement of cessation thusfar.

The statement is primarily a narrative trangtion, which serves to move the discourse
forward from Job and his friendOspeeches to Elihu and, eventudly, God®@discourse. Yet, it is
also an emotiond trangtion. In Job@find speech (29-31), there is achangein toneas Job®
argument beginsto shift and Job appears to be at least potentially, more receptive to hearing
God@discourse. Looking at the narrative agan in light of theloss and destruction Job has
suffered, we see both in hisfind discourse aswell asin hiswillingness to stop speaking a
readiness to hear new answers. While Job® speeches have primarily been undestoodas
respongs to hisfriends they have also been outlets for his ange and grief over what has
happened to him. Job spokefirst, before any of hisfriends lamenting hislife and God® overly

attentive, harmful actionsto him. His subsequent speeches have responde to his friendD

% | bid.
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ingstence tha histheology (and by extenson, his experience, out of which histheology
emerges) iswrong, but they have also been motivated by the need to tell and retell what has
happened to him andto grieve (often throughange) theinjudices he has experienced.

Job®willingness to stop speaking says something new. His friendshave not changed
thar arguments nor agreed with Job, nor has Job merely exhauged his grief; rather, he seemsto
have reached a new stagein hislament where heiswilling to acknowedgethat perhgops his
continued speech is not getting him any further. While his cessation does not lead to silence, but
rather Elihu® speech, it does providethe space, eventudly, for God to spesk to Job. Previoudy it
would not have been possible for Job to hear anything God had to say, for hisange and grief
were too great to hear another voice.

In asimilar fashion, and immediately following Job® cessation, the friends (reased to
answer Job, because hewas righteousin his own eyesO(32:1). Where Job® cessation might be
congrued as an emotiond turn and readiness for something new, the friendsOcessation is best
undestood as a defeat or giving up Bthey have notbeen able to convince Job of his errors and
now tha Job has stoppel talking they too have nothing further they can say. They are notgiving
into Job nor agreeing with him, but merely givingup on thar efforts to convince him. Agan, this
cessation provides the space into which a new voice can be heard: first Elihu, whotrangtionsus
and then God. Habd writes, @heway is now clear for anew narrative moment and the advent of
the next spokesman Bbe he God or someonedlse.0*

Elihu and God speak for eight chapters (32-40) before there is anothe break in thewords
and we hear again from Job. Elihu® speech has transtionsthe readers from the traditiond

theology of thefriends Gyou[Job] say, @ am clean, withouttranggression EQ But in this you are

“1bid, 447.
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not right®(33:9,12), to the more mystical theology we will hear from God, Gemember to extol
[God@ work E Surely God s great, and we do not know himO(36:24,26). When his speech is
finished, the narrator moves seamlessy into God® speech, which comes notonly in addugeof
words butout of the chaosand strength of awhirlwind (38:1). From God thereader hears a
creation theology/description tha both amazes and bafles: therhetorical questions(QWhere
were youwhen | laid thefoundaion of the earth((38:4)?) draw thereader, and presumably Job,
up short and place usin therole of observer to theamazing work of creation; yet, God does not
seem to respondto Job@situaion at al, never once referring to Job@ situation or previous
complaints, and thereader is |eft baffled as to God® purpose. Hafway throughGod@ speech
however, God pauses and turnsto Job: Ghal afaultfinde contend with the Almighty? Anyone
who argues with God must respond40:1-2). And with tha thefocusis back on Job asthe
reader stuttersto think how she might respondto such aquestion, leaning in with curiosty to
hear Job@respons. Yet, despite al of Job® grandose and poignant speeches earlier, he
respondsonly, Gee, | am of small account what shal | answer you?! lay my hand onmy
mouth. | have spoken once, and | will not answer; twice, butwill proceed no furtherQ(40:3-5). It
is both abold refusal to engage the command of the Lord to answer and at the same time awise
decision to acknowledgehis own humility and lack of wisdom Accordingto Gutierrez, Job®
answer to God Qs a statement that hewill not give an answer, a declaration tha hewill remain
silent. 3 While Job@silence is filled with God® second speech, it is important not to glance
ove. Job@silence is a admission of humility and smallness, butit is not an apology nor an
admission of guilt. Itisasif Job has notyet heard enoughto respond,which readers can

appreciate as God®@first speech leaves uswith more questionsthan answers. At any rate, Job

® Gustavo Gutierrez, On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005),
76.
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seems not to be angered or irked by God@ spesch and he does not interrupt his self-imposed
silence to contend with God anew. Rather, his silence is an assent for God to continue And God
does, awing thereader, and Job, with even more astounding creation and filling the whirlwind
with images of beauty and wildness oneamos does not know wha to dowith. It is only after
this second speech tha Jobis able to respondto God. Meanwhile, we have had our fourth and

find insertion of silence into abookof words

Having explored not only theverbosty and importance of wordsin the bookof Job, but
also thefour moments of silence inserted into the barrage of words, wha can now be said about
silence within thebookof Job? Three observationsare in orde. First, silences are used in the
bookof Jobto movethenarative forward. In the beginning, the seven days of silence trandtion
thenarative fromthe prose of the prologueto thepoery of the speeches. In themiddle of the
book, Job and his friend€cessation of speech serve to movethe dialoguefrom argumentative
discourse to the declarative speeches of Elihu and God. Andfindly, in between God@ two
speeches, Job@ silence prodsGod into saying more.

Second, silenceis used in thebook of Job not only to movethe narative forward, but
also as ameansof emotiond trandgtion. Themain character in thebook Job, is nota static one
but rather changes and grows as the book progresses and reality of hisinnoence and his grief
sinkin. In thefirst indance of silence we see Job movefrom an accepting servant of Godto a
grieving complainant agang God. In Job® cessation of speeches, we see amovement from
ange andrailingagang God to an opannessto hear anew word spoken into the situation. And,
findly, in Job@refusal to answer God after God@ first speech, we see Job struggling to grasp

both God® presence and God® speech and pushing God for more information.
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Third, theinsertion of silence at al into thebookof Job servesto highlight the
intentiondity of the verbosty of thebook.It is possible to wade one@ way throughthe book of
Job exhauged, but concentrating only on thetheology and situaion of suffering and injugice
tha is presented throughthe speeches. Y et, the sheer numbe of words and speeches seems to be
intentiond by awriter who only allows for afew breathsof air beéween movementsin the
discourse. In thisway, it becomes clear tha thefeding of exhaudion after reading throughthe
bookof Jobisintentiond and perhagpsakey pat in undestanding thebook It cannotmerely be
abookof theology, but mug also be abookof experience tha draws thereader in and makes her
feel theweight of emotionsbe ng thrown aboutby the words of the characters.

Where then does this leave us? Agan, three condusionsemerge Thefirstisan
appreciation for silence. Reading Job all theway throughleaves onecraving bath space and
silence after what can only be described as an emotiond barage of words Second,an
appreciation for the violence wordscan do BJob is harmed notonly throughGod® actions but
also throughhis friendgunwillingness (after the second chapter) to stop talking and listen to his
story. It iswords notonly actions that have the power to both hedl (asin the case of God®
speech in thewhirlwind) and harm. Findly, the book of Job leaves usappreciating thewaysin
which Scriptureis able to draw usin and make theliterature of years goneby relevant for usin
our context. It pushes usto insert ourselves notonly into thebookof Job, butinto all of

Scripture, wondeing what experience we mighthave if only felt thewordsas well as read them.
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