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Abstract

This paper looks at the question of sin and disease in bioethics with a spiritual- theological analysis from the Book of Job.  The biblical figure of Job is an innocent and just man who suffered horrendously.  His dialogues with others — his wife, his friends, and with God — can give many valuable insights for patients who suffer and for those who interact with them.  Family, friends, physicians, nurses, chaplains and pastoral workers can learn from Job how to properly communicate with sufferers.  The main question for Job was how to maintain the tension between God’s justice and God’s mercy, and not yield to the temptation of cursing God but to speak well of Him in moments of difficulties.
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Introduction

Medicine has a noble vocation to cure disease and alleviate suffering.  In today’s technological age, physicians can offer a wide range of special therapies to their patients.  Nonetheless, there comes a time when all technical options are exhausted, and medical personnel have to face the inevitability of death.  
A recent study confirms the well-known phenomena that doctors are not very good at communicating bad news to their patients with terminal diseases.  In this survey of over 4000 physicians, the researchers find that there is a general reluctance to discuss DNR status, hospice and site of death even when death is foreseeable within six months.
   This could be due to a lack of training on communication.  It may also be due to the unrealistic expectations of patients, unconsciously perpetrated by their physicians, that the latest medical discovery can provide the magical cure.  Paradoxically, many physicians see themselves as failures when they need to tell patients bad news.  
Medicine is both a science and an art.  Unfortunately, the emphasis has generally shifted towards discovering techniques of combating diseases, with the art of integral patient care receiving the short end of the stick.  It is high time that this ignored aspect of medicine take on a greater prominence.  
In this light, medical professionals must find a way to discuss death and suffering, even though they may have difficulties speaking about it openly in the current secular setting.   There have even been reports of suspension from work for bringing up religion during patient care.
 Even though suffering universally touches our profoundest sensibilities and provokes in us a yearning for answers about our origin, purpose and end, it is rarely a subject of interest in medical or bioethics journals.  It is unfortunate that contemporary bioethics, because of historical reasons, has excluded a deeper discussion on suffering, possible because of its secular bias.
 
Nevertheless, suffering and death have deep religious significance, and healthcare workers cannot totally avoid this subject that forms the bread and butter of their daily encounters with the sick and dying.  The Book of Job is an interesting a piece of writing, a religious classic on the mystery of suffering that has universal appeal.  In this article, I will highlight some of the insights of this Old Testament book, especially its important lesson on the need of authentic communication between those who suffer,  their caretakers, their friends, and their God.  
The Book of Job

The story of Job is well-known.  This biblical figure was a God-fearing man, blessed with wealth, a good family and health.  However, God permitted him to be tested and in one day, he lost all his possessions, all his children and he became afflicted with a miserable skin condition.  His wife told him to “curse God and die.” (Job 2:9), but Job remained faithful to God in spite of all these tragedies.  His friends came to console him and stayed with him for seven days.  The three of them then attempted to account for Job’s misfortune as a direct consequence of his sinfulness.  Job vehemently insisted on his personal innocence.  These dialogues are a literary expression of humanity’s recurrent question on the mystery of suffering in the face of a good and omnipotent God. In the end, God manifests his presence to Job, and this is a sufficient response to his indignation for having suffered.  The story ends with God blessing Job with greater abundance.
The poetic prose of the Book of Job eloquently speaks of human fragility in face of life’s unexpected hurts.  It is often all-absorbing, “For me, there is no calm, no peace; my torments banish rest.”  (Job 3:26)  Suffering weakens our rationality and leads us to total despair (Job 24).  Extreme affliction can cause one to wish for death, as is the experience of many.  (Job 17:11-16)  This Old Testament book offers a narrative of human suffering that is still relevant for us today, richly expressed in the language of perplexity and confusion, hopelessness and yearning for something better in the face of solitude and the silence of God.  It is an enduring piece that continues to speak to modern sufferers.
  
As the drama of Job unfolds, the reader cannot remain indifferent to the provocative difficulties raised.  This is a genius piece of literary work precisely because Job is above and beyond time (as attested by the absence of genealogy), not bound by any geographic region, culture or even religion (Job resides in a region that is not Jewish).
  In fact, its universality makes it one of the works most commented on by Church fathers, theologians, philosophers, and religious and secular authors.  The greatness of the Book of Job in part lies in its incompleteness, without exactly pinpointing a solution to the mystery of human woes.
  Biblical scholar William Brown notes this book’s original approach on the perennial enigma of suffering:
Indeed, it has been suggested that Job is the only book of the Bible that is against the Bible. To be sure, there is a measure of iconoclastic zeal with which the Joban poet reshapes the contours of ethical character.   Nevertheless, the book of Job is also profound in that it is not satisfied with simply dismantling conventional models of wisdom and morality.  Job offers nothing less than a new framework for moral discourse, one that begins with posing unspeakable questions and ends with a new worldview that revises as well as broadens the horizons of the traditional model of character.

Communication in those who suffer
What lessons can be drawn from the rich dialogues found in this the Book of Job?  Only a handful of essays have appeared on this theme, ranging from viewpoints of physicians to concrete bioethical applications.
 In secular bioethical discourse, the relationship between sin, suffering, and illness is rarely if ever addressed.  To supplement this void, a few years ago Christian Bioethics ran a number on the relationship between sin and bioethics (vol. 11, no 2) and a later follow-up on sin and disease (vol. 12, no. 2).  In this discussion, there can be a tendency to either identify illness with sin, or to disassociate them completely.  Both extremes are problematic, as shown by the contributions of the latter issue in Christian Bioethics.
  What should be the proper attitude towards disease and sin, the disease bearer and his culpability?  What are the lessons that this wisdom literature can offer the modern reader, be it the healthcare provider, the chaplain or the relative of the sick patient?  
This paper wishes to continue these reflections on the attitudes towards sin and disease and the question of communication with those who suffer based on the dialogues between Job and the different interlocutors — his friends, his wife, and God’s silence and theophany.  Biblical exegete Walter Vogels proposes a very intriguing thesis in Giobbe. L’uomo che ha parlato bene di Dio [Job: The Man who speaks well of God]. According to Vogels, the main question in the Book of Job is not why a good God would allow suffering, but rather how to address God when there is suffering.
  This paper will employ many insights from this work. It is hoped that these reflections can contribute to the current discussion on communication between healthcare professionals and their patients, especially in situations of suffering and imminent death.
The methodology of this paper will be spiritual-theological, with references derived from exegetical sources followed by bioethical reflections and applications.  Spiritual theology is a rather new discipline which has enjoyed a revival in Catholic theological circles in recent years.  In the past, theology was overly rational, and there was a certain difficulty in incorporating the subjective spiritual experiences into the objective study of theology.  Thus, this new branch of theology opens up a new way of studying the ineffable experience of different personalities, prophets and saints in both the Scripture and hagiographies in an objective manner.
  In recent years, the overly intellectual approach to Catholic theology has generated the problems of modernism, semi-rationalism, manualist casuistry and proportionalism.
   Catholic moral theology had suffered a problem of moralism and legalism, with an emphasis on the “thou shalt nots” while neglecting that the prohibitions are only first stages of avoidance from sin and not the whole of Christian life which consists in spiritual growth and holiness.  
Coincidentally, Eastern Orthodox writers have sharply critiqued Westerners for neglecting the spiritual dimension in bioethics, as seen in the article by Fr. Chad Hatfield in the issue on sin and disease.  He criticizes the tendency that “early Western theological understandings of sin in overly juridical terms… fail to recognize grace as the transforming, uncreated energies of God Himself.”
  Accordingly, Westerners tend to dissociate the question of sin and the reality of sickness too much, while Orthodoxy sees illness as an opportunity for the believer to heal his relationship with God as a part of the economy of salvation.  Hence, it is fortunate that there are movements in the Catholic Church to renew moral theology by incorporating spirituality as an essential basis of the Christian morality.

Uniqueness of suffering in each person 
The suffering of Job is one of a kind.  He symbolizes the ideal man in every sense — enjoying material abundance, beautiful children, good health, fame, and favor with God.  Job’s later afflictions are therefore incomprehensible at two levels.  In the celestial sphere, the unusual bet between God and Satan that results in the testing of the innocent Job makes God appear to be in need of affirmation and approval before the accusations of Satan. ( Job 1:6-12; 2:1-7) On earth, we observe the incredible loss of all of Job’s fortune as a result of human and natural disasters, reducing him to the most abject condition.  The extreme absurdity of his suffering is further accentuated by the fruitless conversations that attempt to decipher the cause of the suffering of a just man. (Job 1:1-5, 15-19; 2:7-13)
There is an interesting oversight in most commentators on Job regarding the dialogues between Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar and Job, when compared to that of Elihu.  At first glance, there does not seem to be too much of a difference between them; in fact, Elihu can even appear to be rather arrogant.
  However, a careful reading reveals a difference in tone, and this is proven by the final evaluation of God who reprimands the first three friends but not Elihu for not speaking correctly about Him. (Job 42:7-9)

The difference between the former three friends and Elihu in their dialogue with Job illustrates two types of communication.  The trio tries to defend the traditional concept of a just God, thus linking Job’s predicament to his previous, perhaps hidden sins.  If the three friends were right, then Job is outside the covenant in the state of sin. While their double portrayal of God’s traits as revealer, transcendent, powerful, just, and merciful and man’s common sinful and fragile nature were not untrue, they were rejected by Job.  Their affirmations reflect the conventional theology of the time.
  

Job, however, is unsatisfied with their arguments and protests his innocence.  (Job 12-14)  His dispute is not so much with the content of their affirmations, but that these do not apply to his particular case of a blameless victim.  He wants to be heard and understood by his friends, not judged categorically with a mere theoretical link between sin and punishment.  It is the subject in distress and not ideas that matter after all. Job wants friendship and empathy rather than a pronouncement of God’s just retribution.  He desperately tries to maintain the paradox he is experiencing —simultaneously suffering and guiltlessness — which is not accounted for by his friends’ scholastic theology.  They fail because their abstract theology of retribution is not applicable to the particular case of Job, who understands their arguments but whose experience of innocence makes him opt for an existential theology.  They come to console Job, but end up accusing him.   Their obsession with orthodoxy in the name of defending God makes them blind to the originality of Job’s condition.

Elihu, the last to speak, takes a different approach.  He listens and accepts Job’s circumstances, affirming the tension of God’s mercy and justice as well as man’s sinfulness in general.  He therefore plays a prophetic role of speaking on behalf of God.  Job is listened to, but he also needs to listen to Elihu.  In speaking realistically about God, Elihu helps Job to rise above his own misery and objectively assess his situation, thus preparing him for God’s subsequent theophany. Elihu, like Job, speaks to God and invokes God in prayer, unlike the three friends who only speak about the juridical nature of God.
  

To speak “correctly” of God means to speak honestly of God’s reality in relation to man.  The errors of the three friends lie in speaking of God in the abstract and detaching Him from the context of life circumstances.  The three friends err in not listening to Job and seeking God in his peculiar state, but imposed upon him a preconceived idea of a retributive God. Vogels notes that in their long dialogue with Job, they speak about God but not once do they speak with God in prayer, in contrast to Job and Elihu.

This certainly has great implications for bioethics, especially when it comes to the issue of communication between healthcare providers and patients.  True communication implies dialogue, not just a mere exchange of medical facts and information.  Like the three friends, physicians would be considered judgmental and inconsiderate when they group patients under preconceived categories of age, gender, disease type, or merely interesting “cases”.   

Many observers have complained of the coldness of modern medicine, where physicians especially are more centered on profit-making and legal concerns than on the true needs of the patients.  Unfortunately, human and humane relationships are lacking in today’s medical care in many places.
  Others have noted that what ails patients is not just physical pain, but involves the totality of the person.  Suffering may take on many different forms and shapes.  Not all patients are the same, each of them endure pain in a different manner.
  Some live their illness with the stigma of past faults or sins.  Others are fearful of the uncertainty of the future and lose hope.  They may become traumatized by the loss of dignity from a lack of independence they once enjoyed.  Even treatments themselves could be a cause of woes because of the burden of anxiety, discomfort, or disfigurement.  Reactions to life’s hurts are often varied and so will be their needs and solutions.
 

The Book of Job teaches us that each patient is unique.  The one who suffers is in this sense the master from which caregivers can learn a great deal.  The sick, the handicapped, the afflicted can have something special to offer to the healers and to the world.
  True communication with the sufferer ought to be existential, action-oriented, and conversational.  The role of the care-givers may not simply consist in regurgitating medical facts or performing routine procedures.   They can help to alleviate the patients’ suffering by being present and share their compassion, like the friends of Job who spent seven days in silence with him.
  Unlike the upright Job, many patients would need to accept their past errors and seek confession and reconciliation with God and neighbors.  Other patients would need the healer to act like Elihu to distract them from their present predicaments, prompting them to remember the goodness of their past, to rediscover the wonders of nature, and to look with hope toward the future.  Sometimes, very small acts can make a huge difference.  One hospital discovered that allowing patients to interact with puppies can actually speed up their healing process, because it takes their minds off their own problems.
One last lesson that can be learned from Job is the value of being present.  This alone may often be what the afflicted need.  This presence could be in terms of the human presence of friends, family or religious community; the spiritual presence of clergy, prayers, sacraments, rites and rituals; or the presence of God in nature—a baby’s smile, a glorious sunset, birds chirping, flowers in full bloom or even puppies in hospitals.

Stanley Hauerwas has eloquently written about this much overlooked subject on the meaning and role of suffering in bioethics.  The modern man looks at suffering as something totally negative, something to be avoided at all costs.  As a result, parents are counseled to employ prenatal and Preimplantation Genetic Diagnosis (PGD) to screen out “defective” embryos or fetuses so imperfect lives (of suffering) may be eliminated.
  What has too often been unacknowledged is the truth that we all suffer one way or another in life, it is part and parcel of our human condition.  The appropriate response, instead of elimination of all perceived pain and the sufferers themselves, is suffering presence.  As Hauerwas puts it nicely:  

Medicine is but a gesture, but an extremely significant gesture of a society, that while we all suffer from a condition that cannot be cured, nonetheless neither will we be abandoned.  The task of medicine is to care when it cannot cure.

Maintaining the tension between justice and mercy 
For Job and the biblical perspective, suffering cannot be understood apart from God.  Even when Job was enjoying a good life, he needed to sacrifice and purify himself, and for his children because he was afraid they might have unknowingly offended God.  (Job 1:5)  When disaster strikes, when suffering becomes unbearable, Job like every sufferer faces one of three choices—to deny God who is love; to accept God as impotent before human suffering; or to accept one’s suffering as a consequence of sins, almost making God a vengeful God. That is, Job can either reject God as love or reject God as the giver of law.   
Job’s wife tells him to curse God and die.  This first option would make him reject the covenant with God which was unacceptable.  However, in the face of innocent suffering, experienced either in the first or third person, the temptation to renounce the faith is very real.  Confronted by human tragedies, losing faith in God is a possibility. The central thesis of this book, according to Vogels, is the temptation to “curse God” in the face of tragedy and supreme suffering.  Job, however, chooses to maintain the difficult tension between God’s love for him and his own innocence in the face of suffering.  This is important for him for his salvation is at stake.  Had he followed the advice of his companions, he would not have been true to himself or to God. 
The second option is related to the above.  It portrays God as powerless before the suffering of his creatures, and thus dethrones God from his omnipotence.  This is not actually an option presented to Job, since it is foreign to the biblical mentality.  The problem of evil is predominantly a challenge of modernity when God’s existence has been put into doubt. Rabbi Kushner in his famous work When Bad Things Happen to Good People took this approach and concluded that God shares the pain with his people but is incapable of banishing it.
 C. S. Lewis, from the viewpoint of a Christian apologist, also tries to reconcile how a good, loving and all-powerful God can permit suffering.

On the last point, the biblical vision on suffering is different from the modern mindset.  Whereas the ancients see an inseparable link between suffering and God, modernity poses the problem of evil as an apology to doubt or even deny God’s existence.  Stanley Hauerwas has written very beautifully on this point.  He notes that the problem of evil in modernity has become a question about man or even anthropodicy, ignoring even the question of the existence of God or theodicy.  For the biblical author of Job, however, suffering is a reality that is not questioned but affirmed.  No answer was offered at the end of the book; God’s presence and omnipotence was sufficient.  Thus, one lesson to be learned in the face of suffering is that presence is more important than philosophical musings.
  
Scott Rae observes that the “why” questions were not the most important ones from the divine perspective.  To attempt to find the solution to this question is often futile, simplistic and even presumptuous:
Struck down with unspeakable tragedy in his life, Job repeatedly appeals to God to answer the “why” question. His friends pointedly suggest the “look in the mirror” option, in repeated dialogues, simplistically suggesting that Job’s sin has caused his suffering. At the end of the book, however, when Job appeals directly to God, conspicuous by its absence is a cognitive answer to Job’s “why” question. God instead gives Job a vision of Himself, a person in whom he can put his trust, instead of an intellectually satisfying answer to his “why” question. God gives Job a picture of the person of a trustworthy God, which is embodied when the people of God come alongside those who are suffering. This is one place where bioethics, theology, and pastoral care intersect, and theology can inform chaplains working at the bedside.

Job’s  three friends propose  the third option — accept guilt as one who has broken the law.  Since this would place him outside the covenant, Job rejects this solution.   The relationship between sin and punishment is a constant theme in the bible.  When natural disaster strikes or when AIDS or other infectious epidemics run rampant, it is not uncommon to hear some televangelists associating the tragedies as an execution of divine justice.    Is God Mercy or is he Justice?  This apparent dichotomy has perplexed theologians through the ages up till the present day.  One solution would be to equate suffering with previous sinful behaviors.  The person suffers as the consequence of his sins, since God is just in his judgment.  Christian Bioethics has been amply treated the relationship between sin and disease as punishment for sin.
   
According to Vogels, the author of Job did not choose such a “straightforward” solution to the relationship between sin and disease.  In the case of Job, as in cases of innocent children suffering from ailments, there may not be any culpability.  The originality of Job lies in his choice to “sing about mercy and justice” (Ps 101:1) not by a simplistic answer but by maintaining the tension between mercy and justice.  Job recognizes himself to be a child of God.  He rejects the notion of a God of retribution even though he acknowledges God’s justice.  In his particular circumstances, Job’s conscience was clear and so he vigorously rejects his friends’ insinuations that his quandary is due to sin.  His own conscience was sacrosanct. Even in utter distress, he asks to be heard and asks for an encounter with God.  His redemption lies in  speaking “correctly” of God, he who is both the God of love and the God of justice.
 

Curiously, the problem that concerns Job most is not suffering in itself, but how to maintain his relationship with God in spite of his great pain! Job is afraid of losing God, losing his friendship is the greatest temptation for one who suffers, as seen in the case of the Holocaust survivors.
  Job rejects the solutions offered by his wife and the three friends precisely because they would damage his intimacy with God.  In the depth of his hardship, Job yearns to see and hear God.  God’s answer to Job’s affliction is his manifestation and presence, which is sufficient (Job 40-42). This is hardly a philosophical answer to the problem of evil, which remains unresolved.  
A bioethical lesson from Job is the necessity to maintain the tension between love and law when suffering is extreme.  To negate either pole would be a denial of the truth of our humanity.  The temptation for sufferers is to consider themselves above the law, be they penal, natural or eternal laws.  Like Ivan in Brothers Karamazov, they may want to deny the existence of God so as to act as if everything were permitted.  When a person is in pain, the sense of injustice makes them want to rebel against God, higher authorities or the natural law planted in them.  For instance, pregnant women in distress may contemplate abortion as an easy solution even though the subconsciously recognize the wrongness of killing their off-spring.  Similarly, those who suffer from physical or emotional pain might be tempted to commit suicide or euthanasia in order to end their suffering.  In these cases, they do what Job would never do, to be cast outside of the covenant with God rather than be faithful to one’s conscience.

This latter reflection can shed some light the current debate on euthanasia.  Job in his great sufferings cursed the day of his birth: 

Perish the day on which I was born and the night that told of a boy conceived.  May that day be darkness, may God on high have no thought for it, and may no light shine on it…  Why was I not still-born, or why did I not perish as I left the womb? (Job 3:1-2, 11)

In this way, Job takes his place with many sufferers of the world who in less poetic ways ask to have their miseries ended.  Yet, this appeal is different from asking for assisted suicide or euthanasia.  Patients may wish that they were dead in moments of great anguish, but this does not necessarily translate into an explicit request to end their lives.  They are different questions — the former can have various responses while the latter has only one, death.  Unfortunately, the two requests are often considered synonymous, with the proposal of euthanasia as the easy exit from a life of pain.

This is a simplistic solution that contemporary bioethics, with its roots in analytic philosophy, easily falls prey to.  Principlism, with its algorithmic calculations and balancing of prima facie principles, has gained popularity among doctors because of its apparent easy application.
  However, in reducing ethics to mathematical exactness, the human factors—the varieties of circumstances and responses and the ambiguities that are often part and parcel of the human existence—are easily lost.  Analytical symmetry equating suffering with evil is a crude reduction of the complexities of human existence.
  In this manner, euthanasia becomes the only solution: to eliminate suffering by eliminating the sufferer.  The lessons from Job specifically offer us the opposite conclusion about true human communication and compassion are the proper response to human woes.
Communicating with God in moments of trial
Contributions by writers of the Eastern Orthodox tradition in the aforementioned issue of Christian Bioethics emphasize the possible therapeutic value of illness as means of salvation, drawing the faithful into a process of spiritual growth and participation in Christ’s life.  Rather than focusing on the futile question of the relationship between sin and disease, they see that illness can be an opportunity for spiritual growth, and part of God’s plan in the economy of salvation.  In fact, from the divine perspective, God does not need a reason as to why he allows us to suffer.

The recent book Jesus of Nazareth by Pope Benedict XVI reiterates this priority of spiritual over physical healing in the mission of Jesus:
Jesus himself poignantly raised the question as to where the priority lies in man’s need for redemption on the occasion when the four men, who could not carry the paralytic through the door because of the crowd, let him down from the roof and laid him at Jesus’ feet.  The sick man’s very existence was a plea, an urgent appeal for salvation, to which Jesus responded in a way that was quite contrary to the expectation of the bearers and of the sick man himself, saying, “My son, your sins are forgiven” (Mk 2:5).  This was the last thing anyone was expecting.  This was the last thing they were concerned about.  The paralytic needed to be able to walk, not to be delivered from sins… Man is a relational being.  And if his first, fundamental relationship is disturbed—his relationship with God—then nothing else can be truly in order.

Job can therefore help us to rediscover this need to maintain priority of our relationship with God in the midst of great suffering and tragedies.  Vogels interprets the proper response of Job to speak well of God in the face of suffering as a lesson in prayer.  He notices that there is a gradual development of the language in Job’s response:  ranging from a language of popular faith, to the language of silence, to that of doubt, of theology and of prayer, to the prophetic-charismatic language, and ending with mysticism.

First, the language of religious piety or popular faith is noted in the earliest response of Job to his misfortunes.  We are all familiar with the famous refrains, “Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked shall I return; the Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord!” (Job 1:21).  “We have also received good from God, should we not receive evil?” (Job 2:10).  These initial responses are borrowed from the typical idioms of popular piety.  We cannot negate their value, but they are ultimately inadequate to address Job’s condition.
   The language of silence follows, as Job spent seven days and seven nights without speaking in the presence of his friends.  This was a moment of solitude and deep interior reflection about the meaning of his life.
  
After moments of silence and reflection, Job matures with the language of doubt and questioning.   It is a true struggle with the absurdity of suffering and the meaning of evil.  He repeatedly asks the universal question, “Why me?” (Job 11:12 [2x], 20) Pious formulism is no longer adequate.  Why does he have to suffer when he was a righteous sinless man? Even though he does not curse God, he curses the day of his birth. (Job 3) Real prayer often involves the struggle to discover God’s will and mysterious plan in our lives.  It is not just quiet resignation but actively questioning, seeking answers and wrestling with God.
  
Then follows what Vogels calls the language of theology, faith that seeks understanding.  As we have seen, Job confronts the traditional theology of his friends with existential theology.
  The lesson to be learnt here is that theology is fruitless unless it is also a fruit of prayer.  The friends fail because they speak of God without speaking to God as Job does.  In the language of prayer, Job is able to maintain the difficult tension of God’s justice and his innocent suffering.  As a result, Job does not yield to the temptation of abandoning God but speaks well of Him.
  
The language of theology, being of human origin, is fallible.  As a result, neither the three friends nor Job are able to convince the other.  That was why prophesy was needed as God speaks through the figure of Elihu.  He reprimands the three friends as well as Job for misunderstanding God who is just, wise, and all-powerful.  He is not our enemy and is at once just and merciful. God’s providential plan is ultimately unfathomable.  We cannot control God, and try to impose our vision on Him.  In fact,   God does not need to answer our interrogations, and He is not obliged to satisfy Job’s demand to manifest Himself. The words of the prophet cannot be repudiated, one either accept or reject them.  Hence, Job’s silence despite various invitations from Elihu to respond indicates his acceptance of God’s words through His prophet. (Job 33:5, 32, 33)

Acceptance of prophesy by Job allows him to progress to the next stage of mysticism, when God finally appears and speaks to him.  In this theophany, Job is asked to accept the mystery of human suffering as well as God’s transcendence without seeking further explanations.  God cannot be put on trial.  He asks Job to reflect on creation and where Job was while he created him.  Job’s first response is that of stupefaction, and he abstains from comment.  This is insufficient for God who further questions him on the nature of human history, where good and evil, order and chaos coexisted. According to some exegetes, Satan who appears at the beginning of the book as the accuser reappears at the end figuratively as Behemoth and Leviathan, which are now under the dominion of God.
 Therefore, God is ultimately in charge of creation by his presence and providence in the midst of chaos and evil.  The justice of God is not retributive, and order and chaos can coexist mysteriously. Nothing escapes his wisdom.  God is sublime, different, and totally other.  Job acknowledges God’s presence and omnipotence with adoration, repentance and retraction.
 
After his vision of God, Job is no longer concerned about himself but turns to the needs of others.  His spiritual growth through struggling with suffering is confirmed by his role as an intercessor for his friends who have sinned by not speaking correctly of God.  The final reward where his well-being and wealth are restored and doubled can also be interpreted spiritually as the reward of resurrection and eternal life. 

How can these insights be helpful at the bedside? Vogels sees that illnesses can serve as a lesson for spiritual growth and conversion.  It can be divine pedagogy to help us against the tendency to pride.  The languages of how Job learns to speak well of God in moments of afflictions can also apply to patients diagnosed with serious or terminal conditions.  Vogels notes a parallel of these languages in the Book of Job with the famous grief cycle proposed by Elizabeth Kübler-Ross where she identifies five stages: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and final acceptance.  Her theory holds that grieving patients will undergo different stages of these emotions when diagnosed or told of their illness or any personal loss.  Thus, we can roughly find in the stage of denial a language of popular faith; in the stage of anger a language of silence and doubt, moving toward theology; in the stage of bargaining a language of prayer; in the stage of depression helped by the charismatic-prophetic language; and in the final stage of acceptance with a mystical language of adoration.

The question of God is too often ignored in the suffering patient.  This is unfortunate since ignoring the question of God would be most unsatisfying.  Additional suffering can be compounded when the reason for suffering cannot be transposed to a higher level.
  

Modern medicine has not and cannot eradicate suffering. Job’s deeply troubling existential conundrum persists… In our response to the mystery of suffering, we define ourselves, find our integrity and ultimately shape our ethos. 

Unless we appreciate this distinctive and—by modern medicine’s standards—unconventional view of suffering, we will fail to understand that medicine can be an obstruction to the patient's moral and spiritual projects. Medicine confronts patients with choices from a vast menu of available technological remedies, but it provides no solution to a life that must be lived with suffering. Instead, it may distract patients from finding their own solutions. On the other hand, medical practitioners, sensitive to the moral and spiritual dimension of suffering, can serve as the patient’s partner while he fits his suffering and impending death into the last chapter of his life story.

Recent interest in the media has focused on the role of spirituality in patient’s global health concerns.  Queries and even research on prayer and faith healing are increasingly being carried out.  They point to the fact that attending to the spiritual needs of patients is not a luxury but a moral obligation for physicians.

Communicating the limits of technologies
An interesting interpolation between the dialogues of Job with his friends is a hymn in praise of wisdom in chapter 28.  While this might not be surprising because Job is often placed among other wisdom literature of the Old Testament, many scholars find this chapter difficult or out of place—described as “brilliant but embarrassing”, “an erratic intrusion, an inspired intermezzo, a superfluous prelude, and an orthodox afterthought.”
    Even though it appears to be a traditional poem of the wisdom literary genre, it stands in stark contrast with the rest of the book.  It gives a traditional theological answer on the one hand, which at the same time, would not have placated Job who demanded direct access to God.
  This hymn is a prelude to God’s eventual manifestation, and indirectly addresses the question of suffering by hinting at the futility of human reasons and enterprise.  

The first two parts of the hymn gives a description the works of man in industry and in commerce.  Human beings by means of their intelligence are able to manipulate nature through refinement of raw minerals:

Silver has its mines, and gold a place for refining.  Iron is extracted from the earth, the smelted rocks yield copper.  He cuts canals through the rock, on the watch for anything precious. He explores the sources of rivers, bringing hidden things to light. (Job 28:1-2, 10-11)

We can then employ these raw metals and precious stones for commerce and trade.  But even among these apparent successes is the refrain is repeated, “Where does Wisdom come from? Where is Intelligence to be found?” (Job 28:12, 20)  The chapter concludes that true wisdom is not found in the human intellect, nor in the earth but in God.  “Wisdom?—that is fear of the Lord; Intelligence?—avoidance of evil.” (Job 28: 28)


The question on technology is truly a paradox that has no easy answers.  There are elements of truth in Heidegger’s intuition that we cannot escape the prison of technology (Gestell) which has become the very structure of our relations.  The ambiguity of technology is all the more frightening because of the sense of impersonality and irresponsibility that came with it.  Technology seems to offer hope to a suffering humanity, but technology itself can be a cause of harm.
    

This hymn which warns of the futility of human technology in the face of suffering is as relevant in our society as ever.  The passage reminds us that Homo tecnicus has offered many solutions to enhance our physical well-being.  But no matter how hard we try, technology itself can never rid humanity of suffering. We can only overcome this by turning to true wisdom, as Homo sapiens, to find in theology an adequate response.  

The temptation to technical prepotency is offset by God’s example of humility.  The Book of Genesis speaks of powers given to humanity over the rest of creation.  Yielding to the temptation of hubris, the fall consisted in the attempt to usurp a greater power and become like gods.  As a corrective response, Christ entered the world not with power but with humility.  “Who, being in the form of God did not count equality with God something to be grasped.” (Phil. 2:6)  Oddly enough, giving up his power and becoming a slave showed God’s greatness and reversed humanity’s arrogance and tendency of domination.
  

The two recent encyclicals by Pope Benedict XVI offer other examples of theological critiques of the technocratic culture.  Caritas in Veritate recalls the fact that true human development is not just technical, but primarily and integrally, human.
  Spe Salvi states that the question of technology is ultimately a question on hope for a better future.  The pontiff’s discourse points to the vanity of this enterprise without God:  

Francis Bacon and those who followed in the intellectual current of modernity that he inspired were wrong to believe that man would be redeemed through science. Such an expectation asks too much of science; this kind of hope is deceptive. Science can contribute greatly to making the world and mankind more human. Yet it can also destroy mankind and the world unless it is steered by forces that lie outside it.

This hymn on wisdom reminds us that our hope is ultimately in God, who is truly the one in control, in spite of our apparent control of nature through technological advances.
  Theological hope can ward off the recurrent temptations of technological imperative by living out our time as kairos, and not kronos.  Our fast-paced society sees time as chronological, linear and progressive, with no definitive end in sight.  The anxiety of time being eaten away is etymologically symbolized by the mythological titan Kronos who devours his children.  The Christian vision of creation, where God entered history and interacted with humanity, conceives time not as infinite but with a definite end in sight, the eschaton.  The Christian time is kairos, the just moment or God’s timing.
  In this light, God is the master of our past, present and future. (cf. Heb. 13:8)  The memory of the past, of the history of salvation, is necessary for present living which is the continual presence of God and offers eschatological hope of God’s future coming.  Living according to kairos means being receptive to God who comes to meet us as our “destiny.”  The ambivalent human subject needs a fides adventitia in order to wait on the totally-other, more than necessary, and always-surprising God.  This is important because it means that God cannot be domesticated, and living by faith means a journey toward God without the total control of homo tecnicus.  Living out the liturgy and the sacraments is the concrete proposal to live out the Christian kairos of the past, present and future.


 As a remedy, this hymn can remind healthcare professionals to be realistic in communicating to patients the possibilities and limits of medical technology.  The temptation to resolve human suffering by technological means will always be there.  Daniel Callahan eloquently reminds us how the fear of death has become the common basis of a liberal modern society and medicine has been elevated to the level of universal Savior.  Thus, healthcare is often seen as the most important issue for the society, and correspondingly trillions of dollars are injected to produce new pharmaceutics, hi-tech surgical and medical treatments, and research to extend the natural lifespan by using stem cells, regenerative medicine, and nanotechnology, etc.
  This hymn reminds us that an exaggerated trust in modern medicine to cure all can actually be a form of idolatry.  When we reach the technological limit and nothing more can be done to the patients, this should not be looked upon as a failure of the physicians, but a humble acceptation of our human condition.  

Conclusion
The Book of Job does not provide a satisfactory result regarding the problem of suffering.  Why do the innocent have to suffer?  How can we acknowledge and speak of God in the face of tragedy?  But it was never meant to do that.  The book provides answers in the form of the silent presence of God in creation, the intimate experience of God in theophany, the prophetic announcements and the hymn of wisdom.  In this case, God reveals himself to Job.  But in many cases the sufferers never see or hear God.  One might wonder what would have happened if God had remained silent and if Job’s suffering never went away?  These are no easy questions.  One can only glean from the lessons of Job that God is mysteriously present throughout his ordeal, and his silent presence is a mystery that needs to be accepted.  Acceptance of suffering is also a form of prayer and spirituality which is redemptive even if suffering continues indefinitely.  
Any consideration of Job would be incomplete without the Christian revelation which envisions Job as a typos of Christ.  In this new light, suffering can take on a new meaning in economy of salvation; it is no longer solitary and purposeless, but that of sharing with Christ’s passion.  “In my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the Church.” (Col. 1:24) Beginning with this quote, the apostolic letter Salvifici Doloris written by Pope John Paul II offers the Christian such a program—a trajectory that has been lived out eloquently by the same pope during the last days of his life.
  
Even though Job was doubly blessed after the trial with more children and greater wealth, it is hardly a happy ending.  How can Job forget his past, his former off-spring who die in a horrendous tragedy, and the afflictions he endured in mind and in the flesh? Hence the lesson from Job is also that suffering can never be separated from happiness, and pain is a bed-fellow of true love.
  As Pope Benedict XVI beautifully puts it,
Pain is part of being human. Anyone who really wanted to get rid of suffering would have to get rid of love before anything else, because there can be no love without suffering, because it always demands an element of self-sacrifice. . . . [I]t will always bring with it renunciation and pain.”
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