27th October 2024

Call to worship
Come, come, come to meet your amazing God.
Leave your preconceptions behind.
Come, come, come to seek and to find.
Come to meet the Lord of the universe.
Come, come, come to worship the One True God. Amen.
A gathering prayer
Lord God, you are awesome beyond measure
and we are so small in comparison,
yet you welcome us into your presence.
Reveal yourself to us today:
help us to see who you are.
As we bow down before the God of the universe, the God of
love beyond our understanding,
help us to worship you. Amen.
A prayer of approach
Gracious God, we come to you today with open hearts and minds, ready to hear your voice and see your glory. Thank you for your presence among us, and for your grace that sustains us.
Guide us in our worship and speak to us through your Word and Spirit. Help us to listen to your voice, and to respond with faith and obedience. Help us to see your face, and to reflect your love and compassion. Help us to follow your will, and to serve your purpose.
In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
A prayer of adoration
Holy God, you are:
the creator of all things, and the source of all wisdom;
the ruler of all nations, and the judge of all people;
the redeemer of all sinners, and the healer of all wounds;
the giver of all gifts, and the provider of all needs.
We adore you, O God, and we bless your holy name.
Amen.
A prayer of confession and an Assurance of forgiveness
A prayer of confession
Merciful God, we have:
heard your Word, but not obeyed it;
seen your works, but not appreciated them;
received your grace, but not shared it;
known your love, but not shared it.
We have been blind to your presence, and deaf to your call.
We have been selfish in our desires, and careless in our actions.
Forgive us, O God, and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
Restore us, O God, and renew us in your image.
Amen.
 
Assurance of forgiveness
Loving God, thank you that you do not treat us as our sins deserve, but as your children whom you love. We thank you that you sent your Son Jesus Christ to die for our sins, and to rise again for our
justification. Thank you that you have opened our eyes to see your grace, and our ears to hear your voice.
Amen.
A prayer of thanksgiving
God of power, our great High Priest,
you are holy and blameless, exalted above the heavens.
You have been made perfect for ever.
Thank you that you came to our world, in vulnerable human flesh,
to give sight to the blind,
hope to the weary and comfort to those in pain.
You show us the way to the Father,
and model the way of compassion.
All praise to you. Amen.

The puzzle of God      W A
Use pictures and jigsaws to consider God’s nature
You will need: a series of optical illusion pictures (use Google Images for suggestions or see below for examples); a jigsaw.
· Display the optical illusions and ask people to describe what they see. Can they just see one image or more? Ask: how do these optical illusions help us to think about God?
· Now give everyone a piece of a jigsaw puzzle (or several pieces if you have a small congregation). Challenge everyone to work together to complete the puzzle without being able to see the image first. Ask: Does this exercise give us a deeper understanding of God and our relationship with him?
Examples
- Young/old woman
- Duck/rabbit
- Vase/silhouettes
- Elephant’s legs

Stress bucket E
Think about how we look after ourselves in difficult times
You will need: large sheet of paper, pens.
· Introduce the children to the ‘Stress bucket’, to help them think about how they manage stress or pressure in their life. Explain that if we imagine all of our stress as water going into a bucket, sometimes that bucket might be too full or overflow. Draw a large bucket. Job’s stress bucket would be very full!
· To stop the bucket overflowing we need ‘look after yourself’ taps. There are lots of different ways we can ease the pressure. Draw taps on the side of the bucket. Talk with the children about what these taps might be. These could include: talking to others; praying; eating well; being outdoors; exercising; sleeping; journalling. Write or draw each of these next to the taps. Encourage everyone to think about which ‘look after yourself’ taps they would use.
· Like Job, we can have difficult times and not know where to turn, but knowing we have ways to look after ourselves can help us through the trickiest of times.
Reflect on God’s presence with us
· Display signs at four points of your worship area, roughly representing the points of the compass. Place a table in a central position.
· Invite people to stand and turn to look in each direction as you slowly read out Job 23:8 (NIV): ‘But if I go to the east, he is not there; if I go to the west, I do not find him. When he is at work in the north, I do not see him; when he turns to the south, I catch no glimpse of him.’
· Then ask everyone to turn to look at the table. Place a Bible and a candle on it.
· Explain that Job longed to ask God to explain everything that had happened, but he couldn’t find a way to approach him. There are times when we may feel the same way. But the difference for us is that Jesus has shared our suffering and walks alongside us.
· Light the candle, then read out Hebrews 4:14-16. Invite the congregation to sit and to quietly sing the Taizé chant, O Lord, hear my prayer.
 
Praying when things are hard W E S
Speak to God about the things that are hard and know that God is there
You will need: lots of small stones or pebbles.
· Give everyone a stone to hold as they tell God about the things that they are finding hard at the moment. Place all the stones in a pile.
· Pray: God be with us when things are difficult, and times are hard. Rearrange the stones to say GOD.
· Pray: God, help us to know that you are there all the time, even when we don’t think we can see you. Amen.


Job’s comforters
It would be nice to think that your friends would pray for you when you are in a situation like Job’s. Maybe they did so  - as they lifted their voices, wept, ripped their coats and threw dirt over their heads to the heavens. .

But the story never quite says that they prayed, even though they implicitly see Job as an object of God’s anger. That Job deserves what he gets…

They are definitely the objects of God’s anger now.
God tells them what to do if they want to get out of being the objects of God’s anger – because the restoration of the relationship between God and them requires a move on their part as well as on God’s. They make a large offering and have to get Job to pray for them. 
In other words for a relationship to be fully restored it’s not enough to restore relationship with god but also with others. ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us… as in the Lord’s Prayer. There seems to be a link between the willingness of Job to pray for his friends and the restoration of Job’s own life, which follows on the prayer. Forgiveness and unforgiveness is a crucial dimension in our health and wellbeing and the sort of issues unlikely to be addressed in the numerous wellbeing approaches around today.
The book of Job is not designed to help us se what to say to a person who is suffering. Indeed, it offers no hints that anyone should say anything to Job. It implicitly does not think much of what people did say to him, but it does not imply that there are other things that one should say. Perhaps it implies that the best thing is to say nothing. There can be such a thing as good silence – especially if it is the silence of a listener and a witness, and one that encourages the sufferer to voice hurt, the questions and the protests that arise from his or her heart and then does not apply a plaster to it.

A couple had a baby die. At his funeral service they incorporated verses from the book of Job that expressed pain and prot3st, submission and hope. Someone who attended said she would start coming to the church because she did not know another church where these feelings and questions could be voiced.

Job 42
Sermon
Contending with God, trying to put God on trial, is pretty much what Job has been doing and God calls him out on the matter. The solemn thing about confronting God is that God may respond and may take as confrontational a stance as we do. Like our relationship with one another we may be confident about the way to look at a situation but then find the other person looking at it quite differently and putting our way of thinking into a broader context. It does not mean we were totally wrong, but neither were we as right as we thought. And the closer our relationship with the other person, the more confrontational the response may be. In other words, the forceful nature of God’s response to Job in the last few chapters of the book, is not a sign of the relationship’s shallowness but of tis maturity.

John Goldingay writes in his commentary on job[endnoteRef:1] about how his first wife lived with multiple sclerosis for over forty years. He tried to confront God on two or three occasions about it. Distressed at the way the illness affected her, on one such occasion he said, ‘I don’t really trust you with Ann’, and he remembers sensing that God responded by saying ‘Would you trust you with Ann if you were me? (answer: probably not). On another such occasion he remembers protesting at the way it seemed that her illness would be making it harder for her to relate to God, and again sensed God responding, ‘how Ann and I relate is between her and me , so shut up’. [1:  John Goldingay, Job for Everyone, SPCK , 2013] 

Job has put God on trial about how God runs the world. God effectively replies ’can Job do any better?’ Does Job understand how the whole world works and the complexities and seeming contradictions in the universe?
At the beginning of chapter 40 (4-5) Job forfeits the opportunity to answer God’s challenges on the ground of his being little significance. 
‘I am unworthy – how can I reply to you?
    I put my hand over my mouth.
5 I spoke once, but I have no answer –
    twice, but I will say no more.’

In the last chapter of the book chapter 42 Job’s second confession satisfies God in a way that the first didn’t. The first was more of a concession speech; acknowledging the other party has won does not imply acknowledging that they deserved to win. Job simply acknowledges that God was bigger than him. God had superior firepower. Here he takes up God’s own words about his not having enough insight to hold forth concerning the issues on which he has been pontificating, and he acknowledges that God is right. He acknowledges that the truth is as God has said: God can do what God wishes to do and God can implement plans that God makes. 
In his book A Grief Observed, CS Lewis spoke of having a picture of someone in your mind that may not actually reflect the true person. He explained that he did not want his idea of God, but he wanted God. He seems to be suggesting that it’s easy to create an image of who we think someone is and then we are surprised when they perhaps don’t behave in the way we expected. The same is true of God.
Pete Greig, founder of 24-7 Prayer, is very honest about his struggles with understanding God in the midst of human suffering. In his book God on Mute, he details how he and his wife Sammy struggled with unanswered prayer after her brain tumour diagnosis. On one particular occasion, Pete suggested that they give up on God as he wasn’t answering their prayers. From her hospital bed, Sammy responded that God was all they had. If they could cling onto God, they still had hope.
It is intriguing that Job learnt more of God in the midst of his pain than when his life was going well. Is this, in fact, the story of Job? That God wanted him to know more; God sought a deeper relationship with Job – God wanted Job to know God better, but Job wasn’t open to it until he was in a desperate place. Not that this should make us long for suffering so that we can learn more of God. That would be perverse. And yet, there seems to be a sense that we can use Job’s example to learn how to ‘suffer well’.
When life is hard, painful, almost intolerable even, it is easy to turn our back on God, or, at best, to rely on the God we thought we knew. There is something deep in the heart of Job’s story that invites us to use adversity as a stepping stone to find more of God. Just as the true nature of God was revealed on the cross, so our deepest darkness can lead us deeper into the heart of our suffering God – a God who knows what it is to suffer with us; a God who yearns to reveal more of Godself to us while holding us in comforting arms. Job’s friends urged him to turn away from God to make himself feel better. Clinging on to a God who seemed to have turned against him seemed like lunacy. But Job was shrewder than that. He knew that, somewhere, God had not brought this suffering upon him.
What Job didn’t do at first was recognize that God is distinctly other – God has God’s own ways, God’s own reasons. Sometimes God lets us see what God’s doing and sometimes God doesn’t. There are times when all we can do is cling on by our fingertips, trusting that God is there somewhere.
As a line from the hymn ‘Rock of Ages’ says: ‘Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling.’ 

And we must remember that the book of Job was written before Christ. Before we saw God in Christ, living our life, suffering and dying for us and being resurrected to offer hope – hope that life is not meaningless.

The book of Job has a happy ending. His fortunes are restored, he gets back twice as much as he lost and he has ten more children. The nature and magnitude of Job’s restoration may raise eyebrows and one wonders what Mrs Job thought about bearing another ten children! I made the point a few weeks ago that this story was likely to be fictional and ironic and a sense of exaggeration runs through the whole of the book. 
The irony is that the story’s final scene asserts that the traditional teaching affirmed by friends and by Job and subsequently by Jesus is right. Those who honour God, God honours. Submission and trust in the Lord is the insight; turning from evil is understanding. 

Yet that doesn’t somehow dispose of the questions that the rest of the book raises. Job is very much the exception to that rule – when bad things happen to good people. It has talked about the test of faith during suffering. How God can reach out to us in love and concern and draw us to God. It has talked about the limits to our understanding and power. It challenges us to trust God even when we cannot understand what God is doing. It has implied the recognition that even when there is an answer to why you suffer, you may never know what it is.
The majority of people don’t like the happy ending to the book of Job because it is unrealistic. Many people do not have a happy ending to their story. John Goldingay writes ‘My first wife came to be disabled by multiple sclerosis and died as a result of the illness and I don’t care to think of her story as simply ending in that way. I am glad that I know that her whole person will be renewed on resurrection day, and I am glad that the story of Job ends with Job restored. The very fact that so many people do not have a happy ending to their story is the reason why a story that has a happy ending is important – not because we are avoiding the toughness of the unhappy ending and fooling ourselves but because God is indeed one who brings stories to a happy ending – supremely because of the hope we have in the resurrection of Jesus.
Cross and resurrection. As Job says in chapter 19
I know that my redeemer[c] lives,
    and that in the end he will stand on the earth.[d]
26 And after my skin has been destroyed,
    yet[e] in[f] my flesh I will see God;
27 I myself will see him
    with my own eyes – I, and not another.
    How my heart yearns within me!

Sorry stations        W E S
Explore different ways of saying sorry to God
You will need: a large tray (or several smaller trays) of sand; paper, pens, waste bins.
· When Job realised who God was, he repented in dust and ashes. Give people the opportunity to say sorry to God in a variety of ways:
– With the sand tray/s: by letting the sand run through their fingers or tracing the word ‘sorry’ in the sand with their finger.
– Writing ‘sorry’ prayers and then tearing their paper into tiny pieces and putting them in the bin.
· Display this prayer:
Lord, I’m sorry that I don’t always recognise your greatness.
I do not fully understand who you are.
Forgive me. Amen.

A simple worship activity     W E
Contemplate God’s mystery
· Invite people to contemplate the mystery of God by listening to either ‘Facedown’ by Matt Redman, ‘The Mystery of God’ by Dan Schutte or another suitable song . Display the lyrics if possible. Invite people to respond in any way they choose.

Prayers of intercession
We have heard God,
and now we see God.
We see God in the opportunity for children and schools to take a break and rest. We see God in the opportunities to relax, do different things and use our creativity. We give thanks.
We see God in the changing seasons, the sun and rain, and the colours of the autumn leaves. We see God in the light at dawn and the autumn fruits. We give thanks.
We have heard God,
and now we see God.
We see God in the light of our world, the places of good news and joy and the people who bring light to us. We see God in the new creations that he breathes life into every day. We give thanks.
We see God in the saints of the past – those well-known, and those who were saints for us. We see God in the example they give us, and the hope they shared. We give thanks.
We have heard God,
and now we see God.
We see God in the amazing advances and discoveries in science that help us understand the created world. We give thanks for things that are used to help people heal. We give thanks.
We see God in the happiness of birthdays, celebrations and anniversaries. We give thanks for opportunities to gather with others and share good things. We give thanks.
We have heard God,
and now we see God.
We have heard and seen,
and now we pray to God.
We pray for our own church, town and community. We pray for the challenges faced by people who have difficult decisions to make and who face the unknown. We pray for the sick and the lonely, and all who feel unloved or abandoned. We pray for those who have life-limiting illnesses, that they may face them with strength and trust in you.
We have heard and seen,
and now we pray to God.
We pray for the needs of the world, and again we think of the conflicts in the Middle East and Ukraine. We pray for those who are too young to understand the trauma that surrounds them and those who are too distressed to see any future. We pray for those who have the power to bring pain, death and horror to an end, and those that seem to have no understanding of the chaos being caused.
We have heard and seen,
and now we pray to God.
We pray for all those who work for justice, including the police, probation services and all those who work in the criminal justice system. As offending against others and causing harm seems to be on the rise, we pray for those who are sent to and who work in prisons, and those who are released and hope to change, and we ask that justice and mercy would be balanced in our society.
We have heard and seen,
and now we pray to God.
We pray for this time of the year, when it can seem that fun is being made out of things that are sacred and special. We pray for those disturbed and upset by the darkness and horror. We pray for those who hide in their homes, worried about ‘trick or treat’. We pray that all people will look beyond the darkness and see the light of those who have gone before, whose light shines on us.
Amen
A prayer for all ages together
Invite people to complete the phrases with their own ideas – either out loud or in their hearts:

Lord God, when I look at the sky at night, I see that you are…
When I look at the world around me, I see that you are…
When life is hard, help me to see that you are…
Today I know that you are…
Help me tomorrow to see new things about you.
Amen.
A sending out prayer
Go with God and search for his wonders.
Go with God and look for his glory.
Go with God to proclaim his greatness.
Go with God as your Lord and your friend.
Amen.

