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                                                          ABSTRACT

‘Is God gambling with the faith of Job?’: The Hermeneutics of the Suffering of Covid-19 Victims at St Joseph Hatfield Parish is a piece of work that aims at responding to the question: How can human beings reflect about God during times of suffering such as the Covid-19 pandemic. Various responses to the current Covid-19 pandemic have been recommended from an economic, political and even social point of view. This dissertation aims at giving a theological voice to the Covid-19 pandemic. The current Covid-19 pandemic has caused great suffering among many people in the world. There was loss of life and livelihoods, and the faith in God was affected. This paper proposes that the God of Job should be the God of Covid-19 victims. It opposes the views that Covid-19 is a punishment from God. The victims of Covid-19 can identify themselves with Job who suffered greatly in his life. Looking at what happened to Job it seemed God is gambling with his faith but is He? In this investigation, the guiding principle is that during the time of suffering due to Covid-19 a Christian should have faith like that of Job. The God of Job should be the God of a Covid-19 victim.

[bookmark: _3dy6vkm]INTRODUCTORY CHAPTER
Area of Study: Scripture
[bookmark: _1t3h5sf]
[bookmark: _yj2kj39cqn0p]Background of Study

The Book of Job raises a question about how to understand God and his actions. Although Job can be referred to as the main character, the book is largely about God and how one can think about him in challenging times. God is portrayed as the one who allowed Satan to test Job and who, thus, caused the suffering of Job. Job suffered for no apparent reason and in all his suffering God remained silent. The silence of God during Job’s dialogues with his friends might seem to portray God as vicious, and aloof concerning the sufferings of Job. Consequently, the apparent character of God in dealing with Job is the motivation of this research and the immediate context is the way God is portrayed by some of the victims of Covid-19 in St Joseph’s parish, Hatfield as shall be demonstrated in chapter 3.
The Covid-19 pandemic has caused much suffering in the world and particularly in Zimbabwe. Many people have been affected by Covid-19 at St Joseph’s parish and they are finding themselves in a situation like that of Job. Many families have lost their loved ones and their source of livelihood. In St Joseph’s parish, some families have lost more than two members. In such circumstances, a Christian can reasonably question why God allows this and whether he is benevolent and all-powerful. Thus, through the reading of the Book of Job, some people find a close parallel of their own situation. This research examines the role played by God in the story of Job and how he is viewed by those affected by Covid-19 at St Joseph’s. This examination, it is hoped, will lead the victims of Covid-19 at the parish to a deeper relationship with God even in these times of mourning and suffering.
[bookmark: _4d34og8]Statement of the Problem

God appears to gamble with human life. ‘But does He?’ How can God do a wager with human life and faith? It also seems that God glories in other creatures, but not in human beings! If that is the case, what kind of God is YHWH? How does one think about God amid the suffering of the Covid-19 pandemic?
[bookmark: _2s8eyo1]Purpose of the Study

This study endeavors to explore the character of God in Job and how it may lead the victims of Covid-19 at St Joseph’s parish to a deeper relationship with Him even in times of suffering. Thus, the purpose of the study is to demonstrate that the God of Job can also be the God of Christians who have been affected by Covid-19. The research aims to show how to reflect about God in times of suffering such as the Covid-19 pandemic. 
[bookmark: _17dp8vu]Research Questions

· What are the characteristics of Job’s faith and character and do these reveal whether God gambled with his faith when he was suffering?
· How is God understood by Covid-19 victims in St Joseph parish Hatfield?
· In which ways can the God of Job be the God of Covid-19 victims?
[bookmark: _3rdcrjn]Objectives

· To examine how God is understood by those at St Joseph’s parish who are affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
· To explore the faith and character of Job before and during his suffering, thereby revealing whether God gambles with his faith.
· To demonstrate how the God of Job can be the God of the victims of Covid-19.
[bookmark: _26in1rg]Justification and Significance of the Study

This research is intended to give hope to the Covid-19 victims so that they can continue trusting in God. As noted by Cox, ‘those who are strong are only strong in God, and those who are strong in God rise above all the circumstances of human life’ (12). Job’s incredible announcement of firm hope and trust in his God can be a strong inspiration to the sufferers of Covid-19 who want to give up on God. The research is also significant as it might encourage Christians to keep their faith in times of challenges. The trust and faith of Job is not based on what is seen, since he lost everything but continued to put his trust in his God. ‘The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord’ (Job 1:21).
[bookmark: _lnxbz9]Limitations and Delimitation 
The research is limited to Covid-19 victims in St Joseph parish. The research focuses on the God of Job, taking into consideration that the doctrine of retributive justice is found in that book. This doctrine teaches that those who are righteous before the Lord are blessed (cf. Job 29) and rewarded, while the wicked are punished and suffer. Nevertheless, Hartley notes that the writer of the book of Job intends to directly challenge a simplistic understanding of the doctrine of double retribution (48). The research will be done using qualitative research methods. Due to the current pandemic of Covid-19, interviews will be conducted virtually and through phone calls.
[bookmark: _35nkun2]Assumptions

It is my assumption that studying about the God of Job can provide some much-needed answers to the questions asked by the victims of covid-19, questions that encourage them not to hold on to their faith. The research assumes that the faith of the sufferers of Covid-19 can be affected by such a catastrophe. Furthermore, the study assumes that the God of Job can be the God of Covid-19 victims. 

[bookmark: _1ksv4uv]Literature Review

The researcher acknowledges that there are previous studies that were conducted on the book of Job and that various researches are now being conducted on Covid-19 and its impact on society. However, the available literature does not directly deal with the topic under study. Hence, this research is in no way duplicating the available research in the existing literature.
In On God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent, Gustavo Gutierrez acknowledged that there should be a way of talking about God in times of suffering and oppression and that the Book of Job should speak to the people today in the challenges they are facing (xvii). Gutierrez proposes a response to the question of how we are to talk about God in challenging times. Using the Book of Job and focusing on the context of Latin America, Gutierrez talked about what it means to talk about God. For him, ‘the innocence that Job vigorously claims for himself helps us to understand the innocence of an oppressed and believing people amid the situation of suffering and death that has been forced upon it’ (xviii). This study takes a different stance as it discusses how the God of Job can assist and give hope to the victims of Covid-19. 
In Fratelli Tutti, Pope Francis points out that, because of Covid-19, the world is now full of ‘pain, uncertainty and fear, and the realization of our own limitations.’ Thus, there is a need to question many things such as ‘our styles of life, our relationships, the organization of our societies and above all, the meaning of our existence’ (33). Consequently, because of Covid-19, there is a need to question our relationship with God and with one another. The purpose of this research is to demonstrate how the book of Job can assist the Covid-19 victims to maintain their hope despite the various challenges they are facing. Francis recognized that ‘despite these dark clouds facing the world, we need to be aware of the many new paths of hope, for God continues to sow abundant seeds of goodness in our human family’ (FT 54). This study explores one avenue of giving hope to the Covid-19 victims.
In their Pastoral Reflections and Exhortations in the context of Covid-19 (16 July 2020), The Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops Conference (ZCBC) narrates how the pandemic has affected people and their faith. For the bishops, ‘worship and prayer the way we were accustomed was greatly disrupted.’ The bishops acknowledged that our life of faith is affected, that there is a need to encourage each other in these difficult moments. The bishops teach that God is present within these painful moments; 
Reflecting on this time the people of God are going through, questions may arise; some of which reflect a challenge of the very foundations of our faith. ‘Where is God in all this?’ We may echo the words of the followers of John the Baptist ‘What are we to do?’ (Lk 3:10) Faith calls for a deeper reflection and interpretation of reality, in this particular case, the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic’ (4).
Fr. E. Murambiwa’s homily during the Mass for the dead victims of Covid-19 highlighted the way in which the pandemic has left families devastated and the situation was made worse by the fact that the families are not able to receive comfort from their fellow Christians because of the lockdown restrictions. He mentioned that people’s faith is being shaken by the pandemic. Many people are looking for answers and they are nowhere to be found. Fr Murambiwa concluded by saying that troubled parishioners should continue to look to the cross of Jesus (27 January 2021).
There is a survey conducted by Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) titled Monitoring Covid-19 Impacts on Harare Suburbs. The survey indicated the economic, social and welfare impact of the pandemic on families. There were many deaths recorded and about eighteen percent of those interviewed lost their source of livelihood. The major reason named for the loss of the sources of livelihood was the closure of businesses due to Covid-19 restrictions (7). The survey provided vital information on the effects of Covid-19 and informed the country about the population groups which are severely affected. Although the survey is vital, it did not address some of the essential elements of human life, including the religious dimension. This research endeavors to demonstrate, using the Book of Job, how the faith of the Covid-19 victims was affected by the pandemic.
[bookmark: _44sinio]Methodology

This research was conducted using a qualitative method as the study was in a real-life situation. There was also some library research that was used to accomplish the overall aim of the research. Various elements of the existing literature on the Book of Job were consulted. Interviews were conducted to gather information from the victims of Covid-19 and these interviews were done either virtually or through phone calls. The interviews were semi-structured as only a handful of prearranged questions were interrogated and a large part of the questions were not designed before. The semi-structured style allows flexibility as questions are not limited to guided questions. Confidentiality during interviews was maintained and names of those interviewed were recorded in the research after permission was granted from the individuals, otherwise, pseudo names were used.  
[bookmark: _2jxsxqh]Chapter Overview

Introduction
CHAPTER 1: The Faith and Character of Job Revisited.
The chapter will explore the faith and character of Job before and after his suffering and a conclusion will be made whether in his suffering God gambled with his faith or not. 
CHAPTER 2: Job’s Suffering: A Paradigm for Interpreting the Faith of Covid-19 Victims.
With the aid of Job, victims of Covid-19 at St Joseph explored how they interpreted their suffering. The questions like what kind of God is the God of Covid-19, what happens if a person is like or not like Job will be examined. The effects of Covid-19 on the faith of the victims in St Joseph’s and parish how do they view Covid-19 in light of their faith?  
CHAPTER 3: The Way Forward: The God of Job as the God of the Victims of Covid-19.
This chapter gives recommendations as to how God as portrayed in the book of Job can be the God of Covid-19 victims. 
Conclusion
[bookmark: _ius8b3doucpf]
[bookmark: _9oqw64y5ujic]
[bookmark: _szyvxyqgm197]
[bookmark: _ss7eb94xmbvo]
[bookmark: _8vpvs2gwt4i7]                    

[bookmark: _q4va7igtqxyf]          GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Each time a disaster falls upon people there is a tendency of focusing mainly on economic, social and political effects. Covid-19 has devastating effects on the lives of people. Many people died and some lost their source of livelihood. This left many people in grief and disoriented. During the time of suffering some Christians might come to a position of questioning God why they are suffering, some might reach a position of seeking assistance to witch doctors and white garments apostolic sects. Scripture is very vital in the Christian life as God reveals God-self through it. Using Job, the motivation of this project is to examine how one should reflect on God during times of suffering, particularly misery which has been brought by the Covid-19 pandemic.
To achieve this, firstly, the faith and character of Job will be discussed. This will assist in giving a framework of the study as it showed how he lived and believed during both good and bad times. Using the suffering of Job, Covid-19 victims were asked how they explain the pandemic. Through this, the way they reflect on God during suffering will be exposed. This will be followed by recommendations of how the God of Job might be the God even of   Covid-19 victims. 

[bookmark: _3j2qqm3]Chapter 1
[bookmark: _1y810tw]THE FAITH AND CHARACTER OF JOB REVISITED

1.0 [bookmark: _4i7ojhp]Introduction 

To fully appreciate the hermeneutics of the suffering of Covid-19 victims, and whether God gambles with the faith of Job or not, one needs to delve into the faith and character of Job himself. The different viewpoints which have been offered are critical because they give a basis to the whole study, assisting our exploration of the faith and character of Job. This chapter will first discuss the concept of faith and character in wisdom literature, focusing particularly on the book of Job. Secondly, the blamelessness and blessedness of Job will be exposed. Linked to that, thirdly, an exposition of Job as the epitome of the fear of God will be given. Fourthly, Job will be presented as an upright man who turned against evil. Fifthly, there will be an examination of Job as an embodiment of the theological virtues of hope, faith and charity. In the final analysis, it will be concluded that, although Job was faultless before the Lord, he faced some misfortunes in his life and, because of this, one can regard God as gambling with Job’s faith. The study of Job’s staunch faith and character amid catastrophic circumstances is vital. It exemplifies how Christians at St Joseph’s Parish might live their faith in the unprecedented times of the current Covid-19 pandemic.
[bookmark: _2xcytpi]1.1 The Concept of Faith and Character in Wisdom Literature
It is vital to notice that each wisdom book has its own emphasis. However, certain features are shared by all the books. To understand the faith and character of Job, it is helpful to have a synopsis of the aspect of faith and character as presented in the Wisdom Literature as a whole. There is a debate among scholars, nevertheless, about whether faith had any role in wisdom literature. Drane notes that because of the moral teaching presented in wisdom literature some biblical scholars say that these books are ‘a secular, humanistic intrusion into the Old Testament faith’ (271). Yet, Drane concluded that, in the ancient world, there was no separation between the secular and religious. Thus, in everything, God’s influence is presumed in the books. Hence, faith plays an important role in wisdom literature. Bartholomew and O’Dowd share the same sentiments as Drane when they assert that, the writers of wisdom literature started from human experience and further developed as ones who are wiser also acknowledged that God was the one who sustained all life in the world (271). 
In the wisdom books, God is presented as a creator of human beings and the whole universe. Bartholomew contends that, if God is the creator, he is the one who shapes the character of his people. God communicates through what he created (21). For instance, in the book of Proverbs wisdom’s place in creation is explored. Job also encourages his friends to go to the beasts, birds, reptiles and fish to learn about God’s activity in all that happens (12:7-9). In chapters 31-41, God’s governance and justice in the world is demonstrated through his creation. God is the creator and he teaches people the character they should have so that they relate well to the world. 
Character is fundamental in wisdom literature. As noted by Clifford there is an ethical dimension to the wisdom literature because it explains the way one should conduct oneself (110). Cox argues that the wisdom literature exposes the skills and knowledge of how life is to be lived. Wisdom literature deals with the skills needed in living as God intends (90). For Job, it is God who has ‘wisdom and might; his are counsel and understanding’ (12:13). Therefore, God is the one who enables one to gain wisdom and understanding and this builds one’s character. The fear of the Lord is wisdom and avoiding evil is understanding (28:28/ Proverb 8:13). Hence, what is regarded as true wisdom is honouring God, doing what he wants and fearing him.
[bookmark: _1ci93xb]1.2 Job: A Blameless and Blessed Man

Job was blessed in all entirety by God. Kushner observes that Job was blessed with a big family, with many daughters and sons and that, in antiquity, having a big family was a sign of blessedness (18). Job was also blessed with many domestic animals, servants and land. For Kushner, the numbers of livestock and children are schematic and they are intended to show wholeness (18). Job was not only rich but he was respected in his society. Wherever he arrived even the elders would stand and offer him a seat (Job 29: 7-11). In Shona culture, the young ones are expected to offer a seat to the elderly. With Job, however, it was the elderly who rose to honour him and offer him a seat. When Job appeared, people would keep quiet and listen to his wise counsel. Job testifies that ‘for me they listened and waited; they were silent for my counsel’ (29:21). This clearly shows that Job was blessed by God in the various spheres of his life. Although Job was blessed in such a way, he suffered, and this begs the question that is contained in the topic question of this research paper whether God is gambling with his life, taking a chance the result of which is not determined beforehand, and a sense that God is gambling in the same way with them can be part of the interpretation of Covid-19 victims concerning what is happening to them.
Additionally, God refers to Job as ‘blameless.’ Some translations such as the King James Version use the word ‘perfect.’ According to Drane, ‘perfect’ should not be taken in the sense that it is used today, as referring to a state of being free from faults or flaws (89). Nevertheless, Job was also a perfect person in a different manner. Job cannot be regarded as sinless because all people have sinned as they are descendants of Adam (Rom. 3:23). In the Scriptures, the word ‘perfect’ means complete (99). Therefore, Job is presented as a man who was spiritually mature and he was not deficient in any moral area. For instance, Job did not refuse justice to anyone and he assisted anyone he came in contact with, sharing his food with the hungry and clothing the naked (31:13-16). Job was guiltless but pain was, nevertheless, inevitable in his life. Thus those who suffer from Covid-19 can regard God as wagering, on taking a chance, with their faith, just as was the case with Job.
[bookmark: _3whwml4]1.3 Job as the Epitome of Fear of God

Job lived blamelessly and righteously because he feared God. Satan questioned whether Job feared God for nothing (1:9). This can be regarded as the fundamental question which is addressed in the book of Job and this question exposes Job’s faith and character. The fundamental question is about the kind of fear of God that Job has.
There are various types of fears. Baiden proposes that there is the fear of a slave, for if a slave does not do what the master expects there is a punishment reserved. This is called slavish fear as the servant obeys the master in order to prevent punishment (35). In the Scriptures, fear of God is defined as reverence or awe. Thus, Job honoured God in his life. As he revered God, he did what He wanted. Job was a man full of wisdom, for fear of the Lord is regarded as wisdom (28:28). The Hebrew word hokmah, which is translated as sophia in Greek, refers to the capability to acknowledge God as the one who is the source of everything including wisdom itself. Consequently, one cannot be wise when one is not God-fearing (28:28). Mandava claims that the character of Job shows that it is possible to fear God, that is, to have faith in God or to be righteous or to love God without ulterior motives (3).
Furthermore, according to Bartholomew and O’Dowd, ‘fear of the Lord’ throughout the Old Testament literature also signifies an undivided commitment to God as Israel’s ‘true’ religion (25). To fear the Lord is to sense His power and His holiness (Ex 20:20) and yet, at the same time, to embrace Him in love and obedience (25). Fear of God enabled Job to have an undivided commitment to God and he offered sacrifice on behalf of his children for he said ‘it may be that they have sinned and cursed God in their hearts’ (1:5). Like Job, Covid-19 victims feared God but are questioning God why this suffering happened to them (Appendix E).
Job's fear of the Lord is linked to the issue of having trust in him. Soggin suggests that Job’s faith enabled him to have full trust in God (450). When he heard about how his children perished, Job stood and tore his clothes, shaved his head and fell down and worshiped (1:20). Job showed his complete trust in God by committing himself to the hands of God. He fell on the ground and prayed. This is a tremendous exhibition of faith and confidence in his God. Job trusted God and not people in whatever he did and this is the reason why he chose not to listen to the advice of his wife (2:9). In faith, Job believes in God only (Boadt 482). Job’s wife encouraged him to curse God and die. However, Job remained resolute in his faith. Job’s faith was not based on the material things which he had lost but on supernatural things. In the words of Clifford, ‘He is not an evidentialist or a scientist who believes only what he sees’ (112). Thus, his faith is observed through what is not seen.
Correspondingly, Job professed that, even though God had slain him, he was going to continue trusting in him (13:15). His faith enabled him to depend on God wholeheartedly even in the most difficult situations. In his troubles Job realised that there is nowhere to turn to but to God. Job acknowledges that in all the challenges his saviour is alive; even if he has to die and be eaten by worms, he showed complete dependence on God (19:26). In other words, the fear of the Lord Job had enabled him to trust Him completely.
[bookmark: _2bn6wsx]1.4 Job the Upright One

Job was upright and this word refers to being correct or straight (Drane 99). In Hebrew, uprightness is translated as ‘Tsedeq’ which means ‘conforming to the norm’ (Gustavo 4). Being upright means living in the proper way which God intends for his people. There is a relationship between blamelessness and righteousness/uprightness. Gustavo further asserts that blameless refers to Job’s reputation or character among the people of his community while righteousness/uprightness is more about the way God saw his servant Job (4). Job was able to do what was pleasing in the eyes of God, not just what his community thought was right. As highlighted already, Job was not exempted from sin (14:4). However, he did his best to do what pleased God. He was not a friend of cursing (31:30) or idolatry (31:28) and he did not celebrate when enemies were destroyed (31:29). Ngwenya acknowledges that he has been faithful to God as best as he could but a tragedy of death fell on his family. The question he continues asking is why this is happening to him (Appendix E). 
It is paramount to note that Job’s uprightness was not conditional or based on the good works he did but was founded on his faith in God. Chapter 31 demonstrates Job’s utmost uprightness according to the standards of the Torah. For instance, Job did not take anyone’s wife (31:9), as stipulated by Deuteronomy (21:10-13). He was just to his workers (13), he assisted the poor, strangers and the needy (19), as stated in Leviticus 19:33-34. Though Job was upright, he suffered. Modern-day victims can regard this as God was wagering with his faith, but is this actually the case?
Importantly, Gustavo supports Boadt’s view that Job was a man of integrity (3). The word he translated as ‘man of integrity in Hebrew is tam. ‘Tam’ means ‘innocent’ but with the connotation of personal integrity, of something finished, complete, perfect and therefore exemplary. Whence it also conveys the meaning ‘just’ or ‘upright’ (4). Gustavo comments that Job himself used the word tam or its plural tamim to proclaim his uprightness (4). A case in point, Job said ‘let God weigh me in the scales of justice; thus, will he know my innocence’ (31:6). Uprightness has a legal meaning and this is evident throughout the character of Job. Job is upright because he was able to present his friends as incompetent judges (13:19). 
[bookmark: _qsh70q]1.4.1 Disinterested Uprightness

Although Job lost everything, he ‘persists in his integrity still’ and this demonstrates that his faith and character are disinterested. The challenges Job faced did not make him denounce his God (2:9). Gustavo shares the same sentiment as Soggin when he asserts that the writer of the book intends to show that disinterested faith alone is true religion (451). Gustavo further argues that ‘the author wants to make it clear that Job’s perseverance in his religious outlook is a further expression of his disinterest’ (6). This is the reason why he referred to his wife as a fool because she spoke ill of God (2:10).
[bookmark: _3as4poj]1.4.2 Uprightness in Talking 

Likewise, in whatever Job faced he remained righteous, even in talking (2:10). The dialogues point out how Job remained upright in his speech towards God. God rebuked Eliphaz the Temanite because he spoke ill of him (42:7, 8). The narrator vindicates the righteousness of Job in the prologue and God affirms Job’s righteousness twice in the epilogue. As Job was able to speak well of God, his mediation became purely verbal. The Lord said ‘let my servant Job pray for you’ (42:8).
As Kushner asserts, in all his talking Job was not looking to be vindicated by God and he does not complain about his blamelessness (36). Job requested that God or someone would make sense of what he was facing and explain what he did to deserve such suffering. It is vital to note that Job does not want to believe that God makes errors or that he has punished him wrongly. Kushner notes that ‘to be told that he is sinless and is suffering for no reason would shake his faith in God’s rule over the world’ (37).
Alternatively, the faith and character of Job are also highlighted when one compares the differences between the speeches of Job’s friends and Job’s speeches. Kreeft quotes Martin Buber who argues that it is vital to note that the three friends of Job speak about God whereas Job speaks to God (74). Kreeft regards this speaking as ‘uprightness’ because Job spoke to God as God is, that is, as always a present Person, not as an absent object. He further argues that ‘speaking to God in the second person is one person closer to the first person singular that I Am is in his own essential being than speaking about Him in the third person’ (74). In the words of Buber, ‘God can only be addressed, not expressed’ (74). Thus, the way Job spoke to God shows the relationship which he had with Him; a relationship built on faith.
[bookmark: _1pxezwc]1.5 Job Turned Against Evil

The portrayal of Job’s character points out that he avoided any occasion of sin and he fought temptations. It was not easy to make him participate in any evil act. It is not all counsel that is wise counsel; so he did not take the advice of his friends or of his wife. Job faced three types of temptations. Firstly, he lost all that he had but he did not sin (1:6-22). Satan thought that the only way Job was going to deceive God was when he lost all he had. God allowed this but Job remained faithful. Four messengers came announcing how Job lost everything. Secondly, Job suffered health-wise but he did not blame or curse God (2:1-10). This points to the great faith which Job heard. After all the calamities that he faced he never sinned, rather, he was humble before God, ‘he tore his cloak and cut off his hair, he fell to the ground and worshiped’ (v. 20). Thirdly, Job had to endure false accusations. In the dialogues, Job’s friends namely Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite accused Job that he had sinned against God that is why he was in great suffering. Job demanded that he confess his sins and reconcile with God.
[bookmark: _49x2ik5]1.6 Job: An Embodiment of the Three Theological Virtues (Faith, Hope and Charity)
 
[bookmark: _2p2csry]1.6.1 Job a Man of Hope

Job professes that although God slew him, he was going to keep his hope (13:15). Job sees God as righteous when he blesses him and he remains righteous even when he takes everything from the one he once blessed. Job acknowledged the sovereignty of God in both his richness and poverty: ‘The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord’ (1:21). This reveals the faith of Job. For Job, God should be blessed nevertheless of the circumstances he has brought his way. This pronouncement contradicts Satan’s view of why Job worships God. For Satan humanity worships God only when they are blessed by him. 
[bookmark: _147n2zr]1.6.2 Job’s Eschatological Hope 

The letter to the Hebrews demonstrates that the ancestors of the Old Testament saw their lives and the way they relate with God from an eschatological dimension (11:11-15). The faith and character of Job had an eschatological perspective. The words of Job which are found at 19:25-27 are evidence of an eschatological perspective. As explained by Gustavo, in these verses Job makes an act of faith that seems to lack any human basis and he proclaims his deepest conviction (64). In all his challenges Job said that his redeemer lives. The Hebrew word for redeemer is go’el refers to ‘one who intervenes when an unjust or intolerable situation has come about and takes on himself the responsibility for setting things right’ (77). God will come on the last day and Job, although dead will see God. ‘I will see for myself, my own eyes, not another’s will behold him’ (19: 27). Gustavo highlights that the faith of Job is grounded on the belief in immortality and life after death (77).
Plainly, Job’s trust in God enabled him to trust in him alone. In Hebrew the word which is used in verse 13:15 is ‘hope’ which is translated in most English versions as ‘trust’, ‘yet I will trust him.’ The African Bible puts it this way ‘…I will wait for him.’ For Kleyn, what Job faced looked hopeless as he had lost everything he valued and ‘contemplating the possibility that God would slay him on top of all this’ (1) show how desperate the situation was. Job’s hope was eschatological as it goes beyond earthly life. Consequently, this is the reason why he professed that although he was slain, he will wait for God (13:15).
[bookmark: _3o7alnk]1.6.3 The Faith that Questions God

Job embodies what is now called faith seeking understanding. His faith in God allowed him to question his God and he was able to express his feelings. Job was angry with God. In what way can his anger be explained? Kushner finds Job’s anger towards God very heroic (46).  He came to the extent of cursing the day of his birth (3:1-3). Clearly, Job curses the day he was born but he does not curse God, he complained to God. Gustavo asserts that the way Job was suffering made him see that the world was in a chaotic state and God was not present in it (8). Kushner takes the view that in the Jewish tradition Job has been condemned by some scholars for being angry at God. He further notes that, ‘Job, when smitten, rebelled but Abraham, David, and Hezekiah accepted their misfortune without complaint’ (47). Another scholar Harrod who was quoted by Kushner says, ‘Had Job not complained against God, he would have been counted among the greatest of the pious’ (46). Consequently, Job’s honesty and integrity is a great sign of his faith.
Can one who believes be angry at God? I would suggest that it is very acceptable. This is supported by Kushner who says being angry with God can be regarded as a benchmark of a genuinely religious person, ‘it puts honesty ahead of flattery’ (46). Manifestly, anger is vital in building an honest relationship between God and Job. The words of Job at 6:10 shows that a God of Job who is worth worshiping is a God who wishes honest anger to flattery and Job was able to do that through his faith.
Evidently, Job reacted to his suffering in two ways. The initial and automatic response was one of surrender and trust in the Lord. For Gustavo, Job lamented, but with unrestricted conviction. Job acclaimed that in everything that had happened to him the name of the Lord should be glorified (1:21). ‘Job bodily demands that God comes forth; that God listens to Job and speaks to him. Yet in the final analysis, the demand is inspired by a firm trust in God himself’ (Gustavo 56).
[bookmark: _23ckvvd]1.6.4 Was Job’s Faith Impatient?

Using the dialogues, scholars such as Harrington argue that Job had an impatient faith. Job mentioned that the Lord treated him unjustly (48). Job said, ‘with a storm he might overwhelm me, and multiply my wounds for nothing’ (9:17).  God allowed Job to suffer although he is aware that he was innocent (10:5-7). Tsevat propounds that, ‘in ever-repeated and diverse ways Job accuses God of wanton cruelty (22). Therefore, Job who humbly submitted to God changed the tone in the dialogues and this is referred to by scholars such as Tsevat that Job curses God. However, Hoffman notices that in the dialogues Job maintained his faithfulness to God. According to the proposal which was made by Satan Job was only going to sin only if he cursed God (1:11).
‘The author of the dialogues gave himself enough room for manoeuvring with the words which can be put in Job’s mouth. Job could speak insolently and bitterly against God… and still, Satan would not be reckoned the winner of the wager, since God was not cursed’ (Hoffman 24). 
On the other hand, Job’s faith can be viewed as patiently waiting on God. In all that he faced, he faithfully waited for his Redeemer. ‘That is a part of faith, waiting on God’ (Kleyn 1). In Judeo-Christian tradition, Job is given as a perfect example of patiently waiting for the Lord. ‘Indeed, we call blessed those who have preserved, you have heard of the perseverance of Job…’ (James 5:11). Job faithfully waited for God. Nevertheless, Job was not able to wait for God perfectly, he questioned and challenged God but he continued clinging to God.
[bookmark: _ihv636]1.7 ‘My Eyes have Seen You’ 

Kreeft regards this verse as the climax to Job’s faith and character. He refers to it as the most important verse in the Book of Job as it explains everything that happens in the book. As noted by Kreeft, ‘this is the solution to the problem of evil, and the solution to the problem of the conflict between faith and experience, and the solution to the problem of the meaning of life, and the solution to the problem of my identity, and the solution to the problem of God, of who God is for me, this is the answer to everything’ (76). Thus, this verse points out the faith of Job. Although he had lost everything, meeting God was everything to him.  For Kreeft, Job was not guaranteed happiness, liberty, not even life but the only thing he was guaranteed is the only thing he absolutely needed: God (76).
[bookmark: _32hioqz]1.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the faith and character of Job and how different scholars understand it. It looked at the concept of faith in the wisdom literature with special reference to the book of Job. There was a discussion on Job’s blamelessness, blessedness and how he can be viewed as an epitome of fear of the Lord. The uprightness of Job and how he circumvents evil was exposed. The chapter also discussed how Job can be regarded as an embodiment of theological virtues of faith, hope and charity. Finally, there was an exposition of how everything Job desired to see God and at the end, he proclaimed ‘my eyes have seen you.’ In all his sufferings Job remained resolute in his faith and the suffering did not come to him as a punishment or neither was God gambling with his faith. The story of Job points out that people do not always get what they deserve and there are no easy answers to the difficult question of suffering.





[bookmark: _1hmsyys]
[bookmark: _ryb4xbop51vm]

[bookmark: _8cixv4qk88k7]Chapter 2

[bookmark: _41mghml]JOB’S SUFFERING: A PARADIGM FOR INTERPRETING THE FAITH OF COVID-19 VICTIMS

2.0 [bookmark: _2grqrue]Introduction

The previous chapter discussed the character and faith of Job which is essential in questioning if God gambled with his faith by allowing him to suffer though he was an upright and just man. The preceding chapter also shows how Job contemplates God before and during his suffering and Chapter 2 endeavors to demonstrate how Covid-19 victims reflect about God during their suffering. This is vital to the main theme of the study of exploring how one might think of God in times of suffering such as Covid-19. Thus this chapter investigates how Covid-19 victims at St Joseph’s parish explicate their faith in light of the suffering of Job. To achieve this, firstly, considering the suffering of Job, an exposition of how Christians understand Covid-19 will be made, looking especially at the view of Covid-19 as a punishment from God or as something of educational value. Secondly, an inquiry about what kind of God the God of Covid-19 will be discussed. The question might be asked: Is God a distant and limited God? The third part will explore the theodicy of protest. This is about how Christians protest to God while, at the same time, remaining firm in their faith. How the pandemic affected the prayer of its victims will be discussed. Finally, a conclusion will be given.
[bookmark: _vx1227]2.1 How Did St Joseph’s Parish Covid-19 Victims Understand the Pandemic?

The friends of Job viewed his suffering in a certain manner. Reflecting on the suffering of Job the victims of Covid-19 at St Joseph were invited to reflect on the way they understand the epidemic and how their views expose their faith.
2.1.1 [bookmark: _3fwokq0]Covid-19 as a Punishment

The outcome of the interviews found out that there is a belief that Covid-19 is coming as a punishment from God. Similarly, in 2019, the minister of Defence, Oppah Muchinguri-Kashiri, was quoted as saying that the pandemic was God’s punishment on the West for imposing sanctions on Zimbabwe (Chinhoyi, address 14 March 2020). Correspondingly, like Job’s friends who regarded his suffering as punishment from God, there are other Christians who were interviewed who hold the view that Covid-19 is a punishment from God (Appendix A). Such a view discloses people’s belief in a God who endorses a totally retributive justice. 
Likewise, the study has shown that Christians are also influenced by African Traditional Religion (ATR) perspective on suffering. Mandeya argues that, in ATR, for a misfortune such as a disease, there must be a cause behind it (full interview transcripts are presented in Appendix A). Thus, Covid-19 is regarded as shamhu yaMwari (punishment from God). Using the suffering of Job and other Old Testament literature those interviewed expressed that, when people sinned God, instilled punishment on his people (Appendix B). For instance, Adam and Eve brought suffering on themselves and on all humanity because they sinned (Gen 3:1-19). Consequently, Covid-19 is also observed as suffering caused, not by one’s own sins only, but even by the sins of others. The catechist at St Joseph’s Parish quotes the book of Qoheleth which says, ‘This is a vanity that occurs on earth: There are those who are just but treated as though they had done evil, and those who are wicked but are treated as though they had done justly’ (14:8) (Appendix C). Accordingly, the suffering of Job made the victims of Covid-19 interpret Covid-19 as a punishment from God.  
Equally, George Nyamweda (Appendix D) argues that if Covid-19 is regarded as a punishment for bad things people did then Covid-19 is coming as an atonement of people’s sins. Families and individuals have been inflicted with the pains of coronavirus as a way to atone for the sins they have committed. It is important to note that the Church acknowledges that, in suffering, there is an aspect of atonement (Ncube 71). However, viewing Covid-19 as only an atonement for human sin is misleading. 
2.1.2 [bookmark: _1v1yuxt]Covid-19 as Having Educational Value

In the interviews conducted, it was revealed that Covid-19 is regarded as an educational tool. Job’s friend, Elihu, argues that the suffering of Job was educational, that is, intended for disciplinary purposes (cf Job 33:19-22; 37:13). One of the interviewees, George Nyamweda, lost his mother and his son. For him, their death by Covid-19 has made him realise that life belongs to God. Since then, George has returned to the Church and started receiving the Sacraments (Appendix D). This is the educational aspect of the pandemic. He had ignored this reality of life before the pandemic. Such an approach echoes the words of John Paul II, ‘suffering was designed not to destroy but to discipline our people’ (Salvific Doloris 12).
[bookmark: _4f1mdlm]2.2 What Kind of God is the God of Covid-19?

Using the story of the suffering of Job, the people interviewed questioned whether God knew everything. The query is based on the assumption that God is acquainted with what occurred in the past, what is occurring now and what will occur in the future. Therefore, God was aware that the virus was coming and he is aware of the effects it is causing among the people. God is aware of the sufferings of his creation and he is even aware of how the situation can be solved. With the current situation in the world, where people are dying of Covid-19, it is difficult to see why God is not helping people if he is omniscient as the Christians believe? Yet, though their God has all knowledge, it is clear that He still allows some suffering to befall his creation. Consequently, using the suffering of Job, Miss Ngwenya recognised that God knows the challenges she is facing because of the pandemic (Appendix E). On the other hand, Mr Mandeya questions why the omniscient God allowed him to lose his employment (Appendix A).
An equally significant factor is the attribute of the Supreme Being presented in the name given to God such as Samasimba (Almighty) and Mukurukuru. This attribute recognises that God has all the powers to control the universe, including diseases and, in particular, this Covid-19 pandemic. God is almighty; he has the capability to execute whatever he wants. If so, why is he not preventing the disastrous effects of Covid-19? Some people interviewed regard God as having limited power, because he has failed to stop the pandemic (cf Appendix E). It would seem, however, that God allows evil to happen but he is still able to stop it. Allowing evil to happen does not mean that he is unable to stop it and control it, but there are reasons why He allows evil to happen. Using the suffering of Job, Fr Murambiwa believed that even though people are succumbing because of Covid-19, God is still powerful because some of the sufferings happen for reasons that are not known to people, so people should hold on to their faith (Appendix C).
Correspondingly, God is omnipresent meaning he is found everywhere. Mbiti supports this attribute of God when he says, ‘God is simultaneously present everywhere in the universe’ (57). This characteristic of God shows that he is there in the universe when the world is under siege by the Covid-19 virus. This leads to the question, of whether omnipresence reveals the reality about God or whether it’s just an abstract idea? Mrs Moyo concludes that the idea of an omnipresent God is an abstract idea because, if he was present, he would never allow his creation to perish because of Covid-19 (Appendix F). However, even though God is present everywhere, his presence cannot be witnessed or felt in other events, or atmosphere. Thus, Covid-19 has led some Christians at St Joseph’s parish to question the omnipresence of God. 
Nevertheless, another victim, Ngwenya, argues that even though God is present everywhere, he is not involved in the day-to-day affairs of the world (Appendix E). For him, this explains the reason why there is Covid-19 even though God is omnipresent. For Sister Valentine, there are times when the presence of God is felt more than at other times, but that does not mean he will not be available at other times, like what happened to Job. Even though the coronavirus is killing people, God is still there in every place (Appendix C). The research found out that amid the Covid-19 catastrophe some Christians believe that God is present. For some, the love and compassion of God are emphasised even amidst the pandemic while for others their faith is wrecked (Appendix C).
[bookmark: _2u6wntf]2.2. 1 A Distant and Limited God?

What people are experiencing during this Covid-19 pandemic made them re-examine the way they believe in God as mentioned by Socrates, ‘an unexamined life is not worth living.’ The majority of the people interviewed strongly believed that God exists and only a few no longer believe in his existence, although they continue to attend liturgical celebrations (Appendix E). This research strongly indicates with the observation of Segundo that those who reject the existence of God do not reject God but the idea of God that they have. They refuse to accept a God in league with injustice and suffering (180). Furthermore, Segundo notes that, in the toil of everyday life, we often lower God to the base measure of our own life (180). However, for those who believe, a key question is where is God in the midst of the pandemic?
Mrs Moyo, who lost three members of his family due to Covid-19, has come to the point of questioning the existence of God. To her, the quietness of God is an indication that he is ‘silent’. She exclaimed ‘if God is there, he was going to prevent the pandemics which had made the nation to be at a halt.’ For her, as a Christian, God is ‘silent’ because he has abandoned her in her time of need. She did not experience the love and kindness of God as she lost her beloved ones (Appendix F). Similarly, the research has noted that some people are viewing God as a distant one so he is not involved in the lives of the people. Therefore, using the suffering of Job, the victims of Covid-19 they are viewing God as silent and distant from them in times of distress. 
Inferring from the above point, if God is not distant from his people, he is a limited God. God does not want to end the pandemic. Like Job suffered and God allowed that suffering to show that even innocent people suffer. However, other people like Thomas Mandeya (Appendix A) were against this idea that God does not want to end the pandemic and argued that human beings are given free will by God. Thus, God respects human free will and allows us to do what we can without his interference. In the words of one who was interviewed, God is omnipotent but he lessens his freedom in order to respect human free will, even with such horrible effects. 
[bookmark: _19c6y18]2.3 A Theodicy of Protest and Union with God Through Prayer

Some of those interviewed have responded to their suffering by protesting to God saying God was supposed to intervene in their situation. George Nyamweda admits that ‘in my little understanding I know that God allowed that I lost my loved one but the question I ask him is why?’ Rather than losing faith, George decided to wait on God. Although protesting, George decides to continue to pronounce God’s might and righteousness even amidst uncertainty (Appendix D). In contrast, somewhat, the study shows that most of those who were affected by Covid-19 had a humble and calm submission to God, that is, they decided not to question him but to accept their fate (Appendix E). Interestingly, the Parish priest, Fr Murambiwa, has used Job 1:21, which says ‘the Lord gave and the Lord has taken away, blessed be the name of the Lord,’ to preach at the requiem Mass of Mr Moyo (Appendix F).
Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic has affected the prayer life of Christians in various ways. Christians feel separated from God and they feel abandoned. A notable example is Mrs Moyo who acknowledged that she prayed very much for her husband and daughter who was suffering from Covid-19. They died within two weeks, nevertheless. She comments: ‘I question whether God exists, if he does, he does not take interest in me’ (Appendix F). Similarly, Tendai narrates that he prayed so that his mother would be healed. Together with his siblings, they fasted but unfortunately, his mother died. Tendai says, ‘I gradually gave up praying. I am finding it difficult to pray’ (Appendix D). Subsequently, the image of God that is behind many prayers of those affected by Covid-19 is that of a God who should answer the prayers of his people in a ‘positive way.’ The point here would seem to be that God should answer the prayers of his people in the way they expect. So, applying the suffering of Job to their faith, the Cvid-19 casualties feel dissociated from God. 
There are those who managed to recover from Covid-19 and are thankful to God for healing them (Appendix F). To such people, God is a God who answers prayers. Yet, as noted by Segundo, the challenge with this view is that a God who hears the prayers of all people will be a God for everyone but that a God who hears the prayers of the few can be regarded as a God of the privileged few (43).
The research also showed that there are people who are angry with God because of the Covid-19 pandemic. Mr Manyenga (Appendix G) reiterated that he is angry with God because his wife and children died because of the pandemic. He narrates how few people attended the funeral due to government regulations, body-viewing was not allowed and no last rites were conducted. As he works in the informal sector, his business was affected and he could not provide for his household. Mr Manyenga is not sure if it is the right thing for him as a Christian to be angry against God. It would seem, therefore, that there is a need for validation of emotions for people who were affected by the Covid-19 pandemic.
2.3.1 Anxiety and Fear
Anxiety and fear affect one’s prayer life. Using the story of the suffering of Job the research found out that the Covid-19 pandemic has brought stress and anxiety to the affected people (Appendix G). Anxiety can be regarded as a profound emotion of distress and agitation. Stress and anxiety affect one’s faith as they have spiritual symptoms. Roberts acknowledges that the injury one does to self affects one’s spirituality and relationship with God, self and others and this alienates one from that which gives meaning to life (61). Among those interviewed the spiritual symptoms of anxiety that were unveiled include incapacity to pray and meditate, loss of meaning of life and fear of life and death (Appendix D). This demonstrates that Covid-19 affected the faith of its victims. 
Ultimately, fear led to exaggerated participation in devotional practices such as the Rosary, Divine Mercy, and devotion to various saints. By embracing such devotions, the study noticed that the people were motivated by fear and wanted to seek safety from any harm, or consolation in times of pain or loss. Mr Manyenga (Appendix G) confessed that he had lapsed but because of the pandemic he came back to the Church in order to seek protection and divine power. 
[bookmark: _3tbugp1]2.4 Conclusion

This chapter has discussed how, in light of Job’s suffering, the Covid-19 victims interpret their faith; that is, their relationship with God. The research observed that some Christians view Covid-19 as a punishment from God while others view it as a call for them to return to God. These ideas seem to be mainly influenced by African Traditional Religion. Those interviewed argued that the God of Covid-19 is one who ‘allows’ Covid-19 suffering and others see that God as a distant or limited one. Some responded to Covid-19 through protesting to God yet holding firm to their faith even amid the pandemic. Covid-19 has impacted the faith of victims both negatively and positively. Negatively, Covid-19 has given a distorted view of God to the victims to the extent that they can interpret God as having gambled with Job’s faith. The following chapter aims at showing how the God of Job can be the God of Covid-19.
[bookmark: _28h4qwu]
Chapter 3

[bookmark: _nmf14n]THE WAY FORWARD: THE GOD OF JOB AS THE GOD OF COVID-19 VICTIMS

3.0 [bookmark: _37m2jsg]Introduction

The objective of the whole research is to examine how one can reflect on God during a time of suffering. Chapter 1 outlined the faith and character of Job especially during the time of his suffering. Chapter 2 used the suffering of Job as a paradigm for interpreting the faith of Covid-19 patients, that is, how Covid-19 victims contemplate God amidst their suffering. With these two chapters in mind, the purpose of this chapter is to discuss how the God of Job can be the God of Covid-19 victims. Firstly, it shows how God is present in those who suffer and how he teaches them to acknowledge their limitedness in times of suffering. Secondly, how God reveals himself to a sufferer through his creation will be discussed. Thirdly, the ways which the God of Job legitimises as appropriate for those responding to suffering will be exposed. Fourthly, whether the God of Job is a God of retributive justice will be considered and we will also look at how this contributes to the Covid-19 victims' reflection on their image of God. The fifth section deals with how God allows a Dark Night of the Soul for Job as well as for Covid-19 victims. Finally, a conclusion will be drawn. 
[bookmark: _1mrcu09]3.1 A God Who Speaks From the Storm

The God of Job was present in his suffering. Job acknowledges that God crushed him by a storm (se’arah) (9:17). Thus, Job’s suffering was caused by the storm as, for instance, when a great storm came and destroyed the house in which his children were feasting (1:19). In verse 30:22, Job says, ‘you raise me up and drive me before the storm; I am tossed about by the tempest.’ This demonstrates that Job understood what happened to him as being, or being like, a storm that brought disaster for him.
Nevertheless, when God responds to Job he answers from the storm (38:1). As noted by Vawter, the storm in this verse is transformed into the vehicle of the manifestation of divine presence to Job (83). Vawter further argues that the ‘storm’ is used positively to depict the presence of God, providence and wisdom (83). Accordingly, in the story of Job, the storm negatively symbolises Job’s suffering and positively God’s presence. In other words, Job was crushed by the storm (1:19) and God revealed himself in the storm (38:1). The God of Job was in the storm, not outside it; he was in his suffering, not outside after restoration of his past Glory (Mandava 4). He is a God who is always present in the life of Job.
The God of Job can be the God of Covid-19 victims. The victims of Covid-19 ought to find God amidst their suffering. God is always present in the lives of his people. Simundson concludes that, like Job, ‘every sufferer is invited to adopt ‘a god’s-eye view of creation’ which leaves space for life ambiguities (which include personal underserved suffering) as opportunities for human creativity and maturity’ (143). Speaking about Covid-19, using John 9:3, Mullins argues that even something which is not good can contribute to the revelation of God and his works (24). At the same time, ‘evil never becomes a good’ and the Scriptures confirm that ‘we know that in everything God works for the good for those who love him’ (CCC 311-312). Conclusively, God is present and he speaks amidst the pandemic. He is Emmanuel, God-with-us (Mt 1:23) which is a lesson that victims of Covid-19 can learn from Job.

[bookmark: _46r0co2]3.2 A Whisper in the Soul: A God Who is Silent

The story of Job shows how a just person’s cry seems for a moment not to obtain a reply from God. Job confesses, ‘how small a whisper do we hear of him!’ (26:14). The God of Job shows that he is present among his people even when he is silent. Job struggled with the silence of God when he was suffering. According to Simundson, Job asked the question ‘Why?’ twenty-five times in the whole narrative (143). Chapter 28 shows that only God has the wisdom that is not limited. Mandava puts this well, commenting that the silence of God in the dialogues shows that he is ‘a God who lets or gives human beings a chance to question and debate about him without undue interpretation (3). For example, what he did in Numbers 12:1. Christians are free to question or debate about God regarding the Covid-19 pandemic. For Mandava, ‘He is a God who trusts his servant so much that he is not afraid to be betrayed by him under whatever circumstance. This is a positive picture of God rather than a negative one. He is a God who trusts his creature, unreservedly’ (2). The God of silence allows the sufferer to express feelings more freely. 
Furthermore, the story of Job shows that what God wants from humanity is a relationship with them. The relationship with God is more vital than answers to our ‘Why?’ questions. When God decided to speak, he did not take cognisance of Job's predicament. God does not answer Job directly but he gave Job a series of questions (38:1 -39:30). The God of Job reminds Covid-19 victims to accept that their knowledge is limited like that of Job in speaking against the plan or design of God (38:2). As noted by Simundson, when people realise that God is all-caring and loving and is involved in our daily lives, we can accept the fact of our own vulnerability (150). Through his silence, God makes the faith and hope of believers mature. 
The God of Job is a God who brings consolation to his servant at the appointed time. Job refused to receive consolation from the words of his wife or his friends or from the existing theology of the time. The ‘good answers’ that were produced by Job’s friends were ‘bad answers’ considering the predicament of Job (Simundson 69). For instance, Eliphaz spoke of suffering as educative, Bildad and Zophar acknowledge that God has the power to control everything (11:7-12). Nevertheless, Job did not find satisfactory answers and consolation from what was said by them. At last, he found consolation in God. Various explanations have been given scientifically or theologically about Covid-19 but some have found it lacking in providing consolation to Covid-19 victims. God in the Book of Job points to the sufferers of Covid-19 that consolation is found in Him alone. This does not mean that the search for a cure to the pandemic should end but, as Christians, the ultimate in all this should seek the God of consolation. A Covid-19 victim needs to acknowledge that God always comes to his people, not in the magnificence of his brightness, but in silence, in darkness.
Jesus Christ who is the definitive revelation of the Father, reveals at depth the mystery of God’s silence. Jesus was not saved from suffering. The cry at the cross: ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me…’ (Mt 27:46), shows his pain and desperation. As Ncube put it,
‘The fact that He who knew no sin (2 Cor 5:21) experienced suffering so intensely shows how pain and sorrow, which often marks the life of men and women in a dramatic way, cannot be interpreted as a sign of God’s rejection, nor his silence as absence or aloofness’ (89).
[bookmark: _2lwamvv]3.3 God’s Self-Revelation Through Creation

In responding to Job, God encouraged him to look at what he has created for him to understand him much better. Job was to know God’s presence through looking at creation. God questioned Job whether he can handle great monsters like Behemoth (40:15-24) and Leviathan (41:1-34). Nothing created can rival the monsters except God. As argued by Cox, Behemoth and Leviathan denote the horror of evil that is loose in the universe (120). Vawter further explained that one cannot handle these monsters alone but we have hope as those fearsome beings are under the control of God (85). Consequently, using the image of the two monsters God reminds Job and is reminding Covid-19 victims that there is evil and suffering out there and that without his assistance we are completely vulnerable (c.f Simundson 147). One should look at creation and how God sustains it and may find comfort that God is in control always.
The Yahweh speeches show the limitless power of God of Job. Knowing about the boundless power of God is a great guarantee which is needed during this difficult time when one is terrified by Covid-19. Bartholomew and O’Dowd argue that God does not simply allow evil but direct it, rule it, and utilise it for his good purposes (89). The God of Job can use that which is evil to serve his purpose (41:9). This can be the God of those affected with Covid-19, He can use the gloomiest invasion of the pandemic for his definite and indomitable plan for the good of the victims. For instance, Covid-19 brought renewed awareness about solidarity as demonstrated in Pope Francis’ social encyclical Fratelli tulli. Individuals and families recognise the importance of one another, there is the recovery time for the environment from damages by greenhouse gases and industrial waste. Above all, as noted by MaCarrith, Covid-19 enhanced and built a strong faith in God among believers as science and technology failed to give concrete explanations about the pandemic (45). Just like as it was in the case of Job, his suffering enabled him to have a renewed vision of God (42:5).
In Divine Speeches God shows that he is supreme over all other creatures (Job 38). The gap between divine and human understanding cannot be bridged. Human beings cannot know everything. Human beings have to accept the reality that they can live with unanswered questions about Covid-19. It is difficult to accept human limitations if we have a glimmer of distrust in our hearts and minds about God and God’s activity in the world. Simundson acknowledges that in times of suffering God of Job teaches that we have to acknowledge our limitedness. If we are not sure about God, then we are not so willing to leave the unknown in God’s hand (151).
[bookmark: _111kx3o]3.4 Is God God of Retribution?

Chapter 2 highlighted that the Covid-19 victims interviewed said they regard Covid-19 as a punishment from God. Thus, regarding God as one who is in favour of retribution. Retribution is the doctrine that God rewards any good deed and he punishes for wickedness or sin. In other words, there exists an exact correspondence between one’s behaviour and one’s destiny: bad behaviour brings disaster and good behaviour brings something positive. The story of Job clearly shows that God is not totally the God of retributive Justice.
Job was blameless, upright, he feared God and he always turned from evil (1:1). As a consequence of his godliness and moral decency, he was blessed with children and wealth (1:2-3). The three friends of Job because he had sinned against God or that his children sinned. For Zophar Job was supposed to suffer more if it was not of God’s mercy (11:6). Interestingly, in the dialogues Job believed in the God of retribution justice. Job argues that he was not merited to receive such suffering because he was innocent according to the law (9:22-23,:31).
In contrast, the suffering that Job faced despite his righteousness challenges the idea that God is of retribution. The disaster that fell Job had nothing to do with his sinfulness (1:22). This clearly shows that Job’s predicament cannot be explained in terms of retributive justice. Thus, if retributive justice is true, it cannot be true in all cases. In Divine Speeches, God does not directly respond to the suffering of Job. For Gutierrez, the question of why he is suffering innocently is simply not his priority. Furthermore, Gutierrez notes that in the Divine speeches retributive justice has no final say about the way we talk about God. In Divine speeches, the doctrine of retribution is marginalized as it is evidence that it cannot give all answers (43).
In the words of D. Carson, ‘the Book of Job does not disown all forms of retribution; rather it disowns simplistic, mathematically premise and instant application of retribution’ (150). The doctrine of retribution did not give a satisfying explanation for Job’s suffering. The story of Job shows that there are some limitations to the doctrine.
Consequently, Covid-19 cannot be regarded as the punishment from God because of the world’s wickedness. Therefore, the God of Job should be the God of Covid-19 as he shows that retributive justice cannot be applied in every situation. The Covid-19 cannot be explained in light of retribution. God of Job enlightens Covid-19 victims that retribution should allow exceptions in the practical life of individuals.
Many people read the Book of Job focusing on the epilogue and are lured into the idea that after their suffering like Job they will be restored, their sickness cured. However, God shows that the most important thing in Job’s suffering was God coming to him. This is more important than the story of restoration. Simundson highlights that ‘restoration is just frosting on the cake, Job would have been able to continue even if the events of 42:7-17 had never occurred’ (154).
[bookmark: _3l18frh]3.5 God Who Allows A Dark Night of the Soul

It seems appropriate to finish this research by discussing how God allows a dark night of the soul in certain circumstances. This section is mainly influenced by the reflections of St John of the Cross, who said Christians can experience God even during dark nights of the soul. This helps to illustrate that God does not, in fact, gamble with the faith of his people or, as St John of the Cross puts it, ‘God leads into the dark night those whom He desires to purify from all the imperfections so that He may bring them farther onward’ (Dark Night of the Soul Ch 2). 
Edwards explains that the symbol of the night suggests that contemplative union can happen in the darkness of suffering, and the experience of dryness and emptiness in the life of faith (86). As noted by Gregory of Nyssa, we come to know God only in darkness. Through the darkness, Job suffered but he also came to a new vision of God (42:5). Furthermore, Gregory explained that God ‘has made darkness his hiding place’ and this shows that we cannot fully grasp him intellectually (87). Job could not understand why he was suffering. Neither did the Covid-19 victims understand why they were suffering. However, the essential thing is that the dark night of the soul can lead one to contemplative union with God and to a new vision of Him.
Job was faithful to God but he reached a time when he questioned his faith in God. He saw no way that God could associate himself with a person as wretched as himself. Good seemed to be remote to Job. God transformed Job through suffering at last he acclaimed ‘I have seen you Oh Lord’ (43:5). The God of Job transformed him through suffering and the pains of Covid-19 can be regarded as the pain of radical transformation. The victims of Covid-19 can be led to a union with the divine. According to Edwards, the dark night is a night of liberation as it finally leads one to acclaim to have seen the Lord (89). It is essential to note that for John of the Cross the dark night is not merely a wretched and miserable time of suffering but a night where the soul can be united with its beloved. Thus, the suffering which Job encountered was not God gambling with his faith but it was a moment of him drawing closer to God. The God of Job is not a God who gambles with the faith of his followers and God does not gamble with the faith of Covid-19 victims.
God remains invisible and incomprehensible, our reflection of God like that of Job can be described as luminous and as dark. The intellect is in darkness when dealing with God since God always remains incomprehensible to the human intellect. God comes to us in the dark. The dark night is a great symbol as it provides a way of speaking of an experience that cannot adequately express the suffering of Job and even of Covid-19 sufferers, at the same time the force of the image asserts that experience is incomprehensible (89). According to St John of the Cross,
The whole point is to affirm that the deepest human suffering, including the sufferings connected with the struggle of faith, not only does not distance us from God but must actually be seen as a moment of intense union with God: ‘dark night is an inflow of God into the soul which purges it of its habitual ignorances and imperfections, natural and spiritual (Dark Night 2.5.1).
[bookmark: _206ipza]3.6 How God Wants Us to Respond to Suffering 

The story of Job proposes ways in which God wants people to respond to suffering. The question is how does God expect one to behave when afflicted by unmerited suffering? Simundson explores that the story of Job suggests two ways that can be regarded illegitimate when responding to God when one is suffering (67). Firstly, Job surrendered to God in humility. When Job heard about all the misfortunes that fell on him, he tore his clothes, fell and worshiped. He said, ‘Naked I came forth from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I go back there, the Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord’ (1:21). Secondly, in times of suffering one can also respond to God through protesting, complaining or lamenting. A case in point, he wished that he was not born and he cries that God was not noticing him (30:20).
In times of Covid-19, the victims can respond to God either through surrendering to him in humility or through lamenting, protesting or complaining. There is no universal pattern of responding to the pains of Covid-19. Simundson notes that there are no stages through which one will go in neat order. Job submits to God and accepts his fate but later he cannot stand it anymore (68). Job is caught between fear of God and trust in God and his God seems to accept that. The God of Job teaches that there is nothing wrong with becoming angry with him. There are even psalms of lamentation (Ps 5, 6, 102). According to Clines, ‘let the protesting Job be your model and God is fine with that’ (214). Therefore, Covid-19 victims can submit to God passively without questioning or they can protest and ask why Covid-19 has affected them.
God of Job is comfortable with his people lamenting against him. Mrs Moyo (Appendix F) testified that she was often argued to stifle lamentation. When praying she was told in catechetical classes to praise and thank God regardless of what is happening. However, if a human being’s relationship with God means anything, if we are to have the freedom to be honest with God, then there must be room for lament. For a victim of Covid-19 lamentation allows one to talk honestly to God even at times of suffering and not only when one is grateful for her many blessings. Simundson propounds that
‘A God who is willing to bear our sins on the cross can surely tolerate abusive language from a tormented sufferer who, under great pressure, utters words which would never be said in a more pleasant circumstance. God may be pained by our inability to trust God. But God will never abandon us for our intemperate outbursts’ (73).
There is a fundamental question of whether God allows innocent suffering? Job is regarded as righteous and innocent (1:1; 2:3). The dialogues also prove the innocence of Job. For example, in 10:7 Job says to God ‘even though you know that I am not wicked….’ At the end, God countersigns Job as innocent (42:7-8). Therefore, God ‘allowed’ innocent suffering. However, suffering should not be linked sorely to sin, one can suffer without committing any sin. Thus, the God of Job shows that one can suffer for instance from Covid-19 when the person is innocent and never comes to know the reason for the suffering. Many people interviewed questioned why they are suffering and why Job suffered for nothing (9:17). The God of Job shows that not every suffering has an explanation, or the sufferer has to know the reason. It is essential as noted by Mandava that the reality of innocent suffering does not contradict divine justice or how God runs the world. He is still God concerned with the affairs of his people (2).
The God of Job has the final word in everything as grace triumphs over suffering. At last, after Job suffered everything he had was restored (42: 7-17). Covid-19 has ravaged the world and affected people in various ways. However, in the end, this will be restored to normal. The discovery of vaccinations has proved to be helpful as many things are returning to normal gradually.
[bookmark: _4k668n3]3.7 Conclusion

This chapter has tried to show how the God for Job can be the God of Covid-19 victims. Despite the suffering because of the Covid-19 pandemic, like Job, the victims can view God as always present in the life of those who suffer, and victims should see him amidst their sufferings. God is all-knowing and he reveals himself to the victims even in creation. God’s silence should not be mistaken as absence but as an opportunity he gives to his people to question him without any interruptions. God offers various ways in which Covid-19 victims can respond to their sufferings either through submission or through protest.














[bookmark: _2zbgiuw]GENERAL CONCLUSION

The paper revealed that Covid-19 victims can emulate the example of Job in their suffering and the God of Job might be their God also. To understand how God is reflected in the book of Job the research firstly looked at the main character in the book, Job. The focus was mainly on Job’s character and faith. It was exposed that Job was a blessed and blameless man. He remained faithful to God even in times of his suffering. He feared God when he was surrounded by everything and this remained the same even when he lost all. Job was an upright person and it was highlighted that his uprightness was disinterested as he remained like that even though he was suffering. In his suffering as in the day of plenty, Job turned against evil. He was also a man of great hope as in his challenges he believed that God was going to redeem him. Above all, Job was a man of faith and his faith enabled him at one point to submit to God humbly and also at another to question him. Thus, Job gives an example of how a Christian should live in times of disaster of Covid-19. The faith and character of Job show that God does not gamble with the faith of his own but suffering might happen for reasons unknown to believers. 
The study has examined how God is understood by those at St Joseph’s parish who are affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. Using the suffering of Job Covid-19 victims were able to interpret the way they understand the pandemic. Those interviewed understood God as the one sending Covid-19 to punish people because of their sins. Covid-19 was also explained as a tool used by God to educate people and is intended for disciplinary purposes. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the study revealed that Christians interviewed now regard God as distant and limited in his dealings as he is ‘failing’ to bring to an end the virus. Victims have responded to the plague in various ways such as through prayer and protest to God. 
Furthermore, the study has demonstrated how the God of Job can be the God of the victims of Covid-19 victims. The God of Job is one who speaks even amid his servant’s suffering. God of Job allows a dark night of the soul to his servants. He is a God who is present among his people even when he is silent and his silence does not mean that he is distant or limited. In suffering, he is a God who reveals himself even in creation. The God of Job is a God who wants his servant to respond to suffering through various ways such as through submission or protest. These elements are vital and should help victims of Covid-19 in their understanding of God.  
[bookmark: _1egqt2p]Proposal for Further Research

The theme of how Covid-19 victims can reflect on God during their suffering is complex. Hence, it cannot be exhausted in this single work as it can be tackled from various angles. There are also a lot of issues involved in providing an inclusive view of this theme. Consequently, as I conclude this work, entitled, ‘Is God gambling with the faith of Job?’: The Hermeneutics of the Suffering of Covid-19 Victims at St Joseph Hatfield Parish’ I admit that I might not have written all that can be discussed about the reflection on God during the time of Covid-19 using the book of Job. Additional research can be conducted to tackle the topic from other angles or to develop or critique this research.
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[bookmark: _eh820g47s1te]                                                              Appendix A
Name: Mr Mandeya N
Age:    70
   
What could have caused the Covid-19 pandemic?
In our culture, everything is caused by something. Misfortunes that fell families are as a result that the ancestors are angry. Thus Covid-19 is a punishment from God ishamhu yaMwari iyi.
How did Covid-19 affect you?
Due to Covid-19, I lost my job. This has affected me as I could hardly support my family. Religiously I reached a stage where I questioned if God knows everything how he allowed all this to happen.
Although I suffered due to Covid-19 I always feel God's presence in my life and still believe that God is all-powerful. God respects human free will and allows us to do what we can without his interference. God is omnipotent; nevertheless, he lessens his liberty to consider human autonomy (free will), although with such horrible effects. 
If God is all-powerful why cannot he end the pandemic?
I am against the idea that God does not want to end the pandemic. What I can say is that human 






[bookmark: _sqyw64]Appendix B 
Name: Manyenga G
Age:   52
Whom did you lose due to the pandemic?
I lost my wife and two children during the pandemic. Few people attended the funeral due to government regulations, body-viewing was not allowed and no last rites were conducted. This has made me furious at God and I am not sure if it is the right thing for me as a Christian to be angry against God.
In what other ways did Covid-19 affect you?
As I work in the informal sector my business has been greatly affected by lockdowns and this has contributed to my failure to provide for my family. Covid-19 has led me to live in fear and anxiety as I do not know what will happen tomorrow. 
How did fear affect your prayer life or faith in God?
Living in fear has led me to pray regularly the Rosary, Divine Mercy chaplet, novenas and devotions to saints. The pandemic has made me come back to Church and celebrate sacraments more often in order to seek protection from God.
I regard Covid-19 as a punishment from God. Look at Job when he suffered people thought that he had sinned against God. In the Old Testament when Israelites sinned God punished them by sending them into exile.

[bookmark: _wcxxb7wdn44h]

[bookmark: _ubm7c4xx32eo]                                                                Appendix C
Names of Interviewees: 
a. Catechist (name withheld) 
b. St Joseph Parish Priest, Fr Murambiwa O.Carm, 
c. Sr Valentine HLMC
How are people at the parish viewing Covid-19?
Covid-19 affects even those who are innocent and even those who are not taking any precaution measures might not be infected. As mentioned in Qoheleth 14:8 the faithful are questioning why bad things do happen to people who regard themselves as having a close relationship with God.
Fr Murambiwa how do you see the faith of the people at the parish?
Even though people are succumbing because of Covid-19, God is still powerful because some of the sufferings happen for reasons that are not known to people, like Job and most of the faithful are still holding on to their faith.
Sr Valentine, do the faithful still believe in the presence of God amid the pandemic?
Yes, most of the faithful still believe that God is present in their lives despite the pandemic. For some, the love and compassion of God are emphasised even amidst the pandemic while for others their faith is wrecked. From the people I encounter during pastoral work, there are times when the presence of God is felt more than at other times, but that does not mean he will not be available at other times, like what happened to Job.
[bookmark: _1rvwp1q]

[bookmark: _dve1onh4yycu]                                                               Appendix D
Names of Interviewees: George Nyamweda (62) and Tendai Nyamweda (26)
Did you lose anyone because of Covid-19?
Yes, I lost my mother and son within a space of two weeks. In my little understanding, I know that God allowed it that l lost my loved one but the question I ask him is why? ’In all this, I asked God to help me keep my faith. I still believe that He is mighty and righteous even amidst uncertainty.
What did you learn from their deaths?
Their deaths reminded me that life belongs to God. After their deaths may commitment to Christian life has increased. 
As a Christian how do you view Covid-19?
Covid-19 is a punishment from God, people and nations are being punished for sins they have committed. Covid-19 comes as an atonement of sins. At the same time, Covid-19 is coming to educate people and remind them to go back to God.
So Tendai, how did Covid-19 affect your faith?
I prayed for the healing of my mother. Together with my sibling we fasted and had novenas. However, my mother died. I gradually gave up praying and I am finding it difficult to pray or meditate. The death of my mother has brought anxiety and I am now afraid of death. 




[bookmark: _4bvk7pj]Appendix E
Names of Interviewee: Ngwenya
Age:    43	
[bookmark: _2r0uhxc]In which ways did Covid-19 strengthen your faith in God? 
Despite all the challenges I have faced due to Covid-19 I still believe that God knows everything. I admit that when I think of challenges that I faced due to Covid-19 I question whether God has unlimited power. If he had the power he could have stopped all the atrocities caused by the pandemic. In all the difficulties I faced because of Covid-19 I have to humbly submit myself to God.
Do you also question the presence of God?
I still believe that God is present in our lives despite the pandemic. However, he is not involved in the day-to-day affairs of the world. 
In which ways did your experience of suffering similar to that of Job?
Like Job, I have been faithful to God and I have never hurt anyone. I have been faithful in my religious practices and in helping the poor. Unfortunately, I lost a loved one due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
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[bookmark: _vnie99k9w5p2]                                                              Appendix F
Names of Interviewee: Mrs Moyo
Age: (withheld)
How did Covid-19 affect you?
I lost three members of my family. Due to the loss, I questioned why God allowed that to happen and I even questioned his presence. If God is there, he was going to prevent the pandemics which had made the nation to be at a halt. To me, God is silent as I felt abandoned by him during the time I need him most. How can a God who is all-loving and kind to all those who are dear to me allow my beloved to die?
In which ways did the pandemic affect your faith?
During the sickness of my relatives, I prayed to God for their healing but I was not answered.  I felt separated and abandoned by God. I question whether God exists, if he does, he does not take interest in me.’ Am also grateful to God for healing my son who also contacted Covid-19 during the same period my husband died.
The covid-19 pandemic has made me question the omnipresence of God because if he was present, he would never allow his creation to perish because of Covid-19. I thought I lost my husband but the homily of Fr Murambiwa comforted me as he talked about how we have to accept whatever comes in our way (Job 1:21). 
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