
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Keeping connected: introducing ThinkLets 
 

 
Learning Together builds educational communities that bring together people who live, 
study and work in universities and criminal justice organisations. Together, we want to 

use the power of education to improve lives, institutions and communities. 
 

Covid-19 is a major challenge to our health and wellbeing. It means that we cannot 
physically come together as a community to learn with and from each other. But we can 

still keep learning and supporting each other to stay hopeful, positive and engaged.  
 

Members of the Learning Together Network have created ThinkLets  
to help us all keep connected. Each ThinkLet contains resources that will help us to think 

about new ideas and develop new skills together, even from afar.  
 

Each week, for the next eight weeks, two ThinkLets will be shared across our national 
community. We hope you enjoy them and find them helpful.  

 

 
Keep well. Keep hopeful. Keep connected.  

And keep Learning Together.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Please note:  
The following resource was created with love and care by a member of the Learning Together Network. 
We sincerely hope that the creator’s work will be respected by distributors, readers and users, and will 
not be subject to plagiarism or other forms of academic misconduct. Thank you for your cooperation.  
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ThinkLet #3 
Theology as Protest: The Book of Job 

 
Thomas Graff (University of Cambridge) 

14 April 2020 
 
Against Theodicy 
 

“Out of life's school of war: what does not destroy me, makes me stronger.” 
Many if not all of us in our day-to-day lives have encountered in some form the 
second half of this aphorism; indeed, we most likely have said it ourselves. The 
quote, culled originally from Friedrich Nietzsche’s Twilight of the Idols, has 
gained particular traction with millennial ears, with singers from Kelly Clarkson 
to Kanye West putting Nietzsche’s steely confidence into the lyrical limelight.  
 
“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” The phrase suggests an accessible 
and indeed practical wisdom: a kind of philosophical panacea that can aid 
oneself and especially others in making sense of a wide array of experiences of 
loss, pain, and suffering. According to this ethos, suffering is education: it 
teaches you how to confront pain, overcome hardship, and variously navigate or 
avoid loss, if not or convert it into gain.  
 

This trend in human reasoning, from Nietzsche to Kanye, serves as a kind of popularised, secular form of 
“theodicy.” Meaning “justice of God,” theodicy as a technical term denotes attempts to justify the loving 
God of Israel and of Jesus Christ in light of the reality of evil. But more broadly, theodicy can be included 
within humanity’s myriad attempts to explain, reason to, or justify the value, meaning, or purpose of evil 
and suffering in human life. 
 
Admittedly, there is deep wisdom in nurturing forms of resilience throughout one’s life that can give purpose 
and direction in the wake of loss. However, an unqualified worship of the “stronger” has always sat poorly 
with me. As suggested in Nietzsche’s diction, there is something militaristic and totalising to this optimism: 
everything that does not destroy you can, ought, and in fact must make you stronger. This is, after all, the 
“school of war,” and wars are to be won. 
 
And yet, as each of us inevitably confronts in our individual and shared lives, innocent suffering can radically 
undermine any sustainable sense of this kind of moral resilience. How do we make sense of affliction that 
so deeply undercuts any sense of resolution, explanation, or didactic “lesson”? What is the meaning of the 
unexpected death or murder of a loved one? What of the unmerited suffering of a child? And what indeed 
of our current coronavirus pandemic, which has ravaged our communities, economies, and especially our 
loved ones? Do these experiences make him or her or you or me stronger? And is this the great 
“theological” lesson of Christianity? 
 
At best, to attempt to explain how such experiences may “actually” make you stronger can translate as a 
kind of cerebral insensitivity to the plight of one’s neighbour; at worst, such explanations reinforce the very 
suffering it seeks to dispel, and only further isolate the sufferer in his or her pain. Theologically, the fear is 
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that religion colludes in these dehumanizing forms of human reason; that it becomes but another satellite 
campus to this “school of war.” 
 
In this ThinkLet, I’d like to offer what the Book of Job from the Hebrew Bible and Christian Old Testament 
might tell us, not merely about suffering in itself, but also the human practice of reasoning with and through 
suffering. In particular, my interest as a theology student is ultimately how suffering clarifies the nature and 
practice of “theology” itself as a discipline. (As an aside, please pardon this narrow contribution. I am a 
student of Christian theology; but Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and Atheist thinkers, among others, are 
vital interlocutors in this experience which we confront together.) 
 
My guiding thesis is the following: at its best, theology is not theodicy, but protest. The aim of theology is not 
to rationalise suffering in order comprehensively to “explain” the workings of God to man. Rather, theology 
interrogates, addresses, and indeed protests before the God of love in love, in order to enact the 
transformative love of God in the life of man. Theology was once defined by St. Anselm as fides quarens 
intellectum, or faith seeking understanding. Another way of putting this might be that theology is the 
practice of intelligent love, or the practice of loving intelligence. In the Book of Job, this loving intelligence 
encounters the intractable reality of human suffering, and articulates itself as protest. Therefore, (though 
this conclusion is a bit hasty and yet conceptual), we might say that if theology is faith seeking understanding, 
in light of the Book of Job, it is also protest seeking vindication.  
 
In the comments and questions to follow, my aim is to offer some ethical, 
and theological tools to orient us towards that vindication; that is,  
how we as human beings might think, act, and indeed love amidst and 
through the sheer difficulty of suffering and loss. Accordingly, I hope that 
this reflection might help to counteract what Lord Rowan Williams 
(pictured) deems to be “[o]ne of the most damaging myths about religious 
faith,” that is, that it “stifles honest questioning and simply demands 
unthinking assent.” 1  Quite the opposite: “The great Anglican writer 
Charles Williams said about the Book of Job that it showed us a God who 
made human beings precisely to ask difficult questions.”2 
 

The Book of Job: a Synopsis 
 
Though this may be particularly difficult in light of coronavirus, this reflection is meant as an accompanying 
voice to your reading of the primary text of the Book of Job. If you do not currently have access to the text, 
I do hope that the following questions can nonetheless stand on their own as engaging and useful for your 
day to day lives. 
 
As a very brief summary of this complex and beautiful work of Scriptural literature, the Book of Job is 
structurally a kind of prose-poetry sandwich: the prose introduction (chapters 1–2) and prose conclusion 
(chapters 38–42) provide narrative bookends for an extended poem (chapters 3–37) at the heart of the 
drama. Chapters 1–2 present us with the impeccably happy life of Job: a man “blameless and upright, one 
who feared God and turned away from evil,” who, with a large family, thousands of livestock and a coterie 
of servants, had attained and enjoyed a life of prosperity and success. Abruptly the narrative shifts to the 

 
1 Rowan Williams, in The Book of Job: arranged for private reading, group discussion & public performance by Rev Andy Roland  
(Surrey: Filament Publishing Ltd, 2019), 8. 
2 Ibid., 8. 
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heavenly realm, in which a pseudo-mythical wager in the court of heaven is made between God and ‘Satan,’ 
a kind of ‘devil’s advocate’ figure and rhetorical sparring partner with God.3 
 
The wager concerns the purity of Job’s righteousness: would Job continue to praise and love God even in a 
state of utter desolation? God accepts the wager, and the onslaught begins: his livestock are stolen; his 
servants are killed; his children die in a freak accident; to further prove Job’s integrity, God further allows 
sores to spread mercilessly over his body; Job’s wife turns against him, saying, famously, “Do you still persist 
in your integrity? Curse God, and die.” Soon, Job’s three friends hear of his affliction, and set out from their 
homes “to go and console and comfort him.” Upon first seeing him, they wept aloud, threw dust upon their 
heads, and sat with him on the ground in troubled silence for seven days and seven nights. 
 
At this point comes the simultaneously poetic, philosophical, and dramatic body of the work: Job’s initial 
complaint against God, and three main cycles of speeches between Job and his friends debating the meaning 
of his prolonged and ever-worsening suffering: Job maintaining before God and before his friends that his 
suffering is undeserved, and Job’s friends arguing adamantly that his suffering must be deserved, and due 
to some forgotten iniquity of his. Finally, amidst these increasingly entrenched volleys of human argument, 
the poem erupts in apotheosis: God addresses Job out of a whirlwind, pointing ultimately to the mystery of 
creation as the only suitable response to Job and his friends—a speech Lord Rowan Williams once called 
“essentially a long statement of the utter alienness and inaccessibility of the order of the world to the mind 

of man, the impossibility of an ordered linguistic picture of it. 
If there are things which God alone sees (‘Where were you 
when I laid the foundations of the earth?') how can speech 
about them ever be possible? The morning stars and the sons 
of God who stand at the creator's side are entitled to their 
shouts of joy at the world; but man is not so graced. Can you 
draw out leviathan with a hook? Can you harness the 
monsters?’ 4  Thus, we, as readers, travel from Job’s 
righteousness and prosperity, to a divine wager and human 
affliction, to protest and bickering amongst friends, to the 
terrible, wonderful revelation by God of the alienness of the 
world to those who most desire to understand it. 
 

Accompanying Reflections 
 
The Ethics of Suffering 
The three cycles of speeches by Job and his three friends can be seen as raising significant questions about 
how we relate to others in a world of suffering: how do we encounter suffering? How do we share our own 
suffering? How and with whom do we reason through suffering? And how does friendship in particular 
impact our experience of suffering? These are difficult questions for each of us, not only for Job’s friends. 
Job’s friends demonstrated an almost superhuman patience, sitting in silent solidarity for seven days with 
him, and yet ultimately falling prey to explanatory frameworks (‘all suffering is merited/deserved/earned; 
therefore you must have brought this upon yourself’) to ‘console’ Job. In so doing, they reinforced a 
vindictive vision of retributive justice as the logic of creation, and so compounded, rather than consoled, 
Job’s suffering.  
 

 
3 As Rev Andy Roland glosses, ‘The satan is actually one of the Lord’s courtiers, a prosecuting counsel, similar to the Vatican’s 
“Devil’s Advocate,” whose job is to find reasons why someone should not be proclaimed a saint. [...] [“the accuser”] is not meant 
to be the personal devil of later Jewish and particularly Christian theology.” Andy Roland, The Book of Job, 13. 
4 Rowan Williams, “Poetic and Religious Imagination,’ in Theology 80, (1977): 178. 
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We too live in a world in which even, and perhaps especially, those who love us will let us down, or will fail 
to be present to our pain, as we fail to be present to theirs. How have we misdiagnosed our own suffering 
and the suffering of others in the past? Can we sit with and be silently attentive to each other’s grief? Can 
we love each other, even in despair? Ultimately, how do we build communities that can “suffer together”? 
The term “compassion” means literally, “to suffer with”. 
 
Theology as Protest 
In the New Testament, the Letter of James memorializes the ‘patience of Job’ 5: Job’s heroic ability to 
persevere in love of God amidst suffering. However, what most interests me here is the great ‘impatience of 
Job’: that is, Job’s heroic ability to demand that God remain faithful to his beloved humanity, even amidst 
suffering. Job teaches us that, far from undermining or disqualifying reflection on the nature of God, protest 
lies at the very heart of theological reflection, and at least in two ways. 
 
First, theology as protest reveals who God is in the world. Fundamentally, protest is an act not of deep 
scepticism, but of deep conviction and trust in the loving-kindness of God: not only that love structures all 
of creation/reality, but that in consequence, even amidst the constrictions of finite existence, mortality, and 
sin, God will be remain faithful in safeguarding and delighting in God’s beloved creation. In a sense, it is only 
as an expression of love and trust that Job can effectively question, protest, and make demands upon God. 
In this light, questioning, difficulty, disagreement, and protest are the highest form, not of distrust, suspicion, 
or betrayal, but rather of fidelity and love. We might recognise this in our own relationships: we argue with 
those whom we love because we trust those whom we love—that our voice will be heard, and that one’s 
relationship and love will grow as a result of the present disagreement. 
 
In like manner, Job’s protest demands that God be faithful to what he has promised to be in the world: that 
is, the God of compassion, the God of Exodus 3:7: ‘I have seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt, 
and have heard their cry because of their taskmasters. I know their sufferings’; the God who is protector of 
the disenfranchised and the defenceless, the widow, the orphan, and the stranger. 
 
Second, theology as protest enacts who God is in the world. In the Christian tradition, the final “answer” to 
Job is not a theoretical explanation, but the person of Jesus Christ, whose life of self-forgetful love most 
perfectly communicates God’s delight in humanity. Therefore, one of the fundamental questions of Christian 
theology which the life of Job begins to answer and to which the life of Christ gives definitive response is, 
how am I to embody and enact God’s loving-kindness in the world? Ultimately, as witnessed in the paschal 
mystery of Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection which Christians are currently celebrating, to embody 
God’s loving-kindness in the world is to participate in a protest against the permanence and sting not only 
of sin but ultimately of death itself.  
 
Ultimately, we might say that compassion is the highest form of ‘protest’ which love takes in the world. 
Compassion, in its myriad forms of generous accompaniment of and delight in one’s neighbor or one’s friend, 
protests and subverts not only the suffocating logic of the world of Job’s friends, governed by a cold 
retributive justice; in Christ, compassion also protests and subverts the permanence of the affliction of death 
itself. As Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI writes, in the person of Christ, ‘love became a “sacrifice”: as the love 
unbounded that takes man, the lost sheep, on its shoulders and bears him back to the Father through the 
night of his sin. Since then, a new form of suffering has existed: suffering, not as a curse, but as a love that 
transforms the world.’6 

 
5 James 5:10-11: ‘As an example of suffering and patience, beloved, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. Indeed 
we call blessed those who showed endurance. You have heard of the endurance of Job, and you have seen the purpose of the 
Lord, how the Lord is compassionate and merciful’ [emphasis mine]. 
6 Joseph Ratzinger, The God of Jesus Christ (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2006), 54-5. 


