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 Jacob Needleman says that “there are levels of Christianity. Failure to understand what this 
means has led to the distortion of the Christian teaching, with all that that implies in the collective 
history of Western civilizations” (Lost Christianity, p 155). 
 
 Levels, that’s kind of hard to say out loud, isn’t it?  
 That we’re not all at the same level? That we are at different points in a journey...? But we are. 
 
 A healthy spiritual journey moves through stages. And these stages are not always set and 
certain. They’re not completely predictable.  But there are patterns. There are some things we can 
anticipate.... In fact, there are things we need to anticipate if we are going to be the kind of church 
that helps move people along in their faith and spiritual journey.  
 That’s what we’ve been exploring for 4 weeks now as we read Job together. How can we be 
the kind of church that enables a healthy spiritual journey? 
 
 I think a lot of Christians—including us Baptists—have had a tendency to condense the whole 
spiritual life down to two stages.  In the past it went something like this: there are the sinners and the 
saved. And so, we worked real hard to get people across the finish line, which was walking an aisle 
and praying a prayer. Once you prayed and asked Jesus into your heart, you’re good to go. Journey 
over. You’re going to heaven.  
 
 That’s one version that a lot of us have walked away from…. not because we don’t believe in 
sin and salvation, or the importance of giving our life over to Christ,  
  but because we’ve seen too many people to pray that prayer who never end up actually 
becoming more like Jesus.  
  And because we’ve been in this Christian life long enough to intuit that there must be 
something more. 
 
 Some of us then, end up redefining the two stages… and this is probably more common in 
churches like ours. We still have two stages, they just look differently.  There’s legalism and then 
there’s grace.  There’s fundamentalism and then there’s freedom.  You might be surprised to hear me 
say this, but that is all wrong too. 
  
 The truth is, every stage in your spiritual journey can be a place of freedom and it can become 
a place of slavery.  Every stage can be a place of freedom and can become a place of slavery.  
 
Think about Israel’s story in the Old Testament. It happens again and again.   
 
 Egypt began as a place of salvation. At the end of Genesis Joseph brought all his brothers and 
family to Egypt to have freedom from the famine....  It was a great gift. 
 But then turn the page and at the start of Exodus, the very next book, 
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   Egypt has become a place of slavery.  They are enslaved in the very place that began 
as freedom. 
 
 Then, of course, a new journey begins. God delivers them out of Egypt and it’s this great 
moment of movement, of liberation and salvation. They leave Egypt and cross over the Red Sea and 
then celebrate with all their might. The wilderness was freedom for them… at least at first.  
  
 But then it became bondage... a journey that should have taken two weeks… they could have 
gone into the Promised Land in two weeks. They came right up to its edge… and decided not to keep 
moving.  They were stuck and ended up trapped in the wilderness for forty years.   
 
 Then they finally settled in the Promised Land and there was Jerusalem and the Temple… and 
their sacred writings known as the Law....  All that began as a great blessing and this great gift to help 
them in their life in the Promised Land.   
 But later, all of it became slavery again. Paul said it was “death.” 
 
 This is the pattern in our spiritual journeys. What sets you free at one point can be the same 
thing that enslaves you... It can hold you back. Rohr says your last spiritual break through can become 
your next greatest hurdle.  
 Every stage has its pitfalls.  The real danger is if you get stuck... if you don’t keep moving. 
 

***** 
 

 Well, Job moves… as we’ve been seeing for the last four weeks now.  
 
 You’ll remember Job began with this container... with his foundation all in place.  It’s what he 
was taught by his Sunday school teachers and by his parents. It’s where we all need to begin... with 
the core of faith. Learning it. Memorizing it.  
 And if we don’t get it when we’re young, then we’re going to need to go back to get it.  
 
 The church needs to be creating the container. It’s Sunday school and Bible study. It’s Manna 
and Youth Group.  It’s time spent convicting, and teaching, and calling.  We need to be doing those 
things.  
 
 And let me just admit that our conservative brothers and sisters tend to be especially good at 
this.  They spend most of their time and energy creating the container and doing it well.  (Just 
between you and me, most liberal churches do a fairly miserable job at this stage... because they tend 
to be pretty ambivalent about their core and proud of their ambivalence.)  But the thing is, we need to 
begin with some things nailed down.  There are some basics we need to teach and repeat together as 
a church. 
 
 But…. that won’t be enough for the whole journey.  That’s just enough to get us started. Life 
will happen, and things won’t all add up.  You’ll have all your beliefs certain.  You’ll go to church and 
you’ll be all prayed up...  
 and you’ll wake up one morning and realize that you’re plagued by depression anyway. 
  Or you’ll find yourself saying, “But my kids died anyway.” 
 Or maybe… you’ll meet some beautifully whole and loving human being who thinks differently 
than you do… and the questions that difference evokes won’t leave you alone. 
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 And your container will begin to crack.  
  
 The transition from stage 1 to stage 2 often involves some kind of suffering.  It did for Job.  It 
doesn’t always, but usually there is some kind of internal or external suffering that pushes you into 
the ashes with Job.   
 When that happens, you’re going to need a community that understands that you’ve got to 
ask the questions.  You’ll need people who are honest, and authentic, and who know this suffering 
can’t be fixed.  
 
 Job’s friends tried to explain, remember?  And they failed miserably.   
  
 We don’t have all the answers.  So, we’ve got to be open and honest, humble and real... 
pointing beyond us to the deep mystery of God. Otherwise, people will punt on the whole faith 
thing... A lot of them have when the church around them couldn’t acknowledge what is real.   
 (Again, just between you and me, that’s probably the failure of most conservative churches... 
an inability to be honest about things that don’t fit their container. And there’s an inability to live 
with the questions.) 
 
 Well, Job has questions, but God never answers them.  Instead, what we saw last week is 
that God speaks to Job in poetry, and rhythm, and symbols.... 
 In other words, God uses beauty to speak to the soul.  
 Beauty in all its forms… blows the heart open and creates movement again. 
 
   And with glimpses of beauty, and grandeur, and awe, God moves Job beyond his pain.  Job 
moves past bitterness, and anger, and longing to a kind of surrender… to a kind of rest.   
 
 In Job’s very last line he says, “I repent.”  And I think this is not so much a sorrowful 
repentance as it is being surrendered.  Job is surrendered to what is.  There is a deeper kind of 
knowing he has come to… and now he sees.  It’s deep and direct. 
 
 And what Job sees, what he glimpses through the cracks in his container… is the mystery of 
the contents, the mystery that the container had previously held for him. 
 
 So now, there’s a deeper and more direct touching of the mystery. It’s a deeper knowing, and 
encounter with the flame of love… burning at the heart of the universe… and Job begins to realize 
that this same flame of love is burning deep in the caverns of his own soul. 
 
 This is where the journey takes us…  
 When you begin to touch the love burning at the heart of the universe, 
  you begin to see it burning within you.  And it begins to flow through you. 
 This is where we find Job today.  
 

***** 
 This last part of the story may be the best part. Not because Job gets all his stuff back... but 
because of who Job becomes.  
 Job becomes a priest. Did you catch that? That’s the critical movement here. 
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 God tells Job’s friends, “Take seven bulls and seven rams....”  (Usually, one would do.... This 
must be a pretty serious sin... this assuming you know what God is up to). 
   “Take seven bulls and seven rams,” God says, “and go to my servant Job to make a sacrifice.  
If he prays for you, I’ll accept his prayer…[playfully] and not punish you for being such knuckleheads.”  
 (“Knuckleheads”—that’s from the CRHV bible. Chris’s Really Hip Version.) 
 
 In other words, at the end of this story… at the end of this journey… Job becomes a priest for 
his community.   
 Once Job has moved to this deeper place of being surrendered and open... 
  he now finds himself in this role....   
 
 He is one who stands in between... connecting the divine and the human.  He becomes an 
intersection between the horizontal and the vertical realms.   
 The needs and brokenness of … his friends, of the world…  
  are flowing through him to God...   
 And the love of God is flowing through him to the world.   
 
 It’s back and forth... happening through Job. 
 And now Job finds himself praying for his enemies... praying, “Father, forgive them, for they 
know not what they do...”  
 
 This is where the journey will take us if we keep moving... if we keep saying, “Yes.”  We’ll 
become the kind of people who stand in the gap between heaven and earth.  
 

***** 
 Hebrews says that Jesus was made perfect through what he suffered... and eventually became 
a priest to the whole world.  The same can be true for us in a way.  Remember—Jesus is at once “the 
way we must follow and the goal we must reach.” Spiritual formation is about “the ongoing journey 
of becoming like Christ.”  
 
 Our deepest calling, no matter what our job is, 
  or what we do to make a living, 
  or where we live, 
  or what talents we have and don’t have, 
 our deepest calling is to become priests… a priestly people… a conduit of God’s life in the 
world around us.  
 
 And I bet you’ve known some folks like that.  Those people who seem to radiate God’s 
presence in a unique way.  I have. I do. I have a few people who have been a priest to me along the 
way... and I’m not just talking about clergy here. There are people who radiate God’s life.  
 
 And I imagine you have too...  
  Those people who have stood in the gap between you and God,  
   connecting your heart to God’s heart...  
  Those people you’ve known whose prayers you covet...  
  whose touch on your arm was like the touch of God. 
  Those people who seem to radiate the life of God. 
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 Job has glimpsed the flame of love, 
   burning at the heart of the universe. 
 And begun to realize that this same flame of love is 
   burning in the deep caverns of his own soul, just as it is within you. 
 But as Job sees it, everything that was blocking it fades away and he becomes more and 
more of that flame of love in the world.  
 

***** 
 There’s another old story from the desert monastics, those early spiritual leaders in the 
church. One seasoned Christian went up to an old, wise and holy monk named Abba Joseph. And this 
Christian had learned all the spiritual practices. He prayed regularly. He fasted. He lived a moral life. 
He read his Bible. He watched his words and thoughts. But he knew there must be something more. 
 So, he asked Abba Joseph, “What else must I do?” 
 The old monk stood up. Stretched his hands out toward heaven. His fingers became like ten 
torches of flame. And he said to the Christian, “Why not be turned completely into fire?” 
 
 Job is becoming all aflame with love and life… healing his friends, blessing the world in ways 
he never had imagined before. 
 
 And I think this is what the ending, with all of Job’s new camels and sheep and oxen and 
children, is really about.  
 This isn’t about replacing what was lost. You cannot replace a child you’ve lost. Once you’ve 
gone through this journey, you can’t start over…precisely because you are a new person. 
 
 Remember, this story isn’t about what Job gets in the end.  It’s about Job’s spiritual journey....  
It’s about Job’s transformation... about who he becomes, and that is one in whom the fire of life is 
flowing. 
 
 All of Job’s oxen, and sheep, and children, and stuff are symbolic.  
  They are an image of life…  
  a picture of the fire of life that’s now flowing through Job…  
     
 So, of course there is more of everything.  
 Life itself is flowing through him in even deeper ways than before. “Even more than before.”  
Again, it’s not about getting rich.  It’s really not!  It’s about life flowing through you! 
 

**** 
 
 That’s where this journey will take us if we keep saying yes.  And for you, it might not be 
sheep, and oxen, and donkeys… thank goodness, right?  
 But it will be some work that is yours to do on behalf of the world and for the sake of Christ.  
 
 It may be a suffering road that takes you there.  It’s not always something you choose. But it 
comes to you... And it’s God’s work for you to do.  In order for life to flow through you, into the world.  
 
 It may be a family member or a loved one to care for.   
 Maybe it’s forgiveness and grace that you’re being invited to offer in the most difficult 
situations.   
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 Maybe there’s a place or a cause that becomes yours... A ministry... 
 
 You may not get to choose it.  But being surrendered as you are, God’s life will be flowing 
though you to the world... in newer and fuller ways. 
 
 It will happen, it will come to you if you stay on this journey.   
  And the world will be better for it. 
 

***** 
 
 Now we’re asking, remember, what’s the church’s role in all this?  How do we help one 
another along? And there were some pretty clear things for the first three weeks, weren’t there? 
 We need to be creating the container. 
 We need to be gracious and un-anxious enough to allow the container to crack. 
 We need to be poetic and artful. We need to incorporate beauty to help one another see 
through the cracks to the fire of life at the center of the universe.  
 
 But I don’t know if there is much we can do for this last movement.   
 Honestly, I think it’s more something done to us as a church… and for us,  
  because we need these kinds of people in the church...  
  and we need them in the world.  
 
 Perhaps all the church can do is to give thanks for them... for those saints among us that God 
has placed in our lives...  
 For those people drawing us over and over again to the heart of God.  
 For those people that fill us with life to be around. 
 Maybe our greatest work is simply gratitude.  
 
 We can also learn to seek out their wisdom…  
 to humble ourselves enough to ask for spiritual direction and discernment. 
 
 We certainly need to make sure we’re rubbing shoulders with them… because just being 
around them makes us different kinds of people.  
 
 These Jobs in our life, they help us… to be surrendered and trusting,  
  vulnerable and open,  
  knowing in a deeper way that nothing and no one is ours to cling to....  
 They remind us that everything is a gift.  Everything is held in God.  
 
 And…I imagine Job would tell us not to fret over things so much…  
  Just enjoy life. Embrace it for the gift that it is.  
   Celebrate, and laugh, and play a bit more.  
 
 And that wisdom brings us to the end of our journey with Job. 
 
 So what kind of church must we be? 
  Curious and convicted... 
   Guiding and pointing... 
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  Arguing and wrestling... 
   Vulnerable and open… 
  Wise and humble...   
   Surrendered and trusting...  
  Laughing and Celebrating… 
   Praying for and blessing the world. 
 
 
O God may we be all of these things.  Make us the kind of place that is enabling a journey... where 
your life and your love is flowing back and forth, in us and through us, so that we might be your 
presence in the world.  Help us to be all these things because there is just so much at stake… Now, as 
we prepare to come to this table, as we take the bread and the cup, fill us with your life and salvation.
  
 
 

(Thanks to my friend, Burt Burleson, for this insightful way of reading Job.  
This series is directly influenced by sermons he preached in 2006.) 


