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Job and Arjuna 


The sufferings of the "perfect and upright" man of God, Job, are typically seen as a paradox, at best, or a cruel game by a capricious God, at worst. In contrast, the lessons about living that Arjuna learns from a beautiful, long, poetic dialogue with Krisha, as Supreme Being in the Bhagavad Gita, offer many of the same insights, but without the agonizing overlay of a sense of injustice to man. The similarities between what Job and Arjuna learn are striking, and can even offer the contemporary reader some consolation in the face of fate's apparently arbitrary and painful blows. 


The "Book of Job", part of the Hebrew Bible, is believed to have been written between 600 and 400 BCE. (Some scholars postulate that the fourth friend who speaks with Job, Elihu, may have been the addition of a later writer.) The story of Arjuna's long conversation with Krisha, an avatar of Vishnu, the all-powerful God of all, makes up the "Bhagavad Gita", probably recorded around 400 BCE. Both works are meant as spiritual instruction, and to this day, are used to help the faithful understand their place in a world filled not only with blessings but also with curses. 


The story of Job is well-known in the Western world: Job, an upright and God-fearing man, becomes the subject of a wager between God and Satan. Satan taunts that this perfect man will lose his faith and turn from God when his orderly, rich life is torn from him. Satan's first attempt - destroying all of Job's family and wealth - does not succeed. Job rents his mantle, shaves his head, and worships God. Satan further provokes God by declaring that if Job were to lose his own health, then surely he would fall. God allows this second calamity, and Satan famously covers Job with painful boils. Job perseveres, takes a potsherd to his boils, and covers himself in ashes. His wife, despairing, tells him to "curse God and die," but Job answers: "Naked came I out of my mother's womb, and naked shall I return; the Lord gave and the Lord takes away; Blessed be the name of the Lord." Three friends of Job sit and meditate with him silently for seven days and seven nights, and then take turns berating him. Finally, Job has a chance to hear from God directly, when God appears as a whirlwind. The Lord rewards Job's righteous perseverance and capacity to learn and understand with twice that he had originally. 


This narrative could not, on the face of it, be more different from the story of Arjuna asking Krishna for the secrets of life. Arjuna is about to enter a fierce battle, one that sickens his soul; he faints from the upcoming bloody battle with kinsmen. He is overcome with grief and despair, and tells Krisha he will not fight. This is the opening of a far-reaching philosophical and religious discussion about duty, love of man, love of God, life and death and reincarnation and eternity, and the right way to live. But the notions of God, the place of suffering in man's life, how a righteous man should act, and the attainment of peace (if not understanding), are surprisingly similar. 


Both stories paint God as all-powerful, mysterious, unknowable, and unreservedly responsible for (even glorying in) death and destruction as well as life and creation. Krishna is unborn and everlasting; in the Bhagavad Gita, He is described as Spirit Supreme, Everlasting, Creator, the ultimate aim, the invisible Being from which all arises, the cycles of creation, the ultimate God of all and source of all, the holy OM, the Way, life immortal AND death. The God of Job is as high as heaven and deeper than hell. God asks Job: "Where were you when I laid the the foundations of the earth? ... Have the gates of death been opened unto you?" (Job 38:4, 17) God increases and destroys the nations, and reminds man that all under heaven is His. Job early on praises God, saying that He alone spreads out the heavens, and alone treads upon the waves of the sea. A friend of Job accuses him: "Can you by searching find out God?" (Job 10:7) Krishna declares to Arjuna that He is the Beginning, the Middle and the End, the Spirit and the Life. (BG 7:6) In BG 7:13, Krishna tantalizingly tells Arjuna that the three states of the soul, peaceful light, restless life, and lifeless darkness come from Him; but He is not in them, they are in Him. The whole world suffers from these three mysterious shadows of the soul, and yet knows not Krishna. 


Most interesting is each deities's declaration of sovereignty over what man commonly thinks of as the inevitable horrors of life: disease, destruction, death. In BG 11:30, Arjuna praises Krishna: "The flames of thy mouths devour all the worlds. Thy glory fills the whole universe! But how terrible thy splendours burn!" The God of the Hebrew Bible destroys the perfect and the wicked. In His hand are all souls. But perhaps the oddest mean streak in Job's God is his willingness to make a seemingly cruel bet with Satan, mischief maker and father of evil. Is God playing dice? This unfair and pointless torture of Job is very hard for the faithful to understand. But is it unfair? Is it pointless? 


How God expects man to act is very similar in the two stories. Granted, Arjuna is told how he should act, whereas Job gets the lesson the hard way. The critical passage in the Bhagavad Gita, 2:47, explains that we are not to work for reward, but that we should never cease to do our work, according to our station and lot in life. Arjuna exclaims: "Thy Will Be Done." Krishna says that only the man who is beyond pleasure and pain is worthy of eternity. "And know also of a work that is silence: mysterious is the path of work," Krishna says. (BG 4:17) Man is to expect nothing and rely on nothing. A gorgeous passage reminiscent of the story of the widow's mite in the New Testament is found in BG 9:26: "He who offers to me with devotion only a leaf, or a flower, or a fruit, or even a little water, this I accept from that yearning soul, because with a pure heart it was offered with love." 


These themes are echoed in the Hebrew Bible. Man is expected to be upright (following the laws) and perfect (making the ordained sacrifices). When sorrow comes, he should shave his head and bow and pray before God, and remember that it is the Lord who gives and takes. "Shall we receive good at the hands of God, and shall we not receive evil?" asks Job (Job 2:10). When Job protests his innocence to his friends, one replies: "But oh that God would speak, and open his lips against you; and that he would show you the secrets of wisdom ... Know therefore that God exacts of you less than your iniquity deserves." This is almost shocking, since we know Job to be the most upright and perfect of men. But even such a man is full of iniquity before God. 


God affects man in seemingly incomprehensible ways in both stories; it seems that to God, man is almost a mere puppet. In fact, Krishna uses exactly that imagery in BG 18:61: "God dwells in the heart of all beings, Arjuna: thy God dwells in thy heart. And his power of wonder moves all things - puppets in a play shadows - whirling them onwards on the stream of time." But Krishna offers comfort to the puppets: "When he sees me in all and sees all in me, then I never leave him and he never leaves me. He who in this oneness of love, loves me in whatever he sees, wherever this man may live, in truth this man lives in me." 


The God of the Hebrew Bible affects man in even more terrifying and all-encompassing ways. Job cannot understand why some light is given to the man whose way is hid. But although man is born unto trouble, even as the sparks fly upward, the humble shall be saved. One of Job's friends reminds him: "Can the rush grow up without mire? Can the flag grow without water?" (Job 8:11) Job is consoled that God will not cast away a perfect man. And in one of the most often-quoted passages from the Book of Job, a friend of Job exclaims: "Behold, happy is the man whom God corrects, therefore despise not the chastening of the Almightly." (Job 5:17) In light of Job's reversals of fortune, this is a remarkable statement. No matter how perfect and upright you are, you are still deserving of the chastening of the Almighty, and you should be glad of it, and persevere. Job objects that God "multiplies my wounds without cause." (Job 9:17) He wishes God would take away, already, this chastening, and not terrify him, but Job admits that is just not to be. 


But there is salvation and grace for the saved soul. Man can attain peace, if not understanding. In the Bhagavad Gita, it is clear that surrender is the key. Repeatedly we are told that surrender is best; surrender is the reward of all work; surrender your earthly will to attain the higher good; he who surrenders all desires, by the grace of God, finds God. Job does wonder whether a man who dies shall live again, but this is the closest he comes to questioning the inevitable course of his life. Understanding is described as departing from evil; it is the lesson Job learns as he endures his trials and his friends. The difficult question remains: what evil did Job need to learn to leave behind? "Whence comes wisdom? And where is the place of understanding? Seeing it is hid from the eyes of all living. and kept close from the fowls of the air. Destruction and death say, We have heard the fame thereof with our ears." (Job 28:20-22) Job seems to imply that the answer to this mystery is known to death, but not to us. Krishna also does not solidly articulate a path towards understanding - simply towards surrender. 


There are vitally important differences between the Book of Job and the Bhagavad Gita. The Book of Job is a narrative of a lamentation of man caught up in life's cruelest setbacks. The Bhagavad Gita is an exultant, lovely dialogue between Krishna, an avatar of the All-high, and Arjuna, who is also a member of the pantheon of Hindu deities. Job is a man who suffers and comes to some peace with his state; Arjuna is a powerful being who is striving for enlightenment. But even given the wildly divergent origins of these stories, there are notable similarities in the conception of God, God's affect on man, the expected role of man, and the path towards peace. Since these two tales come from two completely different cultures, perhaps they tell us something about humanity's thirst to solve the riddle of suffering and transcendence. 
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