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he biblical story of Job opens with what 

looks like a cruel bet between God and 

Satan. God has boasted to Satan about his 

servant Job. ‘Have you considered him?’ 

‘There is no one like him on the earth, a blameless 

and upright man who fears God and turns away 

from evil’ (Job 1.8). Well, no wonder he’s so pious, 

says Satan – he’s got it all. You’ve blessed him and 

protected him. ‘But stretch out your hand now, and 

touch all that he has, and he will curse you to your 

face’ – I bet he will (1. 11). OK, says the Lord – I’ll 

agree to let you test him out; ‘all that he has is in 

your power’ (1.12). It’s a chilling permission which 

issues in devastation for Job. His flocks of sheep 

and camels, his donkeys and all his children are 

killed in a series of disasters, which he learns about 

as servant after servant comes to him bearing the 

news. 
Job’s story is an extraordinary meditation on 

suffering and innocence, on God, and the possibility 

of authentic faith in ‘the ruthless furnace of this 

world’.2 It has been deeply significant in Jewish and 

Muslim as well as Christian traditions, and is often 

referred to in discussions of the so-called ‘problem’ 

of suffering.

Background
The Book of Job forms part of the Hebrew 

Scriptures – specifically those books known as 

the Writings.3 Other books in this genre include 

the psalms, proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the book 

of Ruth. These are neither law, nor prophecy, but 

wisdom literature. The story of Job isn’t purporting 

to be history. It’s a work of fiction that wrestles with 

the meaning of the human condition in the light 

of faith. Scholars don’t agree on when the biblical 

book of Job took its final form, but stories like it 

are known in the epic literature of the ancient near 

east from as far back as 2000BC. This is a motif 

as ancient as writing itself. Why do the innocent 

suffer? What is God doing about it? How may we 

speak truthfully of God and of meaning in a world 

of incomprehensible and random pain?

Suffering as Punishment?

There’s an answer to this question which has a 

certain logic. It’s popular in some circles even 

Contending with God: 
Sarah Bachelard

today. Suffering is punishment for evil-doing. If 

you suffer you must have done something wrong. 

Conversely, righteousness guarantees God’s favour, 

so if you want to prosper, make sure you’re upright 

and blameless in the sight of the Lord. Yet from the 

very beginning, the book of Job problematizes this 

way of seeing things. 

First of all, it insists emphatically on the 

unblemished character of Job. Twice in the first 

chapter, he is called ‘blameless and upright’. The 

Hebrew word, ‘tam’, can also be translated as ‘a 

man of integrity’. It’s a description, says liberation 

theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, ‘that emphasises 

the internal coherence of [Job’s] personality’.4 He 

really is who he seems to be. Indeed, the literary 

premise of the ‘divine wager’, which makes God 

look so bad, is part of how the author insists that Job 

himself is in no way responsible for what befalls 

him. His suffering is not punishment for wrong-

doing.
Furthermore, the book of Job insists that faith 

based on the hope of reward and fear of punishment 

isn’t true religion. Even the character of Satan 

in this story presumes that. He knows that if Job 

curses God when things fall apart, this will prove 

his much vaunted piety never amounted to much. 

The difference between Satan and God is not their 

understanding of faith, but their faith in Job. Satan, 

which in Hebrew means ‘the accuser’, doesn’t think 

human beings are capable of disinterested faith – the 

kind that would love God for God’s own sake. God, 

on the other hand, trusts that Job’s faith really does 

go deeper than this utilitarian calculus. 

So – already in its first chapter, the book of 

Job begins to subvert the attempt to account for 

suffering in terms of punishment. And the character 

of Job shows that his faith is indeed not dependent 

on his good fortune – at least not in any simplistic 

way. Despite the loss of his children and all his 

possessions, from the midst of terrible mourning, 

Job nevertheless responds to God (astonishingly) 

with worship (1.20). He says ‘“Naked I came 

from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return 

there; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; 

blessed be the name of the Lord”. In all this’, the 

narrator tells us, ‘Job did not sin or charge God with 

wrongdoing’ (1.21-22). 

T

Suffering and Faith 
in the Story of Job1

Job’s story is an 

extraordinary 

meditation on suffering 

and innocence, on God, 

and the possibility of 

authentic faith in ‘the 

ruthless furnace of this 

world’.
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“While textbooks may give 
students the basic information 
they need for A-level Religious 
Studies, Dialogue offers rather 
more – broadening the context, 
providing depth and often giving 
a more imaginative approach to 
the topics it features.  It is ideal 
for stretching and enthusing 
students at this level.”
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not only claimed Hutcheson as a friend, but also regarded him as a formative influence upon their work. 
Clarke was a theologian admired by people as diverse as Voltaire and Queen Caroline, the wife of George II. An Anglican clergyman, he was a close friend of Isaac Newton, whom he defended in a celebrated correspondence with the German philosopher, Gottfried Leibniz. Price was a prominent proponent of Clarke’s moral thought, and a leading supporter of the American and French revolutions. Indeed, it was one of Price’s sermons that provoked the politician and philosopher, Edmund Burke, to write his Reflections on the Revolution in France (London, 1790), which was critical of the French Revolution and its supporters.

An understanding of the contrasts between the respective moral philosophical positions of Clarke and Price, and Hutcheson and Hume, is important, because their disagreement within the British Enlightenment continues to inform modern versions of ethical rationalism and sentimentalism. Indeed, such is the significance of these historical figures, it would be very difficult to find any work of modern 

moral philosophy or intellectual history which does not discuss either (or, most likely, each) of them.
Varieties of Rationalism and Sentimentalism
Generally speaking, a sentimentalist is someone who claims that the source of our knowledge of right and wrong, as well as our motivation for doing what is right rather than what is wrong, lies in what may be termed human feelings, affections, emotions and sentiments.1 Thus, a sentimentalist may be described as someone who places the emphasis, in moral questions, on humanity’s affective, sentimental or emotional nature. Unlike sentimentalism, ethical rationalism maintains that our moral knowledge, as well as our concern to act morally, rather than immorally, is a result of our rational nature. So, in rationalism, it is human reason, rather than human emotion, that is the source of human moral reflection and action.Now, it might be clear from the above descriptions of ethical rationalism and sentimentalism that there are different ways of being an ethical rationalist and sentimentalist. As we shall see, Clarke and Price were rational intuitionists: 

HE debate between ethical rationalism and sentimentalism is of central importance within moral philosophy, and the history of philosophy more generally. In this article, we will explore the principal differences between ethical rationalism and sentimentalism, by discussing the disagreements between leading ethical rationalists and sentimentalists in eighteenth-century Britain: a period often referred to as ‘The Enlightenment’. The respective positions of four key figures within the ethical rationalist/sentimentalist debate, during the British Enlightenment, will be examined: on the rationalist side, Samuel Clarke (1675-1739) and Richard Price (1723-1791); and, on the sentimentalist side, Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746) and David Hume (1711-1776). Hume is perhaps the best known of these thinkers; however, it is important to note that each of the other thinkers was also highly influential in their own time.
Hutcheson was Professor of Moral Philosophy at the University of Glasgow, and a key figure within the Scottish Enlightenment. The likes of Hume, and the economist and philosopher Adam Smith, 

Ethical Rationalism and Sentimentalism in the British Enlightenment

Reason and theMoral Sense:
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Generally speaking, a sentimentalist is someone who claims that the source of our knowledge of right and wrong, as well as our motivation for doing what is right rather than what is wrong, lies in what may be termed human feelings, affections, 
emotions and sentiments.

ethical rationalism 
maintains that our 

moral knowledge, as 
well as our concern to 

act morally, rather than 
immorally, is a result of 

our rational nature.

Dafydd E. Mills Daniel
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