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INTRODUCTION

The twentieth century will go into the annals of history as a period character-
ised by theological pluralism. The last three decades alone have witnessed the
development of live major theological trends: the political, liberation, feminist,
process and inculturation theologies. In addition to being theologies from the per-
spective of the oppressed, all but one of these theologies emerged to fulfil various
cultural, political and social expectations. It should not be surprising therefore
that they differ among themselves in tenns of methodologies and emphasis.

But despite their differences, they share some features in common: they gen-
erally discredit the absolutism characteristic of the monolithic cultures in which
classical theologies were conceived. Unlike the latter they are intrinsically dis-
posed to tolerate divergent views. This explains why all the major theologies of
this century appeared within a short period of time, almost simultaneously, and
are now existing side by side on the same theological landscape, without any of
them making the slightest claim to exclusiveness or singular legitimacy.

The provision for diversity evident in the modem theologies makes them pecu-
liarly pluralistic Let it be observed, however, that pluralism is more an issue of
tolerance than of multiplicity. For, even though a multiple of theological trends
existed in the past, we cannot, in reference to that period, speak of pluralism,
since the theological atmosphere at that time was less tolerant of divergent views.
Undoubtedly, therefore, tolerance, and not multiplicity, is the main pillar of a plu-
ralistic structure and indeed the major distinguishing feature of modem and plural-
istic theologies.

This point becomes clearer if it is seen in the context of the ongoing changes in
values in modem societies. Earlier in the feudalistic era, and even later in the
flourishing period of the communist system, uniformity of thought and action, as
well as conformity to the group used to be prime goods. But now, as freedom be-
comes a major principle of life and the individual increasingly receives the posi-
tion he deserves in society, these values seem to have become secondary to the
art of being authentic to oneself. Thus, in modem society, personal feelings and
experiences have become as influential in decision-making as public expectations
used to be in the past. Nowadays people feel more obliged to let their actions and
statements reflect their inner dispositions than to let them confomr to the views of
the rest of the world.

This phenomenon can equally be observed in the domain of religion, where
faithfulness to one’s own conviction increasingly appears to rank higher than
confonnity to religious conventions. Particularly in matters of spirituality, many
believers consider personal religious experiences to be more important than any
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sort of supposedly universal truths or inherited dogmas. In recent times, this de-
velopment has led to the demand that every theological substance should reflect
the needs of the present day believers. To this efl'ect, an ever increasing number
of theologians now insist that the ancient doctrines and the assumptions tuider1y-
ing them should be updated. In their view, abstract theological truths should be
discarded once they become irrelevant to the religious experiences of any given
time. This means in effect that every ancient doctrine can become dispensable
once it fails to'pass the test of relevance.

Does this fact not amount to making the issue of relevance the determining
factor for theological inquiry? Unfortunately, most modem theologians are as
quick at giving this impression as they are unable to allay the fear that today's
theological temperament might unjustifiably become the measure of truth. Be that
as it may, it would be wrong to understand the current appeal for the reinterpreta-
tron of ancient doctrines as a plea for the relativity of truth. Far from that, the
question of relevance in theological language arises out of the aspiration to con-
textualise, and not to relativise, theological truth. In spite of the tuiavoidable ten-
dency towards relativism in today's multi-cultural and changing world, the actual
objective of pluralistic theologies is contemialisation, the endeavour to reflect on
Christ's message from the perspective of the believer himself.

Thus, for most modem theologians, the contextualisation of theology should
necessarily begin with a reinterpretation of supposedly inapplicable doctrines, so
that they can reflect the prevalent feelings of believers-'At timizs, this preliminary
work of contextualisation often entails a review of earlier heresies. Theologians
now summon courage to review heresies, since it is suspected that the classical
theologies unduly neglected and sometimes misrepresented certain aspects of
Christ's message. Amazingly, the re-examination of heresies has exposed certain
basic truths and lost articles of faith which now appeal to modem believers and
enrich the main body of theological understanding. Through this exercise, it has
therefore become abundantly clear that some of the stones rejected by the early
builders of Christianity could become the comer stone for today’s theologies.

This awareness has obviously sparked off widespread anxieties about the in-
adequacy of some ancient attributes of God, which presuppose values that are
relatively alien to modem believers. It could be observed, for example, that al-
though the image of God as the etemal judge was very useful in the attempt to
represent His royal power to people in the feudalistic period, it now has the
reputation of making Him look like the communist "Big Brother" watching and
waiting vigilantly for an occasion to catch and punish culprits. Often, the concep-
tion of God as the king-judge practically amounted to visualisirig Him as "a pun-

16



ishing God",I whose neamess generates more fear than a sense of protection. At
that time God was mainly conceived as a detached Being, whose aseity, mirnu-
tability and impassibility counted more than I-Iis pathos. Even though God was
believed to have been involved in the world and to have allowed the cnicifixion
of I-lis Son on the Cross, the idea that He might have equally suffered sympatheti-
cally had always seemed heretical to the classical theologies.

Today, the situation looks different: people readily conceive Him as a God_of
love and mercy, a God who reveals Himself, not in I-Iis aseity, but in His in-
volvement in the world. To many modem theologans and believers, a God who
becomes involved is a God who can suffer. In their view, God’s involvement in
the world makes His suffering very probable, just as His ability to suffer with His
creatures demonstrates the radical nature of His love. In this light, the idea that
God suffered with Jesus Christ on the Cross seems to have dropped its heretical
import. It has become, not only a widely tolerable motif for theological inquiry
but also something like the very core of modem Christianity.

The affimiation of divine sufi'ering apparently occurs in all recent theological
approaches either overtly or covertly. It has been variously observed both as "a
kind of open secret”, and as a “doctrinal revolution” that “occurred without a
widespread awareness that it was happening"? Now, as the idea of a suffering
God grows day by day both in importance and popularity, keen observers of the
theologcal environment are puzzled. People are uncertain whether to understand
this development as an accidental phenomenon or indeed as something significant
of an important and epochal change in Church and theology. In any case, this is-
sue undoubtedly represents the general change taking place in our God-talk.

The renewed claim that God can suffer is certainly indicative of a new theo-
logical bearing, whose exact contours are not yet visible. In terms of what is ap-
parent, it is now widely believed that this development perhaps signifies a change
of paradigm in the Christian God-talk. However, it remains a matter of conjec-
ture, whether the rehabilitation of this heresy is part of the tendency in our time to
see humankind as a victim and not as an agent of the evil in the world or whether
it presupposes a new conception of perfection, a new philosophical orientation.
The tnith in this case is definitely far-fetched; but the mere fact that what used to
be a heresy has tumed to be a basic theological motif obliges us to make a theo-
logical inquiry.

I For the impact such an image of God could have on believers see T. Moser, Gottesver-
giftung.

2 R Goetz, The Suffering God: The Rise of a New Orthodoxy.
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Such a research must not so much seek to validate as to ascertain the reasons
for this development. Therefore, for the study in hand, the primary aim is not to
build up arguments with which divine passibility or impassibility could be proved
or disproved. The objective of this research is much more modest; for if it is as-
sumed that both claims are legitimate, it would suffice to examine the back-
ground, the significance and the prospects of the various claims about divine
passibility and impassibility. Moreover, given the scope of the topic in question, it
would be both unnecessary and impossible to attempt a comprehensive exainina-
tion of every theology of divine suffering.3 For the same reason, this investigation
cannot claim to be a monographic treatment of all the various views of every in-
dividual theologian and school of thought.4 Nevertheless, some theologies of di-
vine suffering that typify the major trends, will be elaborately treated.5 To all in-
tents and purposes, therefore, this study seeks to expose the shift in the concep-
tion of God and in the theological presuppositions, which the issue of divine suf-
fering signifies.

The method of our inquiry is thus historical, systematic and empirical at the
same time. By doing so, it is hoped that this study can attain three goals at the
same time: to outline a short history of the problem, to point out the basic features
of the debate, and to state the significance of this development for today's plural-
istic theologies. The whole inquiry has accordingly been organised in three sec-
tions, each with a slightly different methodology, corresponding to the project in
question.

The first section, which embraces the first three chapters, seeks to situate and
work out the contour of the problem in its historical context, from the Hellenistic
Judaism down to the contemporary time. Emphasis, however, is laid on what
might be called the classical theologies. The different stages of the development
of this debate are noted.

The second section, which stretches from the fourth to the sixth chapter, pur-
sues a detailed expose of three authors whose views typify the Westem contribu-
tions to the topic in question. Since this problem has received much more atten-

3 For more details see F. Meessen, Unveranderlichkeit und Menschwerdung Gottes. Eine
theologregeschichtlich-systemalische Untersuchung; W. McWilliams, The Passion of
God. Divine Suffering in Contemporary Protestant Theology.

4 For such methodologies see Thomas R Krenski, Passio Carrtatis. Trmitarische Passi-
ologie im Werk Hans Urs von Balthasars; G. F. O‘Hanlon, The lmmutability of God in
the Theology ofHans Urs vonBa1thasar;

5 Some others shall be omitted. For instance, the contributions of the process, feminist and
Asian theologians shall not be treated exhaustively.
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tion in the West, an attempt will be made at this stage to make a systematic pres-
entation of the basic features of the theme of divine suffering.

The third section, consisting of chapters seven, eight and nine, is dedicated to
the Third World liberation theologies. In this section, the endeavour to demon-
strate how the issue of divine suffering is already presupposed in the emergent
and much more pragmatic theologies of the oppressed is paramount. In contrast to
the modem Westem approach, which uses speculative arguments to prove its
point, the methods of the liberation theologies are less reflective. They appeal
more to the experience of the sufferer than to the logic of their claims. This sec-
tion is accordingly more empirical and comparative than the two earlier sections.
Thus, rather than trying to build up arguments for divine suffering, the primary
aim here is to show that the aflimiation of divine suffering is implicit in the very
structure of the Third World theologies. As a result, a large part of the chapters in
this section is to be dedicated to introducing and delineating the traits of these
theologies.

Taken together, therefore, the three parts could be seen as a comparative pres-
entation of the classical, Westem and Third World approaches to the reality of
God and particularly to the issue of divine suffering. In the concluding chapter,
the fmdings will be streamlined and the basic features and prospects of a theology
of divine suffering shown.

To avoid unnecessary repetition, the citations of literature-sources in the foot-
note-references are abbreviated. The full quotations are to be found in the bibliog-
raphy. For the purpose of easy identification, book-titles in the references are
italicised, while the article-appellations are not.
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SECTION ONE:

THE ISSUE OF DIVINE (I/lI)PASSIBILITY IN ITS
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE: FROM ANCIENT TO PRESENT

TIMES

Chapters One, Two and Three



I. THE HELLENISTIC ORIGIN OF THEAXIOM OF DIVINE
IMPASSIBILITY (APA THEL4 TOU THEOW

I . I The lmpasslblllty ofGod as a Theological Dilemma
The Christian world has inherited two apparently conflicting ideas of God. On

the one hand, it has been bequeathed with the image of Yahweh, the God of the
Old Testament Jews, who, by virtue of His activities in history, is known as a pa-
thetic and sympathetic lover of His people. Yahweh can be angry, jealous, sor-
rowful and regretful when His love is not reciprocatedl On the other hand,
Christianity has also adopted a notion of God from the philosophers and theologi-
ans of Greek antiquity. Unlike the God of the Bible, the "God of the philoso-
phers"2 is, among other things, impassible, that is to say, beyond the influence of
any external force or agent.

The issue of hannonising these two prevalent conceptions of God has plagued
theology since the onset of Christianity. There is the awareness that dropping one
and taking the other would not offer a reasonable solution, especially as it is obvi-
ous that both Judaic and Greek traditions equally contributed toward the formula-
tion of Christian principles in the early Church. Christianity is to that effect com-
mitted to both cultures. Most theologians would of course agree and also want to
grant the Jewish heritage more authenticity, but the realisation of that concem has
always been evasive in practical terms. In terms of precise conceptualisation,
however, philosophical principles have always proved to be more advantageous
and have thus given the philosophical tradition an undue predominance in theol-
ogy. The recognition of this fact today makes some theologians perceive the
adoption of the Greek metaphysical concept of God in general and the axiom of

1 Cf J. Scharbert, Der Schmerz rm Alter: Testament, esp. pp. 216-225. P. Kuhn, Gottes
Selbsterniedrigung in der Theologie der Rabbinen, who makes the same point by refer-
ring to the self-renunciation of God in the rabbinical theology. J. Jeremias, Die Reue Got-
res, who concludes that God's passionate care for His people effects a change of will
(Willenswandel) and self-limitation in l-lim (p. 110). A J. Heschel, The Prophets, who
makes a plea for the recognition ofthe God's pathos in the theology of the prophets. T. E.
Fretheim, 77ie sufiering ofGod, who contends that the God of the Bible is revealed, "not
as one who remains coolly unaffected, by the rejection of His people, but as one who is
deeply wounded by the broken relationship" (p. 123).

2 Byusing this terminology, we do not intend to suggest that there are two Gods, but to
indicate that there are two fundamentally different approaches to the same God. See for
instance, W. Weischeldel, Der Gott der Philosopheri
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divine impassibility in particular as the main problem in the history of Church
Dogma.3

The axiom of the divine impassibility is considered plausible nevertheless, but
in the face of the reality of the Christ-event, its truth has consistently appeared
negotiable in history. It has always "been keenly disputed in the Christian tradi-
tion".4 And now the doubt continues whether the image of an impassible God, as
propagated by philosophers, can ever be compatible with the image of God in Je-
sus Christ. In any case, with the adoption of these two varied notions of God, the
early Chinch was confronted with a theological dilemma{\f God is passible as the
events in Jesus Christ suggest, how can His perfection be defended? And if I-le is
impassible as the logic of philosophy postulates, how can the divine involvement
in Jesus Christ be accounted for7\ This dilemma continued to characterise - and
better still, dictate and to a great extent detemrine - the trend of the Christological
discussions from the earliest stages of the Christian Church5 till today.6

The gravity of this dilemma moves into focus better, if one bears in mind that
much is at stake in every discussion concerning the axioms of divine impassibility
and passibility. This issue raises general questions about the Hellenisation of
theology and the use of anthropomorphic expressions and symbols in the Bible.
Furthennore, it also focuses on the paradoxes of Incamation, kenosis, divine mu-
tability and irnrnutability, transcendence and imrnanence, omnipotence and love,
wrath and compassion, and in fact on everything that concems God's involvement
and independence. Thus, the issues of God's involvement in history, theodicy,7

3 W. Pannenberg, Grundfragen Systematischer Theologie, pp. 296-346. Pannenberg at-
tributes the doginatic problem of the early Christian theology to the adoption of philo-
sophical concept of God, without, however, failing to show the merits of such an adop-
tion. For T. E. Pollard, The impassibility of God, p. l, "the doctrine of God in particular,
have suffered because of the lack of caution which theologians in every age have shown
in their too ready acceptance of the gifls which the Greeks have brought" .

4 R E. Creel, Divine Impassibility, p. 1.

5 C£ W. Elert, Die Theopaschitische Formel, p. 196. Here, Elert calls the contradiction
between the axioms of apatheia and the theopasehite question the engine of the whole
Christological dialectic, which was at first latent, but later overtly operational in the old
Church. Recently, it has also been argued that the intractability of the passibility-
impassibility dilemma helped in no minor way to induce the Christological problems of
Ebionism, Docetism and the Christian Gnosticism. See I-I. Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou
theou, p. I8.

6 Later Chapters will show how this debate continues both in overt and covert forms even
in contemporary and Third World theologies.

7 Attempts to view divine passibility as a solution to the problem of theodicy abound. Cf K
Surin, The Impassibility of God and the Problem of Evil, pp. 97-l l5. IL Goetz, The Di-
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God-world-relationship and the practical relevance of petition prayers also arise
in discussions of this type.

As a result of its wide scope, a shifi of emphasis in the approach to this prob-
lem affects almost every other issue in the doctrine of God. It is for this reason,
that some theologians see the contemporary emphasis on the divine passibility as
a signal for a paradigm shift in the conception of God.3 And it is precisely from
this point of view that the issue of divine passibility appears to be well received in
today's Third World liberation theologies,9 where theologans are ready to risk
every theory that tends to deny God's involvement in the situation of the poor. To
this effect, the problem of divine impassibility in contemporary theology could be
seen as the test ground, not only for the authenticity of the adoption of the Hel-
lenistic conception of God,1° but also for the relevance of the contextualisation
and inculturation of theology today.

vine Burden, pp. 298-302. G. MacGregor, He W10 Lets Us Be. J. Moltmann, The Cruci-
fied God.

3 C£ IL Goetz, The Suffering of God, pp. 385-389. Goetz sees the renewed aflirmation of
divine suffering as a clear sign of a paradigm shifl (386) in theology, which in his view is
founded on some global cultural and religious transformation. The rejection of divine im-
passibility today is based on three major factors - a) the rise of democratic aspirations,
which makes people resist the image of an immutable and impassible God in the name of
human freedom; b) divine pasibility as a workable solution to the problem of theodicy; c)
the need to make our belief reflect the image of the God of the Bible has led to increased
scholarly reappraisal of the Bible. The tendcy to see the issue of divine sufiering as a
sort of paradigm shifi in theology becomes once more evident in the title of a symposium
which took place in the Katholische Akademie Rabanus Maunis - “Tiesbaden (Germany)
from 9th to llth March I992: "Das Leiden Gottes. Ein neues Paradigma der 77reologr'e"'?

9 We defer detailed reference tmtil we come to the third section, where the hberation the-
ologies will be discussed. It sufices here to mention that even in feminist theology, the is-
sue of divine suffering is being discussed in the context of a new conception of God. Cf.
D. Solle, Leiden / Opfer, p. 242. Solle argues for the importance of the belief in the pas-
sibility of God in the context of a feminist attack on the patriarchal conception of God.
She also criticises her colleague M. Daly particularly for not recognising the significance
of divine passibility for the feminist course. See also H. Pissarek-Hudelist, Trinitat, p. 422.
Pissarek affinns, not only the afinity of the feminist Trinitarian theology to Moltmann's
Trinitarian theology of the Cross, but also that the axiom of divine passibility grows in the
consciousness of the suffering of women in the Church and society. Pissarek concludes
her article on the Trinity with the appeal for a redefinition of the concept of transcendence
in the light of the infinite wealth of the human relationality.

lo I-I. Iirohnhofen,/lpatheiatoutheou, p, l5.
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1.2 The Etymology ofApatheia (Impassibllitas)
The exact scope of the problem of divine impassibility becomes definitely more

understandable when it is perceived in the light of the historical development of
the concept of apatheia, out of which it arose." Being a concept of negation, the
root meaning of apatheia (impassibilitas) is perceivable in its opposite concept
pathos (passibilitas). Both concepts are derived from the root of the Greek verb
paschein. The dictionary meaning of paschein is "to suffer, endure, undergo, ex-
perience".l2 Since its first noted usage by Homer (lliad),l3 Greeks have used
paschein to express various feelings or movements of the soul, mind, spirit or
heart, whose occurrence were induced by an extemal agent. Common to all the
various applications of the temr paschein in the Greek antiquity is therefore the
connotation of an extemal influence on a personal subject. While in its limited
and earliest sense, paschein means merely having a negative feeling (pain, stiffer-
ing), in its later and more general usage, it stands for any sort of influence on a
personal being caused by an extemal force. 14

Similarly, the corresponding substantive pathos is mostly conceived and ap-
plied in its broad sense in the writings of the Greeks of antiquity.15 It is mainly
used to denote a negative“ or positive, short-lived or ongoing imrer feeling or
condition of the soul, which was initiated by an extemal force. Unlike the Apos-
tolic Fathers, who use pathos solely to denote suffering, the Greeks of antiquity
rarely use it in such a restricted sense.17 Thus, in its earliest appearance, pathos
connotes the experience of being befallen and influenced- The related adjectives

11 Our sketch of the history of this concept shall be based predominantly on the very reliable
study made by I-L Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, pp. 27-I15 on the foimdation of the
idea of divine apatheia.

12 C£ A Concise Greek Dictionary of the New Testament, prepared by B. M. Newman, Jr.,
United Bible Societies 1971

13 Cf pascho, in: H. Frisk, Griechisches Erjymologisches Worterbuch ll p. 478 f.
14 cit H Frohnhofen,/lpatheiatou theou, pp. so-40.
15 Plato and Aristotle for instance used pathos or pathe to denote change, alteration and

process; in some of their writings it stood for "aecidence" in contrast to ousia. C£ I-L
Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 32 as well as Aristotle, Met. I 985b 29 & 986a and
Plato, Rep. HI 389e, to cite but a few.

16 This was common among the Stoa, who conceived pathos as irrational and unnatural ex-
citement of the soul (passions). For the other feelings which the Stoics considered posi-
tive, like pleasure, pain, fear and desire, they used the expression eupatheiai. See H.
Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 41 and Diogenes Laetius, Vitae philosophorum (H.
S. Long) 2 Bde, Oxford 1964, VI] 116.

17 I-L Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 39.
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pathetikos and pathetos, are used accordingly to qualify the state of being beyond
influence or being able to feel pathe and suffering.

To contrast everything paschein, pathos and pathetikos stand for, the Greek
thinkers employ the abstract and antonymous substantive apatheia. In the manner
in which this term is used in ancient Greek writings, it qualifies, in a thing or a
personal subject, that characteristic of being beyond influence, that is, of not be-
ing subject to any intemal or extemal force. Four various senses of apatheia have
been identified in the history of its application in the Greek writings. It is used in
denoting the momentary or lasting "noninfluenceability"13 (a) of any entity
through an external agent - this represents the most general meaning of the word.
In most cases however, it is used in describing the momentary or lasting
"noninlluenceability" of personal beings (b) through feelings of the soul, (c)
through leamed sovereignty over suffering arising fi'om negatively experienced
feelings of the soul, and (d) through acquired passionlessness or freedom from
passions.

While in the first sense, it is applied generally to entities, in the other three
senses of the concept, it is used only on personal beings. And except for the Sto-
ics, who put emphasis on the foiuth sense of apatheia, namely on the sense of
being free from passions, a majority of the Greeks of antiquity used the (b) sense
of the word, which denotes an intrinsic or acquired "noninfluenceability" of a per-
sonal being to feelings of the soul. The use of apatheia to indicate intrinsic or ac-
quired sovereignty over suffering is however minimal among the Greeks. 19

A close look at these four meanings of apatheia reveals that they all connote
"noninfluenceability". "Noninfluenceability" could thus be seen as constituting the
basic meaning of apatheia, and is as such conceived in two forms, as intrinsic and
as acquired "noninfluenceability" of personal beings.2° The Greeks perceive apa-
theia either as an essential characteristic belonging to the very nature of a per-
sonal being, or as an acquired mode of sovereignty over pathos. In the history of
this concept, mtrinsic apatheia is however attributed mainly to God and the di-
vinities, while leamed or acquired apatheia is visualised as a moral ideal, neces-
sary for the htirnan attainment of moral perfection (the Stoics). The attribution of
intrinsic apatheia to the divinity leads implicitly to the confinnation of divine im-
mutability, sirnplicity/indivisibility, incorporeality/invisibility, self-sufficiency and

13 We shall use "noninflueneeability" to denote the state ofbeing beyond influence.
19 For more details on their use in the Greek literature consult H. Frohnhofen, Apatheia rou

theou, pp. 33, 36, 39, 4l & 42.

1° rm, p. 31.
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transcendence. For, when a being is simple, irmnutable, incorporeal and sell‘-
sufiicient the ancient Greeks usually attribute intrinsic apatheia to it.21

As the above facts suggest, it is evident that the words pathos and apatheia are
predominantly used in their broad meaning in the Greek antiquity. The same
thing, however, cannot be said of the Latin translation of these concepts. By vir-
tue of the abtmdance of Latin expressions, the Latin authors tend to make use of
many terminologies in explaining the one concept pathos. Cicero, for instance,
uses "passio", "perturbatio", "affectio/affectus" and even "dolor" and "inorbus" in
translating the different fomrs of pathos.” But despite the abundance of words -
passion, perturbation, affection, pain and sickness - only the one sense of pathos
as suffering could be adequately represented. Paradoxically, therefore, it is
through the use of varied Latin equivalents, which is meant to demonstrate the
wealth of Latin language, that the synthetic meaning of the Greek word pathos -
in the broad sense of being beyond influence - gets lost. The same thing applies to
the translation of apatheia as "impassibilitas" and apathes as "impassibilis". Con-
sequently, with the adoption of the term "impassibilitas", the later non-Christian
and Patristic Latin world took over the narrow sense of this concept and contin-
ued to render it mainly as freedom from passions, emotions and suffering.

In summary, therefore, it can be observed that apatheia, as an antonym of pa-
thos, is a later derivative concept fi'om the root Greek verb paschein, which in it-
self has a synthetic meaning. Accordingly, it could be used in both narrow and
broad sense Whereas its broad meaning is predominantly used in the Greek an-
tiquity, its narrow meaning prevails in the later theologies, especially afier it had
been rendered in Latin language as irnpassibilitas 23

1.3 The Doctrine ofDivine Apatheia in the Greek Philosophy
In the pre-philosophic Greek literature pathos is attributed to all the gods. The

situation changes however when we come to the writings of the philosophers.
For, right from the dawn of philosophical reflections, it was the custom to attrib-
ute pathos to the lower gods and apatheia to the supreme God. With the maturity
of monotheistic thought, philosophers tended to make apatheia the main attribute

21 lbid., p. 48. See also W. Maas, Unverdnderlichkeit Gottes, p. 68.

22 Cicero was convinced that the concept of pathos found better expression in Latin than in
Greek Cf Cicero, Tusc. III 5,10 (passio); Tusc. IV 28,60 (perturbatio) and Tusc. III I0,
23 (morbus). See also H Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, pp. 55 ff.

23 In this study, we shall use impassibility in its widest sense, as "noninfluenceability"; i.e. as
"the condition ofbeing acted upon, and being affected, receptive" to use the words of R.
S. Frank, Passibility and Impassibility, p. 658.
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of God. This phenomenon occurred, not only among the Greeks, but also among
the Romans influenced by Greek philosophy. For although the attribution of pa-
thos to the gods was common in the ancient Roman religions, that practise was
stopped as soon as they came into contact with the Greek philosophy.“

ln the light of the above the following question might arise: was the develop-
mcnt of the concept of apatheia dependent on philosophy as such or particularly
on the Greek mode of thought? While we leave this question open, we should
bear it in mind as we proceed.

1.3. I The Development ofthe Doctrine ofApatheia
In the etymologi¢al data given above, it is evident that the concept of apatheia

witnessed a gradual development in the Hellenistic tradition. At first, only the
verb paschein was known in the Greek vocabulary; later, the substantive pathos
was introduced; and only much later did its antonym apatheia come into use. As
an idea, apatheia had existed among the Pre-Socratic thinkers,25 but as a tenni-
nology, it first appeared in the writings of Aristotle.“ This should not be sur-
prising, for given its abstract nature, an exact conceptualisation and application of
apatheia would have been practically impossible prior to the development of
philosophical language and thought-pattem.27

Plato, for instance, ascribes incorporeality, simplicity, irrirnutability and perfec-
tion to the highest divinity in the hierarchy of divinities,23 and is sceptical about
the anthropomorphic characterisation of the lower divinities in the Olympic pan-
theon. Yet he neither uses the term "apatheia" in the predication of the divine en-

24 Cf. H- Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 95.

25 Cf. ibid., p. 62 ff The ideas which the concept of apatheia expresses, eqrecially the pos-
sibiliry of the nonirifluenceability of a being, the author contends, were held in difierent
forms in the pre-Socratic era. It was already entailed in Homer's idea of the immortality
of the gods, which he applied parallel to other anthropomorphic characteristics of the di-
vinity (64). The pre-Socratic philosophers (Xenophanes, Empedocles and Melisos of
Samos) ascribed apatheia to God both in the broad and strict sense of the concept without
using the term apatheia (68 E). The idea also resonates in the Socratic tradition, though
only in the narrow sense, as sovereignty over suffering (72). See also W. Kroll, Apathy,
p. 603.

26 H- Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 29. See also W. Michaelis, pa'scho ktl, pp. 903.
Cf. also Aristotle, Phys. IV 2l7b 26 & Met. IX l046a I3.

Ostensibly, as Frolmhofen observes, an abstract terminus like apatheia could not have
been conceivable outside the context of a manned philosophical mode of expression See
Op. cit. p. 30.

27

28 See Plato, Tim. 4ld-42e, 69c-d & Phdr. 246c (on incorporeality); Rep. II 38lc (on sim-
plicity); Rep. Il 380d-3381e (on immutability); Sec also W. Maas, op. cit. p. 45) .
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tities,29 nor does he develop an explicit theology of divine apatheial However, the
attribution of an intrinsic apatheia (in its general sense of "noninfluenceability"
and imperturbability) to the highest ranking Deity is implicit in his writingsl What
differentiates the highest Deity from the Homeric gods (which occupy the lowest
rank in hierarchy of divine entities) is, according to Plato, its simplicity and im-
mutability. Similarly, the idea of a God who cannot be acted upon is also echoed
in his theory of the soul's immortality. It is in fact his theories of the Soul and the
Idea of the Good that gave impulse to the development of it full-fledged doctrine
of divine apatheia in the theologies of later centuries.

Aristotle, despite his elaborate criticisms of Plato's theory of ldeas,3° adopts
the latter's "Idea of the Good" and refomrulates it into a doctrine of God as the
"Unmoved Mover".31 To him, God is the purpose of all existing beings, thefinal
cause of every reality - He is the object of desire and thought, who, though immu-
table in Himself, produces motion in the creatures that desire and depend on Him
(Metaphysics, 1072b). He thinks, in this connection, that God is "impassive and
unalterable" (l073a), suffers no change and is apathetic32 in the broad sense of
being "noninfluenceable" and imperturbablel Divine irnrnutability is thus identical
to divine impassibility in Aristotle's metaphysics.lThis means by implication, as
Russell contends, that the God of Aristotle does not show any feeling of love to
His creatures; in His static perfection, God "moves the world only through the
love that finite beings feel for Him". Aristotle's view here, Russell further main-
tains, inevitably leads to the logical conclusion in his ethics: that we cannot be
friends with God, since He cannot love us as we love Him.33

Yet, the concept of apatheia in Aristotelian philosophy does not exclude the
possibility of the positive feeling of happiness m God - His blessedness is the
highest good. llf Aristotle envisaged feeling in God, he does that only on the
condition that divine feeling must be etemal so as not to entail any change.)
Hence, God's bliss surpasses human happiness, exactly because it is etemal.34

29 Cf H Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 76.

3° ct: Aristotle, Metaphy., 990 b 8-ll; 990 3 34-b s; 991 a 12-13; 991 a 8-10; 997 b 5-I2,
just to indicate a few. In the last cited passage, however, Aristotle criticises the theory of
Ideas, on the ground of its anthropomorphic connotation. For if the Ideas are Forms or
Copies of the sensible world, as Plato contended, they do not differ much fiom their du-
plicates in the sensible world except that they are eternal.

31 lbid., l05l a 20-l. For more details consult, I-L von Arnim, Die Entwicklung der aristo-
telischen Gotteslehre.

32 De Caejo, 1270}; 2_ See also De anima [II 430a 23 about the apatheia of the divine Nous.

33 B. Russell, History of Western Philosophy» PP- 132 & 191-

34 cr. Metaphy. 1072b 29£

30



After Aristotle had made explicit use of the concept of apatheia for the predi-
cation of God, one would have expected the term apatheia to appear in subse-
quent writings. lt did not however become immediately popular. For, in the writ-
ings of Xenocrates, the Platonist, the tenninology of apatheia has not been found.
lle, however, indirectly refers to the divine apatheia, at the very point where he
speaks about the excitement of the soul.35 If Xenocrates avoids or is unaware of
the terminology of apatheia, it is not because he does not propagate this idea, but
perhaps because he does not get his impulse from Aristotle, but from Plato's
"theory of Idea".

The doctrine of divine apatheia takes a different and interesting dimension as
one comes to the Epicureans. To them, apparently, apatheia does not exclude the
attribution of human characteristics to God.’ For on the one hand, human-like
”corporeality” is attributed to the divinity, with the conviction that happiness,
which is an intrinsic feeling in God, must presuppose corporeality in Hirn.36 On
the other hand, suffering and negative emotions of any sort are denied the divine
being: neither pain, nor wrath is considered worthy of the divinity, since such
disturbances of the soul would obstruct the perfect happiness due to his es-
sence.37 (In the light of the above, it is observable that the Epicureans do not per-
ceive any contradiction between anthropomorphism and the doctrine of divine
apatheia. Accordingly, they conceive apatheia in its restricted sense and attribute
emotions to God, if they are not negative.

Likewise, the Stoics advance a materiahstic image of God side by side with the
doctrine of apatheia. In their theology and cosmology, God is conceived as the
soul of the world, as the fine stufl' of which the world is made.33 And in their
ethic, a moral doctrine of apatheia is propagated, which enjoins people to ulti-
mately renounce all passions. Their materialistic image of God, that is to say, an-
thropomorphic representation of God seems all the more inexplicable, when one
recalls that they are opposed to the anthropomorphic image of the Homeric
gods.39 Their aversion to the Homeric gods is however not motivated by any anti-

35 See R Heinze, Xenolcrates. Darstellurrg der Lehre turd Sammlrmg der Fragmente, p. I64
£

36 As a matter of fact, the Epicureans believe that emotions are an essential part of corpo-
reality. This is an issue which Thomas Aquinas, as we shall see later in the second chap-
ter, tries to settle.

37 Cf. R Philipson, Studierr zur Epikur and den Epilcureem, p. 597 Anm I12; Laktanz, De
tra Dei / Vom Zorne Gottes, 4, I f; H. Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 83.

33 F. Copleston, A History ofPhilosophy, Vol. I part ll, p. I33.
39 The Homeric gods were so contingent and cornrpt that they deserved no reverence. Ac-

cording to B. Russell, History of Westenr Philosophy, p. 32, these gods differed "fi'om
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anthropomorphic temperament, but by their distaste for the immoral conduct
usually attributed to these gods.4° In other words, immorality, and not airtlrropo-
morphism, is what they consider tmworthy of God.

Be that as it may, "inherent connadictions" in the Stoic theology and ethics are
evident.41 Given the long history of Stoicism,42 a shift in emphasis was bound to
occur. For while early Stoics were materialistic and disliked Pliitonism, later Sto-
ics adopted it. From the middle Stoics (esp. Panaetius and Posidoriius) down to
the Roman Stoics (Seneca Aurelius), when Platonism displaced inaterialism, a
moral idealism conceived after the example of the Socratic asceticisirr shaped the
whole Stoic theology. It is in the later system, that virtue becomes synonymous
with the will to self-conquest and to sovereignty over all affections and pas-
sions.43 For the Stoics, apatheia, tmderstood as the negation of all passions, is
the ideal of human morality. And although divine apatheia is not denied in the
Stoic theology, emphasis is laid on human apatheia.“

The Sceptics, known for their "dogmatic doubt", could not overlook the am-
bivalence of the Stoic theology.45 The Stoic materialistic conception of God is
their beloved target of attack. |*Cameades, a celebrated Sceptic, criticises the
Stoic doctrine of God because in his view, if God is conceived as part of the
world, as the soul that harrnonises and anirnates the world, as the Stoics do, it
would inevitably lead to the one logical conclusion that God has feelings, that is

men only in being immortal and possessed of superhuman powers". And as W. Pannen-
berg afiirms, they were so much a part the natural order of the world that they needed no
special revelation to make their nature known. Cf Op. cit., p. 299 f The Stoics‘ notron of
God was different. See Cicero, De natura Deorum (A S. Pease), Cambridge / Mass.
1952, vol. n p. 70.

40 Cf A J. Heschel, The Prophets, p 268. Heschel rightly argues that the "aversion to an-
thropomorphisrn among Greeks was, first of all, a reaction against conceptions offen-
sive to their moral senm'bilities". Similarly, what Xenophanes and Plato criticised most was
the shabby moral of the gods ofHomer and Hesiod.

41 B. Russell, History of Western Philosophy, p. 272.

42 Stoicisrn stretches from the time of Zeno (336-263 BC.) to Marcus Aurelius (I61-I80
AD.). Like no other Hellenistic school Stoicism has a cross-cultural backgroimd, while
some of its proponents were Syrian Greeks (early_and middle Stores), the later Stoics
were mostly Romans (like Seneca and Marcus Aurehus).

43 ct 1bid., pp. 260-276.
44 See section 1.3.2. below for more details on Stoics’ understanding of appatheia as the

elimination of all passions.

45 1bid., p. 243 ii:
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to say, that I-le can suffer.46lThis criticism is of course no proof that the Stoics
attribute pathos to God; it merely points to the logical conclusion of the Stoic
materialism. By implication however, it affirms that the Sceptics opt for divine
apatheia. This, and not human apatheia, preoccupied them more. Cameades is
even said to have preached a "morality that was too lax" and scomed Socrates‘
asceticism and understanding of virtue.47 Accordingly, to the Sceptics apatheia is
rirore an attribute of God - underlining his transcendence - than it is a pnnciple of
human morality.

Among the Middle-Platonists, one meets the endeavour (made especially by
Plutarch) to achieve a purer conception of a God. For him, God is the etemal,
true, immutable and apathetic being. Only human souls that have become incor-
poreal and free from pathos arrive in His kingdom.“ Plutarch uses apatheia in its
widest sense, as the general "noninfluenceability", and considers desire and wrath
as unworthy attributes of God.49 On the concrete nature of the concept of human
apatheia, and on matters conceming the relationship between body and soul,
Plutarch is under the influence of Aristotle's golden mean (metriopathy).5° He ap-
peals accordingly, for the control of passions through reason, but not for their
elimination. Thus, he argues, it is neither desirable nor possible to get rid of pas-
sions.51 Similarly, Albinus, another Middle Platonist, is also influenced by Aris-
totle m this respect. Like Plutarch, he denounces the Stoic understanding of
apatheia, and takes to the Aristotelian-Platoriic "metriopathy" (that is to say, to
the conviction that one should control passions with reason, but not eliminate
them).

Plotinus, known as the founder of Neo-Platonism and as the last of the geat
philosophers of antiquity,52 conceives an absolute transcendence for God. God,
the ONE, is so transcendent that the attribution of positive qualities should be
discouraged, except in an analogous sense. For Plotinus, God could be called "the
Good" and "the One", but we cannot legitimately say that He is "one" or "good.
That would amount to a "predication" of God, which, in his view, means making

46 Cf. Sextus Empiricus, Adv. Math., 9, 23 ff; Cicero, De Nat. Deorum, 3, I7, 44; 3, 29 E-
See also F. Copleston, A History ofPhilosophy, pp. I59-162.

47 Cf. B. Russell, History of Western Philosophy, pp. 245-248.

48 CE Plutarch, Moralia, 382f-383a.

49 Cf. O. Dreyer, Begrrjfdes Gottgeziemenden in der Antike, p. 57 f.
5° cr. rm, r99.
51 Cf. F. Copleston, A History ofPhilosophy, p. I98.
52 B. Russell, History of Western Philosophy, p_ 289,

33



a distinction, placing God beside other beings. God is beyond every being and
every distinction.53

It is in this sense that Plotinus uses apatheia, as a measure for guaranteeing the
absolute divine transcendence. Since for him the divine transcendence, indivisibil-
ity, irnmutability, impassibility and non-relationality are closely interconnected,
the assertion of one is believed to lead to the confinnation of the other.5‘1 Plot-
inus, like Plato, attributes immutability and apatheia only to the highest Deity in
the hierarchy of divine entities. The apatheia of the soul depends siriiilirrly on its
neamess to the intellectual and divine domain, where intrinsic
"noninfluenceability" prevails. Only when the soul is entangled in the rnatcriirl
world, does it become divisible and pathetic.55

The tendency to reduce apatheia to an ethical requirement is however absent in
the theology of Plotinus. As a Neo-Platonist, he does of course consider nature
(the abode of the soul) inferior to the Nous (the intellectual domain), but that
notwithstanding, he perceives the world positively, and not as something intrinsi-
cally evil. In actual fact, he admires the sensible world and considers it relatively
beautiful.56

Surnmarising the above points about the development of‘ the concept of apa-
theia, one can justifiably arrive at the following conclusions:IThe doctrine of apa-
theia is developed in the Greek antiquity as a philosophical requirement for the
description of the divine and human perfection.llt is used more in the predication
of God than in the description of human morality. Whilst the Greeks used apa-
theia in its wide sense when they apply it to God, they conceived it in a narrow
sense when it refers to the hirrnan morality.57 In most cases, however, anti-
anthropomorphism and an exclusive view of divine transcendence accompany the
use of divine apatheia. So, it can be generally said, that a negative attitude to the
world predominates in the Greek thought,53 and that an over-all tendency to
predicate God by way of negation fonns the background of their philosophies.

53 cr. F. Copleston, A History ofPhilosophy, p. 209.
54 cr: w. Maas, Op. cit., pp. 80-86, esp. pp. asst as.
55 Cf PLotinus, Enneads‘, III, 9,1; IV, 1,1 and also H. Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p.

90.

56 Cf Plotinus, Enneadr, II, 9, I6. See also B. Russell, Op. cit., p. 295 f

57 Sextus Empiricus, Pyrrh. 1,162 rightly called divine apatheia the "dogma of philoso-
phers".

53 As B. Russell contends in this regard, "Aristotle is the last Greek philosopher who faces
the world cheerfully; after him, all have, in one form or auotlrer, a philosophy of retreat."
Op. cit., p. 242.
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I . 3. 2 Apatheia and the Disparagement ofPassions
in Hellenistic Phllosophy

The tendency to disparage passions and emotions, and to conceive apatheia as
the ultimate elimination of feelings is often associated with the Stoics. Contrary to
popular assumption, however, it did not begin with them. It goes back to Socra-
res, whose heroic attitude to death in 399 BC (at the age of seventy) proves to be
an exceptional demonstration of an effective control of reason over feelings and
passions. According to Plato, Socrates’ indifference to death demonstrates a sin-
gular triumph of the heavenly soul over the earthly body in a human life.59 It is
not certain, however, whether everything that is said about the Socratic asceti-
cism corresponds to the historical life of Socrates himself. For it is most probable
that the Socratic asccticism reflects more of Plato's own imaginative mind6° than
facts about Socrates. This becomes apparent through the fact that Plato is the
main source of the story about Socrates. For this reason, one can justifiably as-
sume that Platonism lies at the background of the Socratic asceticism, if not his-
torically, at least in its literary presentation. Thus, the Socratic asceticism, which
tends toward the negation of passions, is closely connected with the duality of the
soul in Plato's philosophy.

According to Plato, the soul is composite, consisting of rational faculty on the
one hand, and of appetitive and rrnpulsive faculties on the other hand- The ra-
tional soul, constituting the divine aspect of man, is imprisoned, so to say, in the
bodily domain of the appetitive soul. The former is painstakingly trying to liber-
ate itself from the latter, which by embodying the passions and desires, is con-
stantly trying to frustrate the lofly attempt of the rational soul to retum to the
world of ideas. Plato correspondingly characterises the composite nature of man
with the image of an "unruly monster".51 The passions cause dishannony in hu-
man beings and make them imperfect. To attain perfection therefore, reason must
subdue them.

This Platonic view gave a push to subsequent aversion to passions in the his-
tory of Hellenistic philosophy and even beyond. Aristotle, despite his criticism of
Plato's doctrine of the soul, does not achieve much in his endeavour to salvage the

59 Cf Plato, The Last Days ofSocrates.
60 Given the fact that the name "Socrates" appears in most Platonic dialogues - the dialogues

definitely do not correspond to historical facts - it is very probable that Plato, in narrating
the story of the historic Socrates, made use of his own imagination, thereby making Soc-
rates the "mouthpiece of his own opinions". Moreover, it is evident that Plato's account
does not always agree with that of his colleague Xenophon. See for instance, B. RusseIL
Op. cit. p. I03.

61 Plato, Republic, trans. by B. Jowett, bk. Di, p. 285.
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image of passions. Unlike Plato, he argues that passions are neither good nor bad
- they are neutral; he consequently rejects any concept of apatheia that would
entail insensibility or feelinglessness. Virtuous life, he contends, does not consist
in the elimination of feelings, but in the achievement of the golden mean between
two emremes (of feelings or actions).62

hi spite of his congenial views on the neutrality of feelings and his disapproval
of Plato's duality of the soul, as well as his option for the attribution of "unity to
the soul",63 he does not rate emotions and passions highly, for he considers emo-
tion inferior to reason. This is most evident in his view about God as the
"Unmoved mover“. God, as the first and efiicient cause, the Unmoved mover,
who moves others by being admired, has only reason, but no emotions.64 Thus,
even without calling emotion evil, Aristotle does disparage passions.

Judging from the above facts, Socratic, Platonic and Aristotelian attitudes to
passions anticipate its disparagement in Stoicism, especially at its later stage.
Whereas the early Stoics resent Plato's dualism of the soul and perceive the soul
as a unit of force permeating the whole body,65 the later Stoics adopting Plato-
rlism, show a keen interest for the Socratic asceticism. Both groups, however,
perceive in Socrates a model of a wise and moral human being. Thus, despite the
initial rejection of Plato's dualism by the early Stoics, and their continuous adher-
ence to the singularity of the soul, Stoicism advances the Platonic view that pas-
sions are tmruly, constituting the source of evil and disaster.“

The jump the Stoics make from a materialistic image of God to the negation of
passions is puzzling. However, it becomes understandable, when one bears in
mind that for the Stoics, the world is characterised by order, autonomy and har-
mony. God has ordered the world rationally, but he endowed only human beings
and gods with His reason, that is to say, with "a spark of the very divinity that
created them".67 God is said to care providentially and benevolently for human

62 ct Aristotle, Nic. Ethics, 11 1106b 16-28 and 11093 20-24. In n 1104b 20 l; he criticises
the philosophers, who "define virtues as forms of impassivity or tranquillity". In 1105b, 29
ff, he emphasises that we are neither good nor bad "merely because we are capable of
feeling" (J. A K Thomson's translation).

63 Aristotle, De Anima, l, 41 lb, see also 404b, 27.
64 As A J. Heschel rightly puts it: "Aristotle's Deity has no pathos, no needs. Ever resting

in itself its only activity is thinking, and its thinking is thinking of thinking. Indiflerent to
all things, it does not care to contemplate anything but itself Things long for it and thus
are set in motion, yet they are lefl to themselves." Cf The Prophets, p. 251.

65 E. Zeller, Die Philosophie der Griechen, H, p. 466.

66 1bid., p. zso.
67 P. P. Hallie, Stoicism, p. 2l.
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beings and expects them to live in harmony with nature. Human happiness de-
pends on the attainment of this hannony with the world, which can only occur at
the level of reason. ln order to live in accordance with divine benevolence and
order of the world, human beings must participate rationally - i.e. naturally - in
this world. Anything that minimises or deters the ftmction of reason is considered
to be an impediment to the achievement of this harmony with nature.63 To guar-
antee the realisation of happiness in life, therefore, passions must not be allowed
to hinder the individual will in its conunitment to harmony with the whole na-
ture.°‘) Accordingly, the Stoics enjoin human beings to subdue and if possible ex-
tinguish all passions so as to attain happiness and sererlity in life. It is in this
sense, that they use the concept of apatheia to appeal for the elimination of all
passions and emotions.7°

'l'he influence of this view of apatheia survived the end of Stoicism, and contin-
ues to be seen, not only as synonymous with "virtuous life" in most later philoso-
phies,7| but also as "a guiding star in the moral search, both in Christian and
secular ethics".72

Summarising the points on the Greek conception of afiahtheia in terms of the
disparagement of passions, we can hold to the following: e morality of God is
important to the Greeks.llAnd it is exactly the moral, and not the ontological
question, that initially influenced the conception of divine apatheia. Scared by the
immoral conducts of the gods in the Greek mythologies, the philosophers, espe-
cially Plato, are pushed to conceive God as the wholly other, as the very oppo-

68 s. ra. srooipi; Philosophy: History andPr0blems, p. 123.
6° cc B- Russell, History of Westem Philalsoplgv, p. 262.
70 Cf H Frohnhofen, Apatheia tau theou, p. 51

7] For details about the development of the doctrine of apatheia as a moral principle, see Th.
Riither, Die Sittliche Fordenmg der Apatheia in den beiden ersren christlichen Jahrhun-
derten und bei Klemens von Alexandrien. H. Frohnhofen, Apatheia tau theou, pp. S2-54.
While it is true that the doctrine of apatheia as a moral principle reached its climax in the
Stoic philosophy, both authors agree that this idea had appeared earlier, in the thoughts of
the Pythagoreans, Democrites, Antisthenes, Socrates and his pupils, Plato and Aristotle,
albeit in diiferent forms. Alter it had been developed frilly by the Stoics, apatheia was
eminently introduced into Hellenistic Judaism as a moral ideal by Philo of Alexandria.
Justin, the apologist and Clement. of Alexandria helped to popularise it in Christianity.
There is no trace of apatheia as a moral principle in the Old Testament. And even though
the New Testament doctrine of Logos and Sarx smacks of this doctrine, in the end it
tumed out to have a different meaning. For while the Stoic apatheia meant the elimination
of pathos, the New Testament asceticisrn was never directed against the body, but against
the sin in the body.

72 Heschel, The Prophets, p. 255.
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site of everything human. The concem to free the divinity from moral imperfec
tion gives rise in tum to the need of conceiving the ontological perfection of God.
Indeed the roots of the Greek disparagement of passions and the overall ten-
dency to negate what is worldly, are imbedded in the Hellenistic sense of moral-
ity. This fact, which is implied in all the Greek philosophies, receives its explicit
expression in the Stoic‘ conception of the ethical dimension ol‘ npatlieia. Irrespec-
tive of the fact that the Stoics pay more attention to the human than to divine
apatheia, it can be observed that their conception of apatheia as a liuiniin ethical
ideal arises out of the desire to imitate divine apatheia.73 Consequently, the nega-
tion of passions in God could be seen as strengthening the urge among philoso-
phers to suppress or eliminate all passions and emotions in human beings.

1.3.3 Apatheia and the Way ofNegation (via negatlva) in the Hellenistic
Hermeneutics ofthe Doctrine ofGod

There is a general tendency in the philosophy of Greek antiquity to conceive
God only by way of negation (via negationis). This approach to the ultimate real-
ity arises out of the desire to demonstrate God's sovereignty and transcendence
over and above all the creaturely contingency. God is "being qua being", the ulti-
mate Good and the logical End and Source of every reality. Since He has His im-
print in humankind, He is thought to have endowed human beings with reason,
love and fieedom of will. If this should perhaps suggest that God has certain
qualities in common with His creatures, one is reminded immediately that He ex-
cels in all these qualities. His perfection is so infinite, that what He has in com-
mon with His creatures is nothing compared to the difference between Him and
them. For the philosophers, therefore, the difference stands out more than the
similarity between God and humankind. Accordingly, God is conceived invaria-
bly, in relation to human beings, as the ontologically, morally and logically
wholly "other".

The negative consequence of this approach to God is that the similarity be-
tween God and human beings is either forgotten or disregarded. From the human
point of view God easily becomes a reality, whose existence can only be estab-
lished through negation (via negativa). This one-dimensional emphasis on differ-
ence is to a great extent influenced by Plato's theory of Ideas. lt should not be
surprising therefore, that it is Aristotle, the great critic of the Platonic Ideas, who
first perceived the deficiency of the way of negation, and without denying the
justification for the conception of God by W8)’ Of mgalloll. mes to ¢°"°¢1V° God

73 Cf H. Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 54.
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in terms of analogy (via analogica),74 albeit in a mathematical and linguistic
sense.75 With his concept of analogy, he was able to refer to the proportional
similarity and difference between related things, and also between God and I-Iis
creatures. Strictly speaking, the via analogica in the sense Aristotle uses it,
means predicating with proportionality - analogia (Greek) = proportio (Latin) -
and implies the recognition of both the similarity and difference between things or
people. Naturally, analogy projects both similarity and difference.

Despite the availability of these two approaches to the conception of God right
from the prime time of Greek philosophy, a cursory look into the history of the
intellectual conception of God reveals the dominance of the way of negation.
Neither then, in the era of Greek philosophy, nor later, imtil contemporary time,
could the way of analogy receive the attention of many thinkers. Catholic theol-
ogy has however never given up the attempt to correct the one-sidedness of the
way of negation. The earliest attempt to confront the deficiency of the way of ne-
gation is to be found in the thoughts of Thomas Aquinas:

Following the tradition of Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas introduced the via ositiva
at a much later time to make up for the deficiencies of the via negativa. (Elbe via
positiva denotes the use of some positive human qualities as pointers to God in an
exclusively pre-eminent way.)76 But despite the corrective measures which the
Aristotelian analogy and Thomistic way of positive predication bring, the inclina-
tion of theology towards the predication of God via negationis is enormous.
Theologians 0 en avow to use the via analogica, but they end up conceiving God
via negativa especially if the Platonic and Stoic philosophies are operating at the
background!”

74 Poetics, 1459! 5-
75 Rhetoric, 1410b 12.

7° ct Articles "VII Negativa" and "VII Positiva” by E. J. Tins1ey,im A New Dictionary of
Christian Theology, pp. 596-597.

77 The impact of the Hellenistic hermeneutics of divine attributes is evident, not only among
the Neo-platonic philosophies and theologies, but also among the early Christian writers -
the biblical writers are not excluded. According to Rudolf Bultmann, one can suspect the
influence of the Greek hermeneutics in St Paul's use ofnegation in the predication of God.
C£ R Bultmaiin, Theology of the New Testament, Vol. 1,, p. 72. Here are some examples:
invisible (Rom 1.20, Col 1.15 £, I Tim. 1.17, Heb. 11.27); immortal, ineorruptible (Rom
1.23, I Tim 1.17, Acts. 17.25). Moreover, it is extensively in use among the Apostolic
Fathers. In his epistle to Polycarp, Ignatious called God, for instance, the "timeless, in-
visible, impalpable, impassive". See his Pol. 3,2 cited in: J. B. Lightfoot, The Apostolic
Fathers, vol. ll, &. Pannenberg, Op. cit., p. 310
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Thus, despite the efforts made to popularise the way of analogy, the way of ne-
gation continues to dominate in theology, perhaps a sign that apatheia and anal-
ogy can hardly go together. hi fact, it needs to be ascertained to what extent the
doctrine of apatheia can go hand in hand with the paradoxical and dialectical con-
ceptions of God.

1.4 The Pathos of God in the Biblical and Semitic Literature
In contrast to the Hellenistic, philosophical writings, the Old Testaiiieiit and the

Rabbinical literature attribute pathos to God. In different fomis and with different
emphasis, the biblical writers use anthropomorphic language and symbols to de-
scribe both the activities and emotional life of God. The concept of apatheia, in
the sense described above, is absent in the whole biblical and rabbinical litera-
ture.73 Even the Pentateuchal passages noted for their anti-anthropomorphic ex-
pressions (like the law against making images of Yahweh) do not entail the idea
of apatheia, at least not in the Hellenistic sense.79

1.4. I The Wrath and Repentance ofGod in the Old Testament
Negative and positive aritliropopathetic expressions abound in the Old Testa-

ment. Theological discourses, however, centre mostly on the negative feelings of
God, especially on the issue of His wrath and repentance. The attribution of these
and other negatively judged human feelings to the God of the Bible constitutes
the main difference between the Semitic and Hellenistic approach to the ultimate
reality.

The contrast becomes more vivid as one discovers that the Old Testament does
not make an arbitrary or casual use of these anthropomorphic expressions, but
that its use of them is motivated by some theological considerations.3°l The lus-
torical, prophetic and poetic books of the Old Testament abundantly testify God’S

73 H. Frohnhofen, op. cit., 96.

79 C. T. Fritsch, The Anti-anthropomorphisms ofthe Greek Pentateuch, p. 64 E.

80 The biblical use of divine repentance is apparently theologically motivated, because, as
Jeremias contends, it is a concept that never appeared m the oldest books with simple nar-
rative tradition. The talk about divine repentance begins to appear only in the theologically
conceived and reinterpreted books of the Old Testament (for example the prophetic
books). Its scope and usage for evangelisation grows as one approaches the dusk of the
Old Testament era. Cf J. Jeremiiis, Die Reue Gottes, p. I4.
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repenting (regretting or having remorse),3l that is to say, changing His mind
about decisions made in the past. But their references to God's repentance are
neither random nor monotonous: the meaning given to divine repentance varies in
accordance with the type of experience Israel makes with Yahweh. The talk
about God's repentance is laden with so much theological meaning, that its scope
is said to transcend the realm of anthropopathetic expressions.32ilhi fact, two
major fonns of divine repentance can be distinguished in the Old Testament;33
l"irstly,lGod's repentance is understood as His remorse over His past perform-
ancc, that did not bring the ex ected result. This is the sense in which it is used in
Gen. 6:6,7; l Sam. I5:l,35fn Gen. 6:6, God regrets having made humankind
and "it grieved him to his heart"; He is angry, so to say, because humankind has
betra ed I-lis trustfl'Similarly, in 1 Sam 1511,35, He regrets having made Saul
king.lCharacteristic ‘of this type of divine repentance is the divine anger or wrath,
which invariably leads to divine punishrnentl For the pre-flood humankind it led
to their destruction and for Saul to his dismissal. God acts out His anger immedi-
ately by inflicting punishment on His erring people. According to J. Jeremias,
this type of divine repentance is only used in the two places mentioned above.
Hence, it is typical only of the pre-exilic historical book.s.34

Secondly, divine repentance denotes God's emotional withdrawal from a
planned line of action, mostly threats;35 He stops short at the execution of the
threat of human perdition. Here, it is about God's change of mind (cf. Ex 32:14, 2
Sam 24:16).“ God changes His mind not out of anger like in the first mentioned
fonn, but out of sympathy./In other words, God's compassion for His people mo-

81 The term "repentance" translates the Substantive of the Hebrew root verb nhm and the
related word hitp. For more details on the etymology of the word see J. Jeremias, Die
Reue Gottes, pp. 15-18.

82 J. Jeremias, Die Reue Gottes, pp 12-13, esp. note 16. Divine repentance encompasses all
the anthropopathetic expressions like compassion, love, hate, jealouq, vengeance and the
wrath of God and even more: the issue of divine iinrniitability. This makes it perhaps
more theologically significant than the wrath of God.

33 J. Jeremias, Die Reue Gottes, p. 17 £

84 Cf J. Scharbert, “Der Schmerz Jahwes", in: idem, Der Schmerz im Alten Testament, p.
216 £ See also J. Jeremias, Die Reue Gottes, p. 19 fll

85 Divine repentance was used mostly in this sense: at least thirty times compared to twice in
the other sense.

86 According to Jeremias, this second sense of repentance also applies to those places in the
Old Testament 23:19; lSam 15:29; Ps 110), where repentance or change of mind is
categoncally demed of God. Thus, in the second sense, the aflirmation or negation of re-
pentance is possible. More will be said on this later.
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tivates His repentance. Instead of acting out His indignation in a due piuiishnient,
like in the first form, God tums to self-limitation: He withholds I-lis anger.

The differences between the two senses of divine repentance could be further
explained this way: when God changes His mind about an act that I-le had per-
fomied earlier, it is usually done in the interest of His plan of salvation, but when
He changes His mind about a future plan, He does that mostly to withhold ii
curse, or to stop a forthcoming disaster.37 While in the first ciise, divine repen-
tance is a retrospective attempt to correct the events of the past, in the other, it is
a measure taken to preclude a prospective disaster.

In the prophetic books, the second type of divine repentance is solely applied.
Here, God is still disappointed at the enomious inlidelity and ingratitude of I-Iis
beloved Israel. lThe prophets speak of God's pathetic approach to I-lis disappoint-
ment. It pains God that His beloved one, Israel, for whom I-Ie cares most, just as
a father cares for his son, and a husband for his wife,33 continues to be unfaithful.
He gets angry, but His love does not allow Him to let Israel suffer the punishment
she deserves. Again and again, individuals or people who commit idolatry pro-
voke God's anger,39 but His anger does not last long (Ezek 15:42), partly because
His love outweighs His anger, and partly because His feeling is essentially inde-
pendent of His people.9° l

/One thing is evident in the prophets, God is not indifferent or apathetic to-
wards the conduct of His people.9l" Infidelity and ingratitude of I-Iis people hurts
him, but the consequence of sin - in form of retribution - hurts the sinner more
(Jer 7:18; Hos. 12:15). God's repentance occurs however in the prophets, when
God out of mercy and compassion undertakes to liberate the errant hiunankind
from its self-destriiction through the retributive consequence of sin.92lOut of an-
ger, Yahweh threatens Israel with punishment, but invariably, He does not carry it
out;93 like a mother, He cannot be apathetic to the suffering of His children (Isa.

37 J. Jeremias, Die Reue Gottes, p. I8.

38 ct: Isa 1:21; 112-5; 3o;9; JCT 3:6-10; 3:19; Ezek 16:6-14; Hos 1-3; 11:11 r. on the infi-
delity and ingratitude of the beloved Israel and .Iahwe's compassion and mercy.

89 Cf Isa 63:10; 65:3; ler 7:18 £; 8:19; Ezek 8:17; l6:26,42; irivaiiably, it is God's love that
is turned to anger (Isa 63:10; ler. 12:7-13; 13:14; 16:5; 21:7; 32:31).

90 Cf J- Scharbert, Der Schmerz lahwes, p. 219.

91 A J. Heschel, The Prophets, pp. 221 ff.

92 Cf J. Scharbert, "Der Schmerz lahwes", p. 225. The bitter disappointment that sinners
cause God are turned back to them as judgement and punishment. God's compassion,
however, leads Him to hberate them fiom their pain.

93 lei‘. 263,l3,l9; 42:10, Hos l1:8;Joel 2:13; Amos 7;3.
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49: l 5; 66: l 2 f.) and His creatures (Jonah 4:l I). Here, God seems to be tom apart
between His anger and love./

The tendency to emphasise God's direct punishment of offences decreases in
the prophetic books just as the emphasis laid on the human inclination to self-
destruction and on God's effort to liberate the erring humankind from the conse-
quence of sin increases. This fact becomes even more evident as one tries to re-
flect on the Old Testament's references to the wrath ofGod: While in the book of
Genesis, it is depicted as leading God to the violent destruction of His creation, in
the prophetic books it ends as threats and pronouncement of divine judgement.
According to Abraham Heschel, divine wrath in the prophecy, must be seen in the
totality of divine pathos, in its relationship to divine justice and love and as a
phenomenon, whose effect and realisation were always deferred by the hope for
Israel's repentance.94

In the poetic books, there is hardly any talk about divine pain. The prayers and
pleas for divine mercy, however, connote the idea that God's feeling is touched.95
l-lere, the expectation of divine mercy and love increases, since it has become
evident that God Himself is concerned, not to see His creatures perish in their
own self-destruction God is reluctant to allow the work of His hands to be de-
stroyed (Job 10:8-ll). Moreover, the remembrance of His covenant motivates
Him to show compassion (Ps 106145).

Ir1 the non-canonical Jewish books of the rabbinical theology, God's concem
for His people does not stop however at the suspension of punishment for their
sins: He shares in their sufiering, because by virtue of His indwelling, He is al-
ways in their midst. In fact, God's whole existence with Israel is sufi'ering.96
While jealousy is considered tmworthy of God,97 sorrow and Iamentation are
commonly attiibuted to I-Iim.93 God renotmces His glorious position to dwell with
His people. It is in this sense that Judaism expects the kingdom of God to be es-
tablished here on Earth. In such a religious view, it should not be surprising that
the concept of apatheia does not arise at all. Rather than deny the pathos of God,
the danger of making God suifer the same fate like Israel is real.99

94 A. J. Heschel, The Prophets, pp. 299 E

95 PS 6:9; 22120-22; 31:10 11:; 44:24-21; 14:13-23 etc. See @156, J. Scharbert, Der Schmerz
Jahwes, p. 221 £

96 P. Kuhn, Gottes Selbstemiedrigwig in der Theologie der Rabbinen, p- 82. See also --,
Gottes Trauer and Klage, p. 440 f.

97 H. Frohnhofen, op. cit. p. I04.
93 P. Kuhn, Gottes Trauer and Kluge, 400 £

99 P. Kuhn, Gottes Selbsrerniedrigung, p. 90.
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From this section, the following conclusions could be drawn: I11 the Old Testa-
ment, God's repentance is aroused both by human sin and also by God's own
compassion and mercy. In either case it presupposes heart-felt pain, sorrow and
anger ir1 God, which are in no way signs of weakness, but signs of l-lis detenni-
nation to continue His work of salvation. God's pain is never caused by the
agency of a superior power or demon, but by the resolved stctrdlhstriess ol' l-lis
love. His anger gives expression to the power of this steadfast love. Accordingly,
His compassion stems from an infinite love and readiness to help, which subdues
every resistance. In view of these facts, it is argued that God's pathos dillers from
that of human beings. Unlike the pathos of gods and lnrrnan beings, which are
mvariably induced by a superior and extemal force against which they are mostly
helpless, God's pathos is always ultimately induced by I-lis love',l°° it is within
His control and, thus, cannot overpower Him.

1.4.2 The lmmutability ofGod in the Old Testament
It becomes clear from the previous discussions that it is characteristic of the

Old Testament to suggest that God can reget His plan and action. Although this
trait is predominant, it is not an unanimous view of all the books.'IThe books of
Num. 23:19 and 1 Sam 15:29 for instance, state categorically that God can nei-
ther take back His words, nor change His mind; These two passages seem to
contradict all that has been said so far about divine pathos ir1 the Old Testament.

Scholars are of the opinion, however, that the contradiction is merely apparent.
The talk about divine repentance and about the immutability of His will or deci-
sion in the two mentioned passages practically say the same thing from different
standpoints, contends Joseph Sharbertlol Apparently, his opinion fmds support
in I Sam 15, where both divine repentance and immutability are used in making
the same point Yahweh says:

100 C£ J. Scharbert, Der Schmerz Jahwes, pp. 223-225. It should be noted in this connection,
that although the biblical literature use different words - anger, jealousy, sorrow and re-
gret - to describe the passion of God, there is no word corresponding to the Greek word-
group pathos (with its implication of being acted upon or influenced fiom extemal power.
Accordingly, in all cases where the Bible speaks of divine emotion, the notion of passivity
or being under the sovereign power of an extemal agent is excluded. This fact di1Terti-
ates God's passion or suflering in the Bible fiom the suffering of the Homeric gods and
from human suffering. On the contrary, when human beings or gods suffer, they usually
stand under the influence of an external force. With Jahwe the situation is diflerent. See
esp. p. 223 and H. Frohnhofen, op. cit., p. 97.

101 J. Scharbert, Der Schmerz Jahwes, p. 217.
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I regret that I made Saul king, for he has tumed back fiom following me and has
not carried out my commands. And the Lord was sorry that he had made Saul
king over Israel. (v. I0 & 35.)

Yet speaking of Him in the same chapter, Samuel says: "...the glory of Israel (the
Lord) will not recant or change his mind; for he is not a mortal, that he should
change his mind."|°2

5 ln this context, like in Num. 23:19, the immutability of divine mind refers to
Yahweh's later decision consequent to His remorse over Saul. That He changed
l-lis mind earlier is taken for granted.\Following J. Jeren1ias' interpretation of this
passage, one can identify three senses in which divine immutability is meant here:
God's decision a) to dethrone Saul, b) to never again allow His repentance to de-
termine l-Iis action in the future, and c) to uphold His new promise in David, is
definite and irrevocable.l°3 Though in our view, the plausibility of b) is very re-
mote, the truth of the main point is indisputable, namely, that divine immutability
means the irrevocability of divine promise for the salvation of Israel.

Indeed, it is an awareness of God's steadfastness to His promise that made the
prophets emphasise divine sympathy and compassion in their view of divine re-
pentance. God's resolute determination to salvation, and His commitment to the
covenant, makes Him engage in self-limitation. Thus, rather than see His beloved
Israel perish, God spares and liberates her from the entanglement of sin. hi fact,
God's change of mind is motivated by His not willing the death but life of the sin-
ner (Ezek 18:23; 33:11). Even when He plans disaster for His erring people, He
does it in the hope that He will never inflict it on them (Jer 26:3; 42; Joel 2; Jon 3
f.). Rather than act out His anger, or allow the evil doers to perish according to
His ordinance, therefore, He controls His anger (Hos ll) and suifers the pain of
His self-control.

This divine self-limitation, which takes the form of an emotional change of will
in God, says Jeremias, becomes dominant in the Old Testament, from the book
of Amos onwards.1°4 The New Testament also takes up the idea that God's
promise of salvation is irrevocable. For Paul, for instance, God's plan of salvation
will be fulfilled, whether Israel breaks the covenant or not (Rom. 3:3 f.); nothing
will make God drop His plart not even when all His people loose their faith in
Him (Rom. ll:29). He extends the time of grace (Lk I816-9), so as to spare His
people; and He hastens to help them when they are in need (Lk 18:7).

">2 cr. Num 23119 "God is not 11 human being, that 11¢ should lie, a mortal that 11¢ should
change his mind".

I03 J. Jeremias, Die Reue Gottes, pp. 35-38.

104 rm, p. 109 tr.
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l, In summary, therefore, we can claim that divine immutability in the scriptural
sense differs from the concept of immutability in Greek thought. The Old Testa-
ment conceives of divine immutability in its close connection with divine pathos.
That God does not change His will is a point made just to llI‘l(l0l'llIl0 l-lis resolute
promise of salvation. And when He changes His will in another instance, it is
likewise necessitated by His detennination not to allow sin stand in the way of
the fulfilment of His promise for salvation. Divine repentance and immutability,
considered from this perspective, are thus interdependent, and arc at the service
of each other God's change of mind is not arbitrary; neither is l~lis immutability
totally inflexible. In order words, God suffers self-limitation, the pain of with-
holding His anger (pathos), in other to keep His promise (the irrevocability of
His will). ,

1.4.3 Anthropomorphism, Transcendence and the Jewish Hermeneutics
What we have discussed above mainly concems the attribution of negatively

conceived human characteristics to God (anthropopathy). While this could be
seen as the main problem, it fonns only but a part of the anthropomorphic ex-
pressions and symbols in the biblical writings.lUnlike the Greek philosophers, the
biblical writers felt free to use anthropomorphism.IBoth the Old and New Testa-
ment make ample use of anthropomorphism. But while the Old Testament em-
ploys negative and positive emotions in the predication of God, the New Testa-
ment tends to avoid the attribution of negative emotions to God. The use of posi-
tive human emotions (love, joy and pleasure) and symbols (father, shepherd) to
describe both God's relationship to humankind and the inner state of His life is
common. Thus, while anthropopathy is more pronounced in the Old Testament,
anthropomorphism is generally employed in both Testaments especially in the de-
scription of the divine-hurnan relationship.

Parallel to the ample use of anthropomorphism in the Old Testament is also a
slight tendency towards anti-anthropomorphism, especially in the Pentateuch.l°5
How the latter got into the Pentateuch has been a source of confusion for theolo-
gians and scholars alike, because in the very least anthropomorphism is a natural
feature of the Pentateuch. Scholars have no unified explanation for it yet: while

105 C-£ C. T. Fritsch, The Anti-anthropomorphisms.
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some believe that anti-anthropomorphism is inherent in Judaism itself,1°6 others
trace it back to Greek influence. 107

None of these views can be conclusive; they are all partial truths, which when
put together could offer an explanation for this bafflement. Apparently, the basic
fact that emerges out of the multiplicity of accounts is that there are two types of
anti-anthropomorphism in the biblical writings: one is of Greek origin, the other is
inherent in the Jewish conception of God. The Pentateuchal anti-anthropomor-
phism, embodied in the laws that forbid making images of God and pronoimcing
l lis name, is different from that found in the Septuagint and in Philo. While the
former stemmed from a theological development and was at the service of the
rabbinical conception of a "personal God", the latter, being a sort of philosophi-
cal adjustment, led inevitably to the conception of an apathetic Absolute, repre-
sented in Philo's philosophy.|°3

The anti-anthropomorphism of the Pentateuch, unlike that of the Greek phi-
losophy, does not entail the negation of the world; neither does it disregard the
similarity between God and humankind. For while it suggests that God is unlike
humankind, it does not overlook the fact that humankind is made in the image and
likeness of God. This sort of anti-anthropomorphism accentuates the Jewish no-
tion of transcendence, which difl'ers, accordingly, from the Greek understanding
of the transcendence and immanence of God. The Jews, quite imlike the Greeks,
do not see the immanence of God as an immersion into a pool of imperfection.
The prophets, for instance, conceive divine transcendence and immanence to-
gether;1°9 and just like the psalmists and the authors of the books of Wisdom,
they guard the transcendence of God "very zealously",11° without de-
emphasising divine immanence. Thus, although God's transcendence is highly
prized in the Jewish religious perception, the human likeness of God is not seen

106 The Advocates of the first school of thought are J. Fredenthal, Are there Traces of Greek
Philosophy in the Septuagint? p. 205-222 and Frankel, Vorstudien der Septuaginta, pp.
I75 E.

107 A. F. Dihne, Geschichtliche Darstellung der jridisch-alexandrinischen Religions-
Philosphie, Halle, I1, pp. I-72; A F. Gflirer, Krittsche Geschichte des Urchrtstentums,
Teil H, Stuttgart, pp. l-18. They believe that anti-anthropomorphism began with "Philonic
teachings and Alexandrian theosophy".

8 C. T- Fritsch, The Anti-Anthropomorphisms, p. 64 E. This view leads to the conclusion
that the type of anti-anthropomorphism which mntured the growth of the doctrine of im-
passibility in Christian tradition came, not from Judaism but fiom Hellenism

109 Cf. ibid., p. 5.
no Ibid., p. 6. According to Heschel the prophets "had no apprehension that the statements

of divine pathos might impair their understanding for the one, unique, and transcendent
God". The Prophets, p. 268 E
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as His degradation. In fact, the divine transcendence (I-lis holiness) consists pre-
cisely m God's overwhelming presence and indwelling, i.e. in His immanence,
just as the divme mimanence presupposes the divine transcendence in the Semitic
thought. 1 11

This is so because, in Judaism, the creation of hinnankind in the image and
likeness of God is more prominent than the difference between God and human
beings. This does not, however, entail the denial of the latter. Rather, as T. E.
Pollard rightly observes,

If they (the Jews) described God in human terms, it was not because they took an
anthropomorphic view ofGod, but because they took a theomorphic view of them-
selves. They knew God as ‘immediately in a personal relationship, and they knew
Him as a 'Person' in whose image and likeness they had been made. 1 12 ('

Among other things, Pollard's passage explains, that the Jewish tendency to
perceive more of the likeness than of the difference between humankind and God,
arises out of the fact that they make their conception of God in the context of a
personal relationship with Him who accompanies them through history. They see
God essentially as a "partner" to be encountered in a relationship and not as an
"object" of philosophical inquiry.113 They perceive God neither as "the imper-
sonal Absolute",114 dwelling outside the world, nor as an object of speculation, a
"working Hypothesis", employed to define "the boundary of human possibili-
ties", to use the words of Bonhoeffer.115

So far, we have been able to point to the Semitic understanding of anthropo-
morphism and divine transcendence. If we put our findings here together with the

111 It must be observed that this biblical testimony about the interdependence of the tran-
scendence and immanence of God got lost in many theologies with Greek orientation,
where the conception of God via negationis prevailed. Although divine immanence is
never totally or oflicially denied in any Christian theology worth its name, divine tran-
scendence is mostly conceived by way of negation. In fact, one of the major logical im-
plication of the hermeneutics of via negativa is the monopoly of divine transcendence,
that is to say, the inclination towards Docetism.

112 T. E. Pollard, The Impassibility of God, p. 355. See also A. J. Heschel, The Prophets, pp.
260 & 272. According to his view: "It is perhaps more proper to describe a prophetic
passion as theomorphic than to regard the divine pathos as anthropomorphic."(260) For,
following the creation of man in the likeness of God (Lev. 19.2), a Jew owes his "soul,
thought, feeling, even passion" to God. To them, human qualities, including passions, be-
long originally to God Himself Thus, the use of human language to describe "God's un-
conditional concem for justice is not an anthropomorphism Rather, man's concem for
justice is a theomorphism"~ (272)

1 13 This fact does not imply any sort of irrationalisni or ametaphysical theology.

114 ct. T. E. Pollard, Op. cit. p. 356.
I15 Cg |)_ Bonhogflbr, Letters and Papersfiom Prison, p. 360.
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biblical views on divine repentance and immutability, we would get a pictine that
is full of paradoxical approaches to reality. This is imlike the Greek hermeneutics
of via negativa; and it is definitely more subtle than the Aristotelian via
analogica. There is a flexibility in thought here, which seems at its face value to
be contradictory. By close examination however, it reveals itself to be typical of
the language of relationship, defmed by the "psychology" rather than by the
"ontology of divine nature.116 For instead of speaking "the language of essence",
the Bible speaks "the language ofpresence". 117 The language of presence is the
language of relationship. Conceiving God's pathos together with His transcen-
dence is not difficult for the Jews precisely because they believe that God is a
God of relationship.113 The God of relationship, the God of history is not only
the God who knows pathos, He is also the God, who can be psychologically in-
fluenced through the activities of His creatures.119

We can rightly say from the above, that the Semitic conception of God ba-
sically differs from the Greek notion of the Absolute, because, while the Greek
philosophers conceive God speculatively, the Jews conceive Him empirically,
that is to say, in the context of history and relationship. Consequently, the Semitic
conception of reality entertains more flexibility than does the philosophical view.

In the view of Thorleif Boman, there is a yet more basic reason for the differ-
ence between the Greek and Semitic conceptualisation of the divinity; it has
something to do with their various ways of perceiving reality.12° Boman traces
this back to the basic variations in the use of the organs of experiencing. Whereas

116 J. K Mozley, The Impassibility ofGod, p. 3. He testifies to the fact that there was an ab-
sence of metaphysical speculations in the thought of Jewish writers of the pre-Greek
philosophical era

"7 cr. A. J. Heschel, The Prophets, p. 275
113 Philo, who describes God only from the point of view of His activities, does not seem to

have recogiised this fact. He understands God-world relationship as a quasi-relation, a
non-reciprocal relation where God alone can be said to be acting and the creatures suffer.
In his classic treatise on Philo, H. A Wolfson rightly maintains, that, "in a strictly logical
sense", such a non-reciprocal relation, is "not a true relation". C£ H A. Wolfson, Philo,
vol. ll, p. I38.

119 R S. Frank, Passibility and Impassibility, p. 658. According to Baldwin, as quoted by
Robert Franks, passion is "the condition of being acted upon, and being afiected, recep-
tive". In this sense having passions entails the ability to be passive and to suifer action or
change. From this definition's point of view, it can easily be perceived that impassibility
and immutability are related concepts. The fonner is not subordinate to the latter as W.
Maas suggests. See Unverdnderlichkeit Gottes, p. 46). All depends on ones point of de-
parture, because indeed, a being that changes, suflers change; but a being that suffers,
changes in the process.

120 Cf. Th. Boman, Das hebrdische Denken im Vergleich mtt dem griechischen, 1983.
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the Greeks principally perceive reality visually, the Hebrews mainly encotniter it
auditorialIy.121 The impressions gained through the ears, the author continues,
have the characteristics marked with dynamism and change. They provide less
room for precise objectivity. In contrast, the optic impressions are bound to give
static pictures, which presuppose a higher degree of objectivity and immutability.
Applying this to the thought-patterris in question, one sees inunediately why the
Greeks place "being" in the centre of reality, and the Hebrews emphasise "history
and movement".

Boman has been accused of oversimplifying the difference between the two
cultures, by calling one static and the other dynamic.122 The difference is defi-
riitely not as simple as thatiBut, be that as it may, the fact remains that the God of
the philosophers, especially, when conceived via negationis, is apathetic. In con-
trast, the God of the Bible is pathetic.‘

1.5 T71e Harmonisation ofthe Semitic and Greek Notions ofGod
in the Hellenistic Judaism

Harrnonising the Greek and the Semitic conceptions of God was already a ma-
jor problem in the earliest times of the Hellenistic Judaism - first for the seventy
translators of the Septuagint, and then for Philo of Alexandria. The clash between
the Greek and Semitic cultures and the revolt that characterised the Maccabean
era had given way to an imreserved acceptance of the Greek philosophy by the
time the Septuagint was translated in the second century before Christ. Accord-
ingly, both the translators of the Septuagint and their Hellenised Jewish readers
were familiar with the Greek philosophical concepts and the philosophers con-
ception of God. Writing out of this philosophical background, which was largely
Platonic and Stoic, the translators had their reservations concerning the anthro-
pomorphic expressions and symbols foimd in the Hebrew original.

Opinions differ today however as to whether these translators reinterpreted or
even eliminated totally some of the anthropomorphic images and concepts to suit

121 lbid.,pp. isott
122 Cf A. Grillmeier, Hellenisierung - Judaisienmg des Christentums als Deuteprinzipien der

Geschichte des kirchlichen Dogmas, p. 484. Nonetheless, Boman's conclusion that each of
the cultures show a genuine but one-sided conception of reality is correct. Ideally, these
two visions of reality should be put together in order to gain a broader view of reality
(Boman, Op cit., p. I82). With reference to Christianity, both cultures made valuable
contnbutions indeed to the formulation of Christian principles, but neither constitutes
solely the Christian message, both stood "equally liir and near to the Gospel" (Grillmeier,
Op. cit., p. 486).
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their philosophical fancy,123 or whether they faithfully translated the texts. No
matter which is true, one fact is obvious, namely, that the seventy had encoun-
tered problems in the translation because of the incompatibility of the anthropopa-
thetic language of the Bible with the popular philosophical antianthropomor-
phism.

Besides, if the translators rendered the words according to their exact mean-
ing, it was definitely not because they fancied the expressions, but because they
were determined to give a faithful translation. For that reason, they were the first
to experience the theological dilemma - the art of using philosophical ideas with-
out being unfaithful to the original biblical texts - which assailed later theologies.
It is however scarcely credible that their bias towards such expressions never lefi
their mark on the translation. Be that as it may, their faithfulness to the original
texts is a true sign that, rather than solving the dilemma, they passed it on to their
successors.

Philo of Alexandna (25 BC - 45 AD), whose writings are also directed to the
Hellenised Jewish residents in Alexandria,12‘1 made the first conscious effort to
reconcile the Greek conception of an apathetic God with the Jewish experience of
a pathetic God.125 By virtue of his being at home in both Greek and Semitic cul-
tures, he felt free to combine ideas from the various traditions. His doctrine of
God reflects this fact prominently: For although, for instance, he retains the Jew-
ish habit of describing the "activity" rather than the "being" of God,125 he is ba-
sically inclined towards the Greek philosophy and its characteristic conception of
an apathetic God. God is accordingly the incomprehensible, simple, self-
sufficient, unmixed, immortal, ir1corporeaL immutable, and impassible being.127
He thus rejects the image of a God who has pathos. Wrath and repentance should
not be attributed to Him since, according to him, they are incompatible with di-
vine omniscience and immutability. The only emotions which he considers fit for

123 While C. T. Fritsch, The Anti-Anthropomorphisms contends that some biblical ideas were
Hellenised beyond recognition (chapters 1&2, pp. 9-22) and attributes the Pentateuchal
anti-anthropomorphism partly to the redaction of the seventy (I5 £) - see also W. Maas,
Unvertinderlichkeit Gottes, pp. 121-I24 - I-L Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. I02 in-
sists that though the translators were suspicious of the anthropomorphic language, the did
not manipulate the translation.

C. T. Fritsch, The Anti-Anthropomorphisms, p. 63. The Hellenised Jews had lost intimacy
with Hebrew and Aramaic.

125 lbid., p. 64.
126 Cf. H. Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. I09.

127 Cf. H. A. Wolfson, Philo, vol. ll, p. 96 and Herbert Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p.
I09 E
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God are mercy mid happiness; God is free fmin sorrow. fear and feeling of paln;
He cannot have emotions, since that would suggest that l-lo is being noted pen;
He is apathetic in the sense of being independent from external itllltlnlliti. 1311

How then docs Philo account for the biblical use of tintliropnpntliy l-lc argues
that the anthropomorphic e.\'pressions do not coriesponil to tho iciillty of Cltitli
they signify nothing about the ontological nature of (toil. whose true nature ls es-
sentially incomprehensible. The iinthropoinorphie expressions used in Wdldnllm
the God of the Bible, he insists, serve only pedagogical purposcii.13 Ail inieli,
the problem of anthropomorphisiii, in his view, rcprescins an iippiimnt contradic-
tion that is explicable.13° To do away with this coiitnidiction, Pluto introduceii the
use of allegorical method, which actually arises out of the assuinption that the
scriptiual texts have twofold meaning. ‘literal’ and "unilcrlying" tneai1ing.131 By
implication, therefore, Philo contends that the biblical passages with anthropo-
morphic e\pressions should not be taken literally, especially if they apply to God‘
they must be seen as possessing an underlying nicanii1g.131,To support his view
that the anthropomorphic expressions should not be taken litcinlly, Philo refers to
two passages in the Bible (Gen 1:26 and Num 23:19) which respectively al'l'irIn
the human likeness and unlikeness of God.133 He sees it as a proof that human-
kind is like God but also very much imlike Him-~;Agrnnst this background, antinu-
pomorphic expressions cannot be predicated to God without any qualification.
They do not correspond ontologically with God's nature; they have mere peda-
gogical values.

Since the biblical anthropomorphic expressions reveal nothing about God‘:
own inner disposition, Philo sees in allegorical method, a means of disclosing
what the anthropomorphic expressions seem to "obscure".134 For Philo the hid-
den fact is that God is eminently immutable and impassible. Consequently, he in-
sists that the mention of divine repentance in Genesis should not be understood

123 Cf H Frohnhofen, Apatheia tau theou, pp. I09-114.

129 H. A. Wolfson, Philo, vol. ll, p. 127. Only on this ground did Philo consider the biblical
anthropomorphism justifiable.

13° lbid, p.129.
131 H A. Wolfson, Philo, vol. 1, p. ll5. "The underlying meaning he describes by a variety of

terms, among them also the term allegory...".
131 H A. Wolfson, Philo, vol. 1, 116.
133 ct H A. Wolfson, Philo, vol. 11, p.127
134 H. A. Wolfson, Philo, vol. 1, p.l I5.
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literally. in his words, i'there could be no greater impiety than to suppose that the
iliichiiiigeiihle cliiinges";|35 "He is not susceptible to any passions at a|l". '36 I

Siiiiiiiiiimiiiig the foregoing discussions in this section, we can rightly say that
the lint significant attempt to harmonise the Jewish and Greek notions of God
licgiiii with l'itl|O, lle reinterprets the anthropomorphic expressions of the Bible in
ilclciice iii the concept of divine apatheia. Through this reinterpretation, however,
he iliiitiiiicesi himself from the original meaning of some of the anthropomorphic
exiirwiiiim This is particularly true with his understanding of the divine compas-
-mm. wrath and repentance For, contrary to the biblical notion of the divine com-
pimiiiii, which entails repentance, Philo considers compassion worthy of God on
the one hand, but wrath and repentance unworthy of Him on the other. Moreover,
his allegorical method raises more questions thzm it answers: it does not specify
the critei rm for selecting the antlvopornorphic expressions with underlying
meaning rwliy, for instance, must only the talk about compassion be taken liter-
ally. and not also that abotl wrath and repentance. In the absence of such a crite-
rion. the use of the allegorical method seems to make the biblical expressions
CqUl\'OC3l and iridefintte, their meanings would become a matter of interpretation.
In fact, no one could know for certain which messages ofthe Bible are not am-
biguous \

I-lrcursus: The Hirtwy, Problau and Prospects afflellenlsation
The history of the encounter between the Semitic and Hellenistic traditions is
ignite old; it began as far back 3 S97-S38 BC-, during the period of the Jewish

ias rn. Finding thenneh-es in an alien environment that was overwhelmingly
Greefithe Diaspora Jews inesitahiy absorbed the Greek elements of culture. And
as the first and second Maccabees reveal to us, this encounter culminated soon
into a clash bemeen Judaism and Hellenism in the second century BC-
The consequent Jewish revolt against the Greek culture was however character-
iscd by mixed feelirigs For while, on the one hand, the Jews were aversive to the
penetrating foreign influence - out of the deep concem to preserve their own
cultural identity - on the other hand, they were eager to keep abreast with times
and the new style of life.|37 The resistance to Hellenistic influence was thus
weakened by the fact that it was attractive to Jews-
The seventy scholars who transl_ated the Hebrew scriptures into Greek, were
among those who found the new intellectual culture attractive. With their Greek
translation, they did a lot to Hellenise the Jewish readers and spread Hellenistic
Judaism. But it was Philo, who deepened and quickened the Hellenisation proc-
ess, at least on the intellectual level, through the use of his celebrated allegorical

135 Philo, Quad Deus, v, 22.

'36 1btd.,Xi, s2.
137 A. Zcilinger, Das Alre Testament verstchen ll, p. 298.
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method, which rendered m6l35)_h()_I'lC3l, what was not compatible with the current
Greek philosophy._ Philo's me ration between the Hellemstic and Semitic cultures
proves that Hellenism, by the time of Jesus Christ, had got itself established in the
Semitic tradition, at least on the intellectual level. Philo, who lived till 45 AD was
a contemporary of Jesus (c. 7 BC - 30 AD)._Scholars are not sure to what extent
Jesus’ own life was influenced by the Hellemstic culture,133but the Hellenistic in-
fluence on the biblical writers (especially John and Paul) is abundantly evident.
Hellenisation reached its climax in the first century during the formulation of the
Christian principles. The Fathers of the Church found the Hellenistic philoso hy
particularly use ul, both in the articulation of the divine attributes, and in their
struggle against polytheism. With its em hasis on the imity of God, Hellenistic
philosophy seemed predestined to suppl)y them with the language and logic for
the defence of both the "universality" of God and the doctrine of monotheism.139
Moreover, the Hellenistic categories were appropriate for the effective communi-
cationlpof the message of Christ to the educated gentiles and the Hellenised con-
verts.
The quest for intelligibility, therefore, made the adoption of Hellenistic philoso-
phy inevitable for Christianity. Due to its foundational role in the formation of the
Christian doctrines, Hellenistic philosophy has been entitled to _a "permanent
seat" in the Christian theology, which not only makes, Christiamty without the
Greek elements inconceivable, but also the attempt to separate the main content
of Christianity from its Hellenistic cultural media illusory.141 In some theologies
of the past, Hellenism ran the danger of becoming slynonymous with the "content"
of the Christian faith. But now that the claim of C ristiarrity to universality is m
the storm of doubts, and that the cross-cultural significance offaith occupies the
consciousness of a multi-cultural and pluralistic society, the inadequacy of the
Hellenistic thought- attem on certain matters has become obvious. More and
more cultures are cliiiming to be worthy of contributingz something towards the
effective radiation of the revealed truth of Christianity.‘

138 F. G. Downing, Hellenism, p. 278.

'39 Cf. W. Panneiiberg, Grundfragen Systematischer Theologie, p. 309 f.

14° A. Grillmeier, "Christus licet iiobis inuitis deus". Ein Beitrag zur Diskussion iiber die Hel-
letrisierurig der clrristlichen Botschaft, in: Kerygma und Logos - C. Andresen-Festschrifi,
p. 227

141 R J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, p. 8. In defining the relation between
Christianity and the cultures that express it, Schreiter argues that the popular image of the
kemel (God's message in Christ) and the husk (cultural media) has become inadequate. In
its place, he suggests the "image of an onion". This should help us evade the illusion, he
contends, that the content and container of Christian message could be separated from
one another. In his view, they are so boimd together that by separating one the other goes
with it.

142 cf. R. E. Hood, Must God Remain Greek? Without denying the authenticity of the Ju-
daisation, Hellenisation, Germiinisation and Romanisation, the Third World theologies are
seeking to make Christianity relevant to them through inculturation. It is hoped that a
better access to the revealed truth will be gained if the message is received through ones
own rather than through the mediation of a foreign culture. For details on the importance
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Yet the main problem theology has with Hellenisation is not the domination of
Greek philosophy, but its apparently unresolved incompatibility with the Semitic
tradition. For, despite the long history of the joint venture between Semitic and
Hellenistic traditions in the shaping of Christian rinci les, a roper integration
between the two is still lacking, instituting something iike a "Greek-Hebrew dr-
vide" in the Christian theology. On the issue of God and history, for instance, one
encounters serious theological difiiculties arising from the difference between the
Greek and Semitic approach to reality.143 The relation between the Hellenistic
and Semitic tradition on some theological issues often conjures up the image of a
square peg in a round hole.
Accordingly, despite the time and energy theologians have ex ended in defence
of the heritage of Greek philosophical traditions and in establisiiing the monopoly
of the Hfillfifillfillfl matrix forhcaétglg theolggigal truth, questioins on the lrole alnld
relevance o e enism in t e stian t eo ogy were ose immense in t e
middle of this century, es ecially by A. von Hamack, F. Ilioofs and W. El)ert. The
question is this: I-Ias Heliianisation contributed to the development or the degen-
eration of faith? Has it spelt fortune or fate for the Christian religion?
While the above mentioned theologians conclude that Hellenisation amounts to
the falsification of the essence of Christianity, 144 W. Pannenberg and H. Kt'ing145
see Hellenisation as a positive henomenon that deserves a positive evaluation
today, especially because of the Fucidity it brought to the descn tion of the person
of Christ. The laositive role of Hellenisation consists, as Jarosiiiv Pelikanl 6 and
A. Grillmeierl 7 claim, in its ability for self-correction. Hellenisation possessed
an inner mechanism with which it checked its own excesses. It was in view of
this self-regulatory mechanism, Pelikan contends, that Hellenistic thought was
used in the battle against "speculations and heresies" to ward off Hellenisation. In
other words, Hellenisation functioned, accordiri to Pelikan and Grilhneier, con-
currently as the assimilation and elimination 0% relevant and irrelevant cultural
elements respectively.
In effect, Hellenisation was a necessary process o_f inculturation. l_ike any
proper inculturation, it could not have been bad in itself, except when it IS abso-
utised to an extent that its encounter with other cultures carmot lead to an mte-

of different cultures for the historicity of revelation and Christianity, see A. Grillmeier,
Hellenisienmg - Judaisierimg, pp. 423-488, esp. 457 & 487.

143 In fact, most theological deadlocks, concerning the doctrines of God, Trinity and In-
carnation in the two thousand year history of Christianity, could at best be traced back to
the polarity between the Semitic and Greek elements in the Christian tradition.

144 A. v. Hamack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte I, pp. 20 & 55. F. Loofi, Leirfaden zum
Studium der Dogmengeschichte, pp. 8-ll. W. Elert, Die Theopaschite Formel; ----, Der
Ausgang der altkirchlichen Christologie. pp. 71-I32. See also Alois Grillmeier, Hellenis-
ierimg - Judaisierung, p. 455. According to Grillmeier, I-Iarnack developed a positive mind
to Hellenisation towards the end ofhis theological career.

145 W. Pannenberg, Op. cit. p. 296 ff. Hans Kiing, The lncarhation ofGod.

146 J. Pelikan, The Christian Tradition, p. 55

147 A. Grillmeier, Christus licet, p. 228. In his view, the council of Nicea was in itself a seri-
ous attempt to "deHellenise" the Christian faith (p. 251 fl).
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gration. Whether it spelt fate or fortune for Christian theology de ends on how far
a working integration was achieved. This means ftuther, that Heilenisation began
to fail in history at precisely the point at which it ceased to follow the dynamism
of its own inner corrective and self-regulato mechanism - i.e. where it inhered
in static permanence and failed to vote itseli out in cases of its irrelevance. At
such points Hellenisation was bound to produce alienation.
It should be noted however, as W. Pannenber says, that alienation does not arise
merely because one cultwe meets another, gut because assimilation could not
take place.143 This becomes even clearer, if we agree with Grillmeier that the
Christian revelation is not a "revelatio pura", but a historically, humanly and
cultinally conditioned phenomenon. That Christ's revelation of God did not take
place m _a cultural vacuum, is proved by Jesus himself. For not only did he not
ive outside lus society, he also never c aimed to bring a "new doctrine" but the

fulfihnent of the old. In view of the historical feature of revelation, therefore, it
would be wrong to see Hellenisation (Judaisation) or even modem inculturation
as a corruption of the Christian revelation. 149
Consequentl , Hellenisation as such was not the problem of dogma, but the ac!)-
parently uritiiiished cultural integration between Semitic and Hellenistic tra i-
tions.1 0 The task of integration, however, is often hindered b the human ten-
dencies to polarise seemingly opposing ideas. This limitation ofythe human mind
poses prob ems, efifiecially, when we try to reconcile such apparently opposing
attributes of God, e HIS impassibility and passibility.

I. 6 Summary
We have examined the axiom of divine impassibility in the light of the Helle-

nistic and Semitic conceptions of God and noted that it stems from the concept of

143 Cf Paimenberg, Op. cit. p. 312. "Eine ‘Hellenisation’ im Sinne einer Uberfremdimg z.B.
durch den philosophisehen Gottesgedanken tritt nicht schon da ein, wo die Theologie das
Ringen mit ihm aufiiimmt, sondem erst da, wo sie in diesem Ringen versagt, indem sic ihre
assimilierende, umgestaltende Krafi verliert." Reasonably, therefore, one has to dill
ferentiate between positive Hellenisation (inculturation) fiom negative (alienating) Hel-
lenisation. One can justifiably speak of the latter, when the borrowed culture displaces the
authentic heritage. For our purpose here, it would suflice to observe, that the Helleni-
sation of Christianity has two sides: on the one hand, it greatly contributed to the formu-
lation of Christian principles, but on the other hand, it also regrettably compounded the
problems of theologians, who have, to this moment, not yet effectively reconciled the
philosophical conceptions ofGod with the experienced biblical "image" ofGod.

'49 C£ A Grillmeier, Hellenisierimg - Judaisierung, pp. 457-488. For more details on this
problem see also W. Maurer, "Hellenisiening - Germanisierung - Romanisierung. Be-
merkung zu den Perioden der Kirchengeschichte", in: H. D. Wendland (Hrsg.), Kosmas
and Ekklesia (Kasscl I953), pp. 55-72.

150 Evidently, the "aggiornamento“ (the adaptation process) of Pope John )O([II - which ini-
tiated the Second Vatican Council and the current process of inculturation - pursues the
same aim which the Fathers of the church had, when they adopted the Greek elements of
culture, namely, to situate faith into the context ofthe prevalent cultures.
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apatheia in the ancient Greek philosophy. Apatheia is used, first, in denoting
God's moral and ontological perfection, and later, in characterising human ethical
ideal. It is used in the narrow and broad senses in Greek literature. The narrow
sense, which denotes the freedom of a personal agent fi'om suffering or negative
emotions characterises the earliest literature, while the broad sense, in which it is
understood as the absolute freedom of an entity or personal agent from all exter-
nal influences, predominates in the later Greek writings. In general however, a
majority of the Greeks understand divine apatheia in its broad sense.

In the light of the overall Greek tendency to conceive the world as evil, divine
apatheia is often seen as being identical with anti-anthropomorphism. Only rarely
does the acceptance of anthropomorphism go hand in hand with the conception of
divine apatheia. In general however, divine apatheia emerges out of the Hellenis-
tic tendency to conceive God by way of negation and through the disparagement
of emotions. For that reason, apatheia invariably implies extra emphasis on the
difference between God and humankind, with little or no regard for the similarity
between them.

On the contrary, apatheia in the sense explained above is totally absent in the
biblical and Semitic conception of God. The Jewish communities of antiquity
predicate God with anthropomorphic language and symbols, speaking about His
change of mind and emotional suffering. They recognise God's immutability and
transcendence, albeit in a sense different from the Greek version of it. Conse-
quently, the concept of the divine immutability occurs in the Bible only as an ex-
pression of Yahweh's resolute commitment to His promise. It is not an abstract
immutability: of course, Yahweh needed to change His mind a couple of times,
though only in order to remain faithful (immutable) to His promise, thereby
showing that change is possible in Him despite His immutability.

Similarly, His transcendence is taken to mean ultimately His overwhelming
presence and indwelling (immanence) among His people. At the background of
the Jewish conception of God, therefore, is a paradoxical approach to reality,
different from the Greek way of negation, and more subtle than the Aristotelian
analogy. Unlike the Greeks, the Jews emphasise the human likeness of and rela-
tion with God more than the human-God-difference, so that, it has become possi-
ble to speak of their theomorphic view of themselves rather than their anthropo-
morphic conception of God.

Reconciling these two contrary conceptions of God - of a pathetic and an apa-
thetic God - has been a consistent preoccupation of theology since the Hellenisa-
tion of Judaism and Christianity. The most significant attempt to harmonise the
Greek and Semitic conceptions of God is to be found in the Hellenistic Judaism,
which Philo of Alexandria represents. Philo's celebrated mediation, however,
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could not achieve a workable integration of the two cultural views. His allegorical
method, with which he explains the biblical anthropomorphic expressions away,
does not seem applicable to every anthropomorphic expression or symbol in the
Bible. His method therefore blurs the difference between what is real and what is
metaphorical. Consequently, Hellenistic Judaism passes the unsolved theological
dilemma of divine impassibility on to Christianity.

(In the excursus on the history, problems and prospects of Hellenisation, we
tried to negotiate the answer to a hypothetical question, namely, whether the theo-
logical dilemma can have any logical solution. The search for an integration of the
two cultures through the application of the paradoxical approach in the Bible
seems to be a promising way out, and perhaps even the only prospect for today's
inculturation theologies.)
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2, DIVINE IMPASSIBILITY IN THE PREVALENT THEOLOGIES
AND CHURCH TRADITION (FROM THE FIRST TO THE
SIXTEENTH CENTURD

2.1 Divine Impassibility in the First Century Christian Church
The adoption of the Greek concept of divine apatheial is characteristic of the

theologies of the first three centuries of the Church. It can indeed be seen as the
basic theological presupposition of the patristic Christology and the doctrine of
God? Of course, the nature and fi'equency of its application differs fi'om writer
to writer, in accordance with the time of writing. In general terms, however, the
doctrine of divine impassibility occupies such a central position in the patristic
theologies of the second and third centuries, and particularly in their reflections
during the Christological controversies, that one can justifiably assume that it
was, in their context, the distinguishing characteristic of the Christian God, in the
face of which the biblical anthropomorphism must have seemed merely meta-
phorical or purely "fallacious"3 and "blasphemous".4

A glance through some of the literature of this era, reveals that the application
of this axiom is much more pronounced in the second and third than in the first
century theologies. This is perhaps due to the proximity of the New Testament
writers and the apostolic Fathers to the Semitic influence, which became drasti-
cally diminished in the subsequent theologies.

2.1. I The New Testament
In the New Testament, there is no explicit statement about the passibility or

impassibility of God. Neither is apatheia mentioned anywhere.5 Only the verb

I It should be noted that the conception of apatheia in the broad sense - as the noninflu-
enceability of an entity or of the inner soul of a personal being - which characterised its
imderstanding in the Greek antiquity, virtually disappeared in the Christian circle, giving
way to its narrow meaning imderstood as immunity to suffering and to the excitement of
passions. But restricting it within the narrow and negative sense of apatheia, the Christians
were still able to add "sinlessness" and "lack oferotic passion" (Paul) to the. original Greek
meaning, thereby giving it a wider meaning than it had in the Stoic ethics. Cf W.
Michaelis, op. cit., p. 927 £ See also H Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 119.

2 c. omit, Possibilities for Divine Passibility, p. 3. "r. E. Pollard, The Impassibility of'God,
p. 357; cf. also G. L. Prestige, God tn Patrtstic Thought, p. 6.

3 A. J. Heschel, The Prophets, p. 273.

4 H. M. Kuitert, Gott tn Menschengestalt, p. 56.

5 II Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 123.
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paschein is abundantly used in comiection with the suffering (passion) of Jesus
Christ6 Of course, mention is made of the "wrath" and "compassion of God", and
in one instance, of His "jealousy" (2 Cor- ll:2), all in accordance with the Old
Testament tradition. The predication of "repentance", "hate", "pain" and
"negatively judged emotions" to God are snictly avoided. lklso, not the slightest
attempt is made to attribute irripassibility to Jesus Christ: emotions and passions
are characteristic of his person. Even in Mt. 26:42 and Lk. 23:46, where an indi-
rect reference is made to a type of sovereignty over pain or suffering, it is re-
ferred to God Himself and not to Jesus.7 1'

Thus the New Testament writers neither decry nor frilly adopt the Old Testa-
men1’s anthropopathetic expressions. Nevertheless, the trend in the later books of
the Old Testament towards emphasising divine love and compassion and speak-
ing less about punishment as the consequence of sin finds its continuation in the
New Testament.‘-I The "wrath of God", for instance, is no longer seen as leading
to immediate divine ptmishment: God is believed to often be undergoing a proc-
ess of "self-limitation", deferring the realisation of His wrath to the futtue, con-
taining His anger, rather than acting it out. Divine wrath is, in other words, given
an "eschatological" interpretation: it is expected at a later time, namely, in the last
judgement.9 Rather than let His wrath take a violent course, God withholds it at
best, and abandons the sinner at worst to his or her own self-destruction. 1°

‘Q Hence, in the New Testament, just like in the prophetic books,“ God is expe-
rienced as the one who in His mercy always comes to rescue humankind from its
self-destruction, for His wrath ends invariably in patience and mercy (Rom. 9:11-
29). By implication, therefore, not only is the negativity of anger taken away

6 C£ w. Michaelis, op. ct't., pp. 911-91s.
7 H Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, pp. 123- I26.

3 See Chapter 1, second to the last paragraph of 1.4.1.

9 M. Pohlenz, Vom Zorne Gottes, pp. l-2,10-14. It might be too presumptuous to see this
shill of emphasis in NT as a sign ofanti-anthropomorphism.

lo Cf. R Schwager, Brauchen wir einen Sr7ndenbock?, pp. 219-224. In his theological inter-
pretation ofRene Girard's view on violence and the sacred, Schwager contends that both
the apocalyptic and Pauline writings ofthe New Testament use the "wrath of God" to em-
phasise that God takes the actions of humankind seriously (224) and that he is a God of
justice (219). Above all, these texts show that the "wrath of God" does not lead to a di-
vine violent interference in human affairs. The "wrath of God" merely affects the relation-
ship between him and humankind; it occurs at an interpersonal level, as God abandons
human beings to the repercussions of their own distorted lust, emotions and thinking - i.e.
to their own self-destruction (220).

ll Cf A J. Heschel, The Prophets, p. 299 ff
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from God, through this interpretation, He is, by that means, also presented as the
one, who is sovereign over His anger, i.e. over His passions. Thus while the New
Testament shows reservations toward the attribution of negatively judged emo-
tions to God, it does not hesitate to emphasise the honourable ones like patience
and compassion. In order words, pathos is attributed to God, but only insofar as it
does not connote an external influence: God retains the initiative and sovereignty. /

2.1.2 The Apostolic Fathers
The writings of the apostolic Fathers show abundant evidence of acquaintance

with the biblical tradition. Yet the influence of Greek philosophy is undeniable.
To that effect, theologies of the time depict a double commitment both to the
philosophical concept of God and to the biblical notion of God, which at that time
was definitely not perceived as a serious theological dilemma challenging the
predication of God. It is out of this background that one can view the contribution
of St. Ignatius ofAntioch, who, in his letters, assumes the impassibility of God on
the one hand, and confesses the suffering of God in Jesus Christ on the other,
without any fear of contradiction. 12

l In his Letter to Polycarp Ignatius first speaks of
the Etemal, the Inviible, who became visible for our sake, the Impalpable, the Im-
passible, who suffered for our sake, who endured in all ways for our sake;l3

and then in his Letter to the Ephesians, he refers to Jesus Christ our Lord as the
only physician, who is

of flesh yet spiritual, bom yet imbegotten, God incarnate, genuine life in the midst
of death, sprung from Mary as well as God, first subject to sufiering then beyond
it. 14 /

In the light of the above passages, Ignatius evidently emphasises the paradox of
divine nature using both the idea of the Incamation and the glorification of the
man,15 Jesus Chnst, who was first subject to suffering (primo passibilis) before
becoming impassible (et tune impassibilis). While the second passage implies
that the passible one can become impassible, it is not clear whether the irnpassi-
ble one can also suffer passibily.

12 Commenting on ad Trail. 7,1 and ad Smyr. 6,1, l0.l, both A. von Hamack, Hist.
Dogm.1, p. I89 and Lightfoot, (The Apostolic Fathers, vol. II, Sect.I, have reservations
about believing that Ignatius really speaks of Jesus Christ as God.

13 Ignatius, ad Polyc 3,2, trans. in: J. B. Lightfoot, op cit.

'4 Ignatius, ad Eph. 7,2, in: Lightfoot, op. cit.

'5 lgriatius' paradox here anticipates the tendency in the later centuries (see sect. 2.7. below)
to use the kenotic motif to illuminate the mystery of God's paradoxical nature.
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';He does not offer any theological explanation for his paradoxical statements.
Tins makes it practically difficult to evaluate his statements, so as to know
whether they are expressions of a paradox or sheer contradiction] It does seem
however that his paradoxical fonnulation arose out of the need to take a position
on the one hand, against the Docetists1‘5 (who were doubting Christ's humanity
and claiming that his Incamation and suffering were unreal), and on the other
hand, against the Judaists17 (who considered the crucifixion of the Messiah a
blasphemy). It was thus out of the need to affimi both htunanity and the divine
reality of the incamate Christ that Ignatius was pushed to emphasise, not just
Christ's suffering, but also the suffering of God in him. Since he lived prior to the
turbulence of the Christological controversies over the two Natures of Christ and
over the doctrine of Logos, his writings lack the precise specification of whether
the suffering of Christ refers only to his human nature. In view of the historical
setting of his writings, and of the explicit mention of divine suffering in his Letter
to Romans, where he says: "pennit me to be an imitator of my suffering God",13
we can justifiably believe that he is serious about the suffering of God, and that
his double-talk is no contradiction but a paradoxical representation of the divine
nature.

Thus, despite his accepting the Greek concept of apatheia, Ignatius admits that
God suffered in Jesus Christ. The biblical idea of a God whose nature is para-
doxical must have led him to affirrn that God is paradoxically passible and irn-
passible at the same time. It is probable that he arrived at this affirrnation without
the rigorous philosophical reflection that characterises subsequent theologies.

2.2 Divine Impassibility in the Second Century Theologies
The predication of suffering to God is merely tolerated in the theologies of the

second century. At the initial stage, a conscious attempt is made to conceive God
in terms of the image of Christ and a widespread use of Theopaschite expressions
is found,19 at the background of which an undeveloped differentiation between

16 Evidently, the danger of Docetisin was already known to Ignatius. See V. Corwin, St. Ig-
natius and Christianity in Antioch, pp. 52-57; M. Rackl, Die Christologie des heiligen
Ignatius von Antiochien, pp. 89-I33; P. Weigandt, Der Doketismus im Urchristentum, I,
pp. 57 ff, I09-I I4 & 27; H Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. I34.

17 See J. B. Lightfoot, The Apostolic Fathers [I / 1, p. 313 tr; M- Rack], Die Christologte
des heiligen Ignatius von Antiochien p. I03-I08; L. W. Barnard, The Background of St.
Ignatius ofAntioch, p. I93-206 cited in H Frohnhofen, ibid.

13 Ignatius, Letter to Romans, 6,3.

19 Cf. W. Elert, Der A usgang der altkirchlichen Christologie, p. 72 f; M. Slusser, The-
opaschite Expressions; H Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, p. 142.
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the first and second Person of the Trinity are most evident. However, in the later
part of the century, especially in the theologies of the apologists, it soon becomes
obvious that the Greek concept of apatheia is seen as the main distinguishing
characteristic of the Christian God. And it is used not only for establishing the
contrast between God and the gods of the pagan mythologies, but also in specify-
ing the difference between the first and second Person, as well as the distinction
between the humanity and divinity of Christ.2° It is believed today, that this as-
sumption contributed immensely to the emergence of Docetism and to the spread
of Gnosticism 21 ;

2.2. I The Apologists
I The Apologists helped immensely to Christianise the concept of apatheia. For,

not only do they intensify its use, they also completely avoid the application of
"pathos" - with the exception of compassion - to God.\For Aristeide, the true
God (whom he considers intrinsically invisible, immortal and immutable) is free
from every emotion and passion. To all intents and purposes however Aristeide
seems to be basing his conception of God mostly on the basic principle of divine
immutability.-7-2 1

1 Similarly, Justin, whose Platonic influence is all too evident,23 rnakes the irn-
mutability of God the pivot of his conception of divine apatheia. He uses the
concept of apatheia to differentiate between the Christian God and the Olympic
gods (I Apol. 25,2). But in what seems like putting aside his Platonic influence
he also predicates suffering to the Christian God: God suffered, insofar as He re-
vealed Himself in the experience of Jesus Christ (Dial., 57,3). In his answer to a
question in Dialogus cum Tryphone Judaeo, conceming the possibility of the
suffering of the immutable Christian God,“ he speaks of the begetting of the

20 H. Frohnhofen, ibid.
21 The adoption of the Greek philosophical concept of apatheia in the early Church con-

tributed immensely to the emergence of Docetism. C£ J. G. Davies, The Origins of Do-
cetism, pp. 13 ff & 35; M. Slusser, Docetism. A Historical Definition, pp. 163-172; I-L
Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, pp. 127-130.

22 Apol. 4, 7; 8,2 in: Die dltesten Apologeten. Texte mit lairzen Einleitungen (Edgar J.
Goodspeed) Gottingen 1914, Neudruck Gbttingen 1984. See also H Frohnhofen, op. cr't.,
pp. 145-146. Like most Apologists, but unlike the apostolic Fathers, Aristeide considers
anger, suffering, ambition, repentance and even mourning (Apol 11,3.5 & 12,3) unworthy
of God. On the view of other Apologists on this see also J. K. Mozley, The Impassibility
ofGod, pp. 9-I5.

23 1. M. Pflittisch, Der Eiriflufi Platos mtfdie Theologie Justtns des Mdrtyrers.
24 ct. Dial. 34,2 64,7; 71,2; 13,2 a 126,l£
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Logos spermatikos, (Dial. 61,1), whereby\he claims that the Logos (the pre-
existent Christ) was first impassible, and then became passible during the earthly
life of Jesus, and again impassible afier the glorification. xlustin relatively differ-
entiates his use of the concept of apatheia, which he app ies to God the Father
and to the pre-existent and glorified Logos.” Since the Logos was fully passible
during the earthly life of Jesus, the divine nature of Jesus Christ was by implica-
tion also passible.
}Athenagoras, who also a Platonic influence, predicates apatheia abun-

dantly to the Christian GodTSApatheia is to him the basic divine predicate with
which the difference between the Christian God and the gods of the Greek an-
tiquity could be established.“ (The doctrine of divine suffering has little or no
place in his thought.) However, there are other Apologists, who, in predicating
apatheia to the true God, make implicit reference to divine suffering - Tatian
(Oration ad Grecos, 13) and Theophilus of Antioch (Ad Autol. I,3.4). Basically,
therefore, both Tatian and Theophilus are nearer to Justin's partial acceptance of
divine suffering than to Athenagoras' outright denial of it. If through Justin the
balance of the divine passibility and impassibility shifts towards the latter, it is
totally lost through Athenagoras, whose thoughts exclude the divine suffering.

In the thoughts of Melito of Sardis, one meets yet another pronounced para-
doxical expression of the axiom of divine impassibility. lNot only does he predi-
cate God with apatheia like the other Apologists, he also avoids the use of pathos
while speaking about God.27 Yet in one of his Easter semions he speaks of the
minder of God,23 giving the impression that, though emotions and passions are
unworthy of God, He experienced death nonetheless in Jesus Christ. For Melito,
apatheia merely signifies the immunity from suffering or passions; accordingly, he
associates pathos only with corporeality ll

This narrow conception of apatheia and pathos seems to be accountable for his
paradoxical interpretation of divine nature./For it is precisely because God and
the pre-existent Christ are considered to be incorporeal, that he denies them the

25 Cf Dial. 41,1 and 34,2. For more references see, H Frohnhofen, op. cit. p. 147 £ Accord-
ing to Frohnhofen, it should be noted that the suffering which Justin predicates to the L0-
gos, is not apparent, but real; like Ignatius, Justin does not say that the Logos remained
impassible during the earthly life of Jesus. Again, we would not be mistaken to assumti
that Justin's view here anticipates the discussions of the nineteenth century kenoticists.

26 Leg. 8,2; 10,1 & 21. For details about his life and theology see L. Bamard, Athenagortlst
pp. I3-I8; H Rahner, Athenagoras, p. 995; H Frohnhofen, op. cit., p. 149.

27 H. Frohnhofen, op. cit., p. I51.

23 Peri Pascha 96
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possession of passions or emotions.29 hicarnation therefore means that the pre-
existent Christ assumed flesh and with it all the bodily passions (Peri Pascha 66).
I-Ience his claim that the hnpassible became passible in Christ}? Melito tries, in
this way, to work out a paradoxical distinction, not only between the divinity and
humanity of Christ,31 but also between passible and impassible states of Christ's
existence. Thus it can be said of Melito's view, that although the doctrine of the
two natures had not yet arrived (not until in the 5th century), his expression of the
paradox of divine impassibility suggests a consequential belief in the divinity and
litmianity of Christ.32

Generally speaking, therefore, it is typical of the Apologists to use the concept
of apatheia, albeit as freedom from suffering and passions, to differentiate God
from the mythological gods. In the process, however, they distance themselves
from the biblical image of God as much as they intensify the predication of the
Christian God with the concept of apatheia.

2.2.2 The Christian Gnostics
All the leading Gnostics - Saturinus, Carpocrates, Basilides, Valentinus and

Marcion - uphold the axiom of divine apatheia as a basic assumption of their doc-
trine of God,33 which is invariably conceived in terms of a negative theology iri-
fluenced by Middle Platonism. Understanding apatheia mainly in its narrow sense
as the lack of suffering or passions, and conceiving pathos correspondingly as a
characteristic feature due only to corporeal beings, the Christian Gnostics con-
clude that God is essentially free from all passions. The Valentiriian Gnostic,
Theodot, however, sees "sympathy" as the only emotion, which can be predicated
of God.34

The approach of the Gnostics to the theological dilemma in question is two-
fold: on one hand, they tend to deny the divinity of Jesus Christ; on the other,
they propagate a peculiar doctrine of two Natures in Christ, which aims at sepa-

29 Frgm. XIII & XIV.

30 Cf. W. Elert, Der Ausgang der altIa'rch1ichenChristologic, p. 73.

3' c£ J. K Mozley, The Impassibility ofGod, p. 9.
32 H. Frohnhofen, op. cit., p. 154 f.
33 Cf. J . K Mozley, The impassibility ofGod, p. 27; W. Ullmann, Die Gottesvorstelltmg der

Gnosis, pp". 383-403, bes. 399 f; H. Frohnhofen, op. cit., 160.

34 Cf. Clement of Alexandria, Exc Theod, 30-31,2; see also H Frohnhofen, op. cit., pp-
163 & I71.
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rating the divine Christ from the human Jesus. These two approaches are respec-
tively evident in the Christologies of the Valentinians and of Basilides.”

The Valentiriians accordingly assume that the "personality" of Jesus Christ
trally only consisted of his humanity, which in itself has three components: spirit,
soul and body. Only later was the divine component added through the decent of
the Spirit of God in fonn of a dove. During his earthly life, therefore, Christ suf-
fered in soul and body; the spiritual and the divine components left him shortly
before Pilate condenmed him, so that his spiritual and divine constituents did not
undergo suffering.36 This view attains its clearest Docetist tendency in the
thoughts of Stomil, when he claims, not only that the Saviour was unbegotten and
incorporeal, but also that he did not suffer.37 Thus, although the Valentinians
consider Jesus Christ to be passible and impassible at the same time33 - as
standing essentially above his pathos39 - they do not admit the possibility of di-
vine pathos.

Basilides, who represents the other groups of Gnostics, says much the same
thing as the Valentiniaris, albeit from a different starting-point. While the Valen-
tiriians make the humanity of Christ their startirig-poirit, Basilides takes off from
the divinity of Christ and contends accordingly, that God and the pre-existent Lo-
gos are pure spiritual beings, who have neither passions, nor the need for any-
thing.4° Making incorporeality the basis of his arguments, therefore, he claims -
as is characteristic of all Gnostics - that although the pre-existent Logos assumed
a body through the incarnation, he remained separated from the flesh throughout
the earthly life of Jesus Christ. By virtue of this separation the divine component
could always jump out before suffering.41 Even when it does not seem proper to

35 Cf H Frohnhofen, op. cit., pp. I58-I72.

36 Much of this information is given by Irenaeus in his criticism of the Gnostic heresies. CE
Adv. haer. 17,2; l 8,2 and IV Praef 2; See also Clem Alex., Exc. Theod. 61,4.

37 Cf. P Weigandt, Der Doketismus im Urchristentum, I 16 £ & 64 £; H. Frohnhofen, op.
cit., p. 170.

38 ct. Ttfllllllnfl, Adv. Val. 21,2.
39 Cf H Frohnhofen, op. cit. p. I71.

40 Cf. Hippolytus, Refirtatio omnium haeresium VII 2l,l.; Irenaeus of L., Adv. Haer. I 24,2
f; see also H Frohnhofen, op. cit., p.

41 Cf Irenaeus of L., Adv. Haer. I 24,4. According to Irenaeus‘ account, Basilides claims
for instance that - in order to avoid attributing suffering to the divinity of Jesus Christ - it
was Simon of Cyrene who was mistakenly crucified, because before the crucifixion, Christ
exchanged bodies with him He could change himself} Basilides maintains, because he is
the incorporeal power. It is interesting to note here, that, in order to uphold Christ's im-
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say that the divinity escapes before suffering, Basilides insists that suffering or
passion can not be said to have touched the divinity of Christ: the sufi'ering of Je-
sus only touched the human body. It is in this connection, that Irenaeus accuses
the Gnostics of assuming two persons in one Jesus Christ: the one who suffered
and the one who did not suffer.42

In summary therefore, it could be said that the Gnostics propagate a type of di-
vision between the divinity and humanity of Christ, so as not to attribute suffering
or pathos to the fonner. By so doing however they weakened the tension of the
Christological dilemma and thus left it unsolved. Besides, it is doubtful, from the
point of view of their system, whether the Logos could be said to have really
taken flesh. Nevertheless, prominent in their predication of apatheia to God is the
attempt to safe-guide the transcendence of God.

2.2.3 Irenaeus ofLyon
Irenaeus of Lyon (+ 202), the great critic of the Gnostic heresy, upholds and

applies the axiom of divine apatheia to his Logos-Christology in a marmer differ-
ent from the way the Apologists and Gnostics use it. Holding tight to the imity of
the divinity and humanity in Christ, Irenaeus emphasises - in direct pposition to
the Docetist tendencies in Gnosticism - the reality of the incarnation;Jesus Christ
was invisible, incomprehensible and apathetic, while he was with his father, but
after he had taken flesh, he became visible, comprehensible and passible.43l

With his exceptional "power of synthesis",44 Irenaeus evolves a paradoxical
approach to the Christological dilemma, which helps him firstly defend the imity
of Jesus Christ against the Gnostics, and then, his divinity against the Ebionites.
In his attack on heresies, which looks like the work of an umpire guiding the
game of theology to avoid exnemes, Irenaeus maintains a consistent paradoxical

passibility, Basilides is ready to attn'bute mutability to him, a venture, which reveals that
lie places more importance on impassibility than on immutability.

42 Cf Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. III 16,9. This is perhaps a better description of Basilides‘ heresy
than the accusation of Docetism As Frohnhofen rightly argues, it is diflieult to accuse
Basihdes of Docetism, because, though he claims that the spiritual one was a stranger in
the body, he does not assert that the humanity of Jesus was feigned. Thus, his theory of
separation differs fiom the docetist denial of the reality of the body of Christ.

Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. IH 16,6: "He (i.e. Christ) took up man into Himself, the invisible
becoming visible, the incomprehensible being made comprehensible, the impassible becom-
ing capable of suffering, and the Word being made man, thus summing up all things in
Himself" (trans. by Pollard). Cf also Adv. haer. III,I8,lf. & 18.6; Apost. 1,6. See also H
Frohnhofen, op. cit. p. 176. Irenaeus‘ formulation of this paradox predicts the kenotic
solution that will follow later.

44 J. K Mozley, op. cit., p. 24.

43

67



view of divine attributes afler the fashion of St lgnatius.45 As a result, he speals
freely, in the style of the Old Testament about the ‘wrath of God" (Apost. l l7).

All in all, therefore, Irenaeus makes two significant contributions to our topic:
Firstly, with a seasoned flexibility of mind, he restores the theological tension of
divine impassibility and passibility, lost in the thought of the Gnostics. Secondly,
he maintains the unity of Jesus Christ, that is to say, the tmity of his humanity and
divinity. Even without specifying the exact nature of the unity of the two natures,
he has set the framework for the Christological discourse for the later centuries.

2.3 Divine Impassibility in the Third Century Theologies
Very significant theological developments took place in the third century,

which have their origin in the late part of the second century. Schools of thought
- orthodox and heretical, Latin and Greek - were sprouting like mushrooms from
the ground of Christological and Trinitarian controversies. These schools primar-
ily preoccupied themselves with the issue of the unity of the human and divine
components of the God-man. Fundamentally, however, their main concem was
how to safe-guide the unity and singularity of God himself, in the face of the bib-
lical talk about the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. At that time, the dilemma
of the divine impassibility (a basic assimiption) and the suffering of Jesus Christ
particularly constituted the major huddle on the way to an effective formulation of
divine unity. Nothing was more decisive for the formation of the different schools
of thought than the approach to this issue.

Three solutions to the dilemma of divine impassibility, or passibility character-
ise the theologies of that century: a) a total adoption of divine apatheia and Philo's
style of reinterpretation of the biblical anthropopathetic expressions (e.g. Clement
of Alexandria, and to some extent, Tertullian); b) a paradoxical predication of
impassibility and passibility to God (e.g. Origen and Gregorios Thaumaturgos); c)
unreserved predication of passibility to God (e.g. the Modalists and Lactantius).
Thus, despite the fact that the predication of apatheia to God reached its highest
point in the third century, a few bold attempts were made then to attribute suffer-
ing to God both in Christological and Trinitarian discourses.

45 Irenaeus was, according to Mozley, "the true successor to the passionate declarations of
Ignatius‘. cf Ibid., p. 21. And in the view ofPollard, Irenaeus Christology is "a God-man
Christology in which the fiillnessof and firllness of humanity are equally empha-
sised as both necessary for the reality and eflicacy of revelation and redemption“.

68



2.3. I The Modalists and the Heresy ofP 
The Modalists, like the Docetists, have basically the same concern, namely,

that of establishing the unity of the Godhead and of guaranteeing the full divinity
of Jesus Christ. But while it is characteristic of the latter to achieve this aim by
claiming that Jesus' humanity was feigned, the Modalists try to attain their goal by
ignoring the diflerence between the Father and the Son and by recognising only a
nominal difference between the Father and the Son.46 Thus, for the Modalists, the
earthly life of Jesus is seen as an "existence form’ (modus) of the Father- It
amounts to, as Hans Kfrng rightly puts it, "a transitory theophany of divinity in
which the Father himself appears in the figure of the Son'.47

l Noetus, the greatest proponent of Modalistic Monarchianism, is reported to
have said that "the Father and the Son so-called are one and the same‘ and that
"the Father was bom and suffered".43 This aspect of his thought is echoed furdier
by his contemporary Praxea, of whom Tertullian says that he "crucified the Fa-
ther",49 and for whom he coined the term 'Patripassianism'. The heresy of Patri-
passianism (the suffering of the Father on the cross) thus represents the earliest
and most cnide form of Modalism, which of it self does not make any philo-
sophical claims. The Praxean Modalism is known to have been conceived in
tenns of the history of salvation rather than in terms of any philosophical re-
quirement.5° Modalism however assumes a philosophical image in Sabellianisrn,
as Sabellius employs philosophical arguments to assert that the same God reveals
Himself in difierent masks (prcisopa): the Father suffered in the mask of the Son.
51

The belief that God can enter into the finite order and freely subject Himself to
the nomis of this order for the purpose of salvation is nonetheless characteristic of
all forms of Modalisms.52 It is claimed generally that God can stiffer, but only out
of His own initiative; He retains His sovereignty over pathos. This fact is evident
in the thought ofNoetus as Hippolytus reports:

46 Cf W. Beinert, Dogmalik Studieren, pp. 62-65.

47 H. Kiing, The Incamation ofGod, p. 512.

43 Hippolytus, Philaroph [X. l0. cited in: J. K Mozley, op. cit., p. 29.

49 Cf Tertullian, Adv. Prax. l. According to Tertullian, the Modalists must have been influ-
enced in this point by the Valentinian school, which, as we saw above, propagates the
other extreme, namely that the pre-existing Logos was not the same as the incamate Je-
sus.

50 Hamack, Hist. Dogm. III, p. 64. See also J. K. Mozley, op. cit., p. 29.

5| Cf. W. Breuning, Trinitarische Irrlehren, p. 523. W. Kasper, Jesus der Chrrstus, p. 208

52 J. K Mozley, op. cit., pp. 30-36.
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The Father and God of the universals is passionless and immortal when He does
not siffer and die, but when (the) Passion comes, He suffers and dies. (He) died
and did not die.53

Apparently, this passage suggests a paradoxical approach of a Modalist toward
the issue of divine passibility and impassibility. It is however not likely that Noe-
tus seriously ptusues the attainment of a synthesis between the two attributes in
his theology. For, given the Modalistic doctrine of "a transitory theophany of di-
vinity" in Jesus Christ one rather gets the impression that God only passed by in
the finite and retired once more to His impassive divinity. Thus while the divine
impassibility is a matter of fact, it is doubtful whether suffering touched the depth
of the divinity during His transitory theophany. Similarly, the transitoriness of
God's involvement in the world, makes the Modalist belief in the Incamation of
God seem real.54

2. 3.2 The Latin Fathers: Tertullian and Lactantius
Tertullian and Lactantius represent the two different approaches of the Latin

Fathers to the dilemma of divine attributes. For Tertullian, God is intrinsically
immutable55 and impassible. To that effect, he argues that the biblical assertions
of the repentance, anger and compassion of God should not be taken at their face
values.56 If at all God can be angry, His anger cannot be said to affect Him, His
intrinsic immutability would not allow it constitute a danger for Him.57 In this
way fl‘ertullian pushes the claim to divine apatheia to a level unknown to his
pred cessors; for not only does he consider all negative feelings unworthy of
God, he also refuses - like nobody before him - to attribute sympathy or compas-
sion to G<;liRejectmg the Patripassianism of the Modalist Monarchianism - i.e.
the claim ' the Father suffered with the Son r'n sympathy (compassio) - Tertul-
lian contends:

] The Father did not sufler with the Son. ifHe can stiffer with another, then He is
passible. But the Father is as unable to suffer with another as the Son is unable

53 Hippolytus, Philasoph, X, 27.

54 H. Kfing, The Incantation of God, p. 513. The absolutely transcendent God of the Mo-
dalists "is capable only of a purely external incident of 'appearing', which in any case does
not mean that God really became man".

55 rdmrrrmr, Adv. Herm. 39,1; Adv. Prax., 21,6.
56 Tertullian, Adv. Prax., 16,4. See 6136 H. Frohnhofen, op. Cr'!., p. 224
57 Tertullian, Adv. Marc., l6,7.
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to suffer in virtue ofHis divinity....He (God) does not sufier but gives the power to
suffer. 53 (

Thus for Tertullian, neither the Father nor the divine nature in Jesus Christ suf-
fered; only the human nature suffered in Christ.59

Standing firm in the Stoic tradition and conceiving apatheia basically as lack of
suffering or passionlessness, Tertullian sees apathy as being characteristic of di-
vine naturc.\ Surprisingly, he uses Jesus’ cry of abandonment on the Cross (Mt.
27:46) to illustrate the claim for divine apathy: God did not heed Jesus’ cry, he
maintains, so as to demonstrate his apatheia.56]Similarly, he sees apatheia also as
an ideal for human beings, which awaits them after the resurrection, when they
must have been penneated by God.61

It should be noted however, that Tertullian's claims were motivated basically
by the need to safe-guide divine transcendence against the Modalist tendency to
reduce God to the level of the Homeric gods. Be that as it may, it has the weak-
ness of making God's contact with the world seem unreal. However, confronting
Marcion,62 who claimed that the good God could not act as judge, fit became
necessary for Tertullian, to assert the reality of God's contact with the world: if
God judges, His contact with the world must be presupposed. Thus in his dispute
against Marcion, he tries-to guarantee a natural divine tendency to care for the
world, without negating divine impassibility. He admits here that feeling is pos-
sible in God and accepts by that means what he rejects in his controversy with the
Modalists.63 This should however be seen as a sign of inconsistency rather than
as an acceptance of a paradoxical synthesis in the nature of God.

Writing much later than Tertullian, Lactantius approaches our topic of discus-
sion differently. Like the latter, though much more in tune with his teacher Amo-
bius, he emphasises God's impassibility, transcendence, and freedom from exter-
nal constraint. But unlike Tertullian, he strictly rejects the Platonic-Stoic concep-
tion of God, whereby immutability meant passionlessness. The true God, he con-
tends, is not the irmnutable being of the philosophers.54 For Lactantius, passions

58 Tertullian, Adv. Prax., 29, 5.

59 remimm, Adv. Marc., 11,16
6° Tertullian, Adv. Prdx, 30, 2.
61 Cf Tertullian, res. mort., 57,13 cited in H Frohnhofen, op. cit. p. 224.

62 Tertullian, Adv. Marc., II l6.

63 J. K Mozley, op. cit., p. 36 £: According to Mozley, Tertullian's own "Trinitarian doc-
trine allows, as the Modalist doctrine did not, for the introduction of a certain natural ori-
entation towards finitude and passibility into the Godhead“.

64 Lactantius, De ira Del, 2. C£ Kuitert, op. cit., p. 77.
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and feeling are not incompatible with the perfection of God. He tries ac-
cordingly in the De Ira Dei,55 (to an extent unknown to his predecessors), to give
emotion a place in the nature of God.“

He distinguishes in the first place between just and unjust anger: Anger is justi-
fied when it is directed against moral misconduct. In tenns of this classification,
God's anger is just, and worthy of Him, since it is "the movement" of His mind
"as it rises up to check sins".67 Divine anger does not however interfere with
God's freedom, "He is not ruled by it but Himself restrains it just as l-le
pleases".63 This view of divine anger definitely tends to strike a balance between
divine perfection and emotion. It constitutes a radically new approach to the
problem, which anticipates the interpretation of divine anger as an expression of
love. In this way, Lactantius tries to preserve the biblical paradoxical view of di-
vine attributes, notwithstanding his Greek influence.

2.3.3 The Alexandrian Theologians: Clement, Origen and
Gregorios Thaumaturgos

In the Alexandrian theologies, the concept of apatheia is highly intemalised in
the Christian doctrine of God. The use of the term "apatheia" is a abundant as the
Greek thought-pattem is dominant. Yet, with more or less varied points of depar-
ture,69 the Alexandrians arrive at difierent conclusions with regard to the issue of
divine impassibility. While Clement denies the possibility of divine suffering,
Origen speaks paradoxically about God's suffering love. With his unconventional
formulation of the "suffering of love", Origen provides the ambient for a system-
atic discussion of this paradox. Influenced by Origen therefore, Gregorios Than-
maturgos wrote the first monograph on the paradox of divine passibility and im-
passibility. In general terms, however, all the Alexandrian theologians work to-
ward the harmonisation of the philosophical and scriptural truths about God: with
more or less success, this aim is pursued both in their apologies to the pagans and
in their biblical expositions for the Christians.76

65 This is the first monograph we know on the issue ofdivine anger

66 If we should see this as a surprising departure from the Greek tradition, one is reminded
by Pohlenz that Lactantius‘ primary sources were not the Greek philosophers and theolo-
gians, but Cicero, Seneca and Lucrez. C£ Vom Zome Gottes, p. 50

67 Lactantius, De ira Dei, 17.

68 Ibr'd., p. 21.

69 C£ I-I. Frohnhofen, op. cit., p. 179. Clement made more use of the Stoic ethical concep-
tion of apatheia than Origen.

7° C£ J. Pelikan, The Christian T!'t1difi0Il,p.$5.
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For Clement ofAlexandria, divine impassibility denotes the freedom of God
from all emotions and the denial of God's relationship with the world except "one
of transcendent causality".71 Valuing the Stoic notion of apatheia much more than
any theologian before him, Clement gives it a prominent place in his theology,”
especially in his doctrine of God.73 And because he conceives impassibility as
being identical to perfection, he contends that human beings, who are by nature
imperfect, cannot be impassible; thus, "it is iI1]p0SSlbl¢ and impracticable that
anyone should be as perfect as God."74

For Clement, God's absolute apatheia75 is as obvious as the difference between
the divine and human modes of perfection. Consequently, he opts for the use of
Philo's allegorical method of interpretation in purging the Bible of all the anthro-
popathetic expressions.76] Clements God is "without passion, without anger,
without desire" ;77 the only emotion He could logically have is compassion
(sympathy or mercy).7j[Even Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is believed to not
have really sufiered an emotion, not even hunger. Naturally, one would have ex-
pected that by becoming flesh, the Logos also made Himself subject to passion.
However, according to Clement, He never suffered, because He trained the flesh
"to habitual impassibility".79 Despite Clement's attack on Docetism, therefore, his
views are ironically Docetist: For although he speaks of Christ who suffered for
us,36 he does not believe that Christ suffered in reali . His views on the notion
of divine impassibility are imdoubtedly inconsistentfilli,

71 Cf J. K. Mozley, op. cit., p.53.

72 H. Frohnhofen, op. cit., p. I80.

73 Clement ofAlexandria, Stromateis, vii, 67, 8. Unlike the Stoics, he pays more attention to
the divine than to human apatheia.

74 1bid., vii, as, s-6
75 Cf. IL M. Grant, The Early Christian Doctrine ofGod, p. I 13.

76 Clement ofAlexandria, Stromateis, v.

77 lb1'd., iv, 23
73 lb1'd., H 72,l,2,3,4. His departure from the Stoic concept of pathos is evident here. See

also, H. Frohnhofen, op. cit., p. I87.

79 Ib1d., vii, 7, 2. Here, one cannot avoid getting the irripression, that Clement doubts the
humanity of Jesus Christ. On this see also H. Frohnhofen, op. cit., p. I91.

66 Stromateis, vi, 8.; cf. Mozley, op. cit., p. 58;

61 Cf. Clement, Paedagogus, l.8.62f. (GCS l,l26£); 2.3.38 l (GCS l, I79); and Protreptr'-
cus, 4.53; 10.84. These passages contain contradictory views on divine passibility and im-
passibility. On Clement's inconsistencies see E. F. Osbom, The Philosophy of Clement of
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Origen, like Clement his teacher, makes the axiom of divine apatheia the back-
ground of his doctrine of God. More than the latter, however, he pays special
attention to the Bible, which he seeks to interpret with the aid of the lan ge and
pnnciples of philosophy. 'Hence, adopting Philo's allegorical methodfgrfie con-
tends that the biblical accounts of God's anger, repentance and jealousy are to be
judged like other utterances about His sleep and bodily activities: they should not
be understood literally,33 but "in a way that is worthy of God";34 God's anger
does not constitute "an emotional reaction", he uses it consciously only for peda-
gogical purposes.35 "God does not stiffer, He is immutable."36 I

Such unequivocal statements about divine impassibility are not characteristic of
all his writings.’ In his later writings, especially in his homilies, Origen changed
his mind and speaks about divine sufl'ering,37 afiirming, not only that the Logos
sufiered in Jesus Christ,33 but also that the Father suffered with the Son: |

He descended to earth in pity for the human race, He suffered our sufferings, be-
fore He siffered the Cross and thought it right to take upon Him our flesh. For if
He had not suffered, He would not have come to take part in human life. First did
He siffer, then He descended and was seen. What is that passion which He sif-
fered for us? Love is passion. ‘The Father Himself the God of all things, (who is)
long-sufl°eririg and very pitifiil and compassionate, does not He in some way suffer?
Can you be ignorant ofthis, that when He deals with human things He suffers a hu-
man passion? ‘For the Lord thy God endured thy ways as if a man should endure
his sort’ Therefore God endures our ways inasmuch as the Son of God bears our
sufferings. The Father Himselfis not impassible. IfHe is besought, He is pitifiil and
compassionate, He suffers something of love, and in those things in which, because

Alexandria, p. 8; J. Hallman, Divine Suffering and Change in Origen and Ad Theopom-
pum, p. 87.

82 C£ 141111611, Op. cit. p. 611:
83 Origen, Contra Celsum, vi, 611:
34 Origflt, De Principits, 2.4.4 (5,132)
35 Origen, Contra CeLrum, iv, 72.

$6 Origen, Frag. in Joh. s1 (4,526)
37 For a detailed discuss'on see Mozley, op. cit., pp. 60-61; J. Hallman, Divine Suffering and

Change, pp. 91-94; IL M. Grant, The Early Doctrine of God, pp. 30-31; H Frohnhofen,
op. cit., pp. 192-212.

63 Origen, Contra Celsum, ii, 24: "just as he (the Logos) intentionally a body
whose nature was not at all different fi'om human flesh, so he assumed with the body also
its pains and griefs". ( trans by Chadwick 407)
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of the greatness of His nature, He cannot subsist He shares, and because of us He
endures human sufferings. 391

It is hard to reconcile Origen's Hellenistic philosophical way of thinking with
his extreme view on divine suffering, which does not only negate his own claim
that God is impassible and immutable, but also justifies the heresy of Patripassi-
anism. How can one understand Origen's contradictory passages? ls it an irony or
:1 shift toward a paradoxical way of thinking?

Theologians have interpreted Origen's double-talk about the passibility and im-
passibility of God differently. According to Pohlen; the reference to divine suf-
fering here should be interpreted after the manner in which Origen interprets the
anthropomorphic languages in the Bible, that is to say, allegorically: In this sense,
Origen's affumation of divine suffering is believed to denote a sort of device for
effective proclamation.96 While this view could be sufliciently supported with
Origen's own differentiation between pedagogical language and language of
fact,91 it is scarcely plausible that his talk about the suffering of the Father and
the "suffering of love" are not meant to be taken literally.

ln contrast, Robert Grant, argues that we are confronted here with Origen's
change of mind about the impassibility of God. Believing that Origen speaks only
about divine suffering in his later writings, and about divine apatheia in his earlier
work, Grant contends that Origen changed his mind about the Greek concept of
apatheia after coming into contact with the writings of Ignatius, who, as we had
shown above, makes frequent references to the “passion of God".92 Grant's sug-
gestion has however been proved false by the fact that some of Origen's texts
speaking about divine suffering are actually of later origin: there is indeed no
chronological order in the way he uses the respective predications.

A third explanation seems to be more tenable today, namely, that Origen is
conscious of the paradox of divine attributes. Arguing in this line, Henri Crouzel
insists that Origen is already aware of the "mysterious" paradox of passibility and
impassibility in God.93 And according to Frohnhofen, Origen's unconventional
talk about the "suffering of love" indicates an attempt to formulate the paradox of

89 Origen, Homily on Ezechiel, vi, 6. There are of course other examples See also J. Hall-
man, ibid.

96 Pohlenz, Vom Zome, p. 36

91 Cf Origen, Homily on Jer. 16,6; Contra Cels. IV 71; Commentary on Mt. l7, 6.

97 R Grant, 77I2 Early Christian 0666624 6/ odd, p.31, s66 6156 W. M048, Umerdrrden
licirkerr Gottes, p. 138.

93 Henri Crouzel, Origene et la 'cormaissance mystique‘, p. 261.
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divine nature, which he however leaves unexplained.94 Similarly, J . Hallman
maintains that Origen is working toward a paradoxical synthesis of divine nature,
which, though he could not achieve, is passed on to his pupil, Gregorios Than-
maturgos, whose thought marks the climax of "the Greek patristic theology of
God".95

7'The earliest and most solid document dealing solely with the issue of divine
passibility and impassibility - in the Alexandrian theology of the third century96 -
was written, app ently, by Gregorios Thaumaturgos.97 and addressed to a cer-
tain Theopompusa7Right from the begnning of the document,93 Gregorios’ argu-
ments are conditioned by three basic assumptions: a) that God is impassible
(inmrutable); b) that his freedom is non-negotiable and c) that He became man in
Jesus Christ.

The novelty in Gregorios‘ philosophical dialogue on the issue of divine impas-
sibility is his emphasis on divine freedom. Like no theologian before him, he rec-
ognises the diflicrrlty involved in reconciling divine impassibility and fieedom.
Gregorios lets [fheopompus express the dilemma this way: if by nature God is
impassible, it would imply that He is not free to suffer (chap. 1). If He is not
free to suffer, when He wills so, it would then mean that His will is subjected to
His nature (chap. 2). Not willing to compromise God's freedom and will in any
way, Gregorios admits (in chaps. 2-4) that God's freedom and will are sovereign
to His nature. With the same strength, however, he denies that God's nature
could be at variance with His will. For it is precisely the unity of divine essence
and will that constitutes the point of difference between God and humankind.

94 H. Frohnhofen, Apatheia tou theou, pp. 205-206.

95 J. Hallman, Divine Suffering and Change, p.94.

96 The original Greek text of this monograph got lost before it caught the attention of theo-
logians. The Syriac translation, the oldest text, is still available. See G. Thaumaturgos, Ad
Theopompum, De passibili et impassibli in Deo, in: J. B. Pitra, Analecta Sacra Patrum
Antenicaenorum IV (Paris I883) pp. 363-376 for the Latin translation, and pp. 103-I20,
for the Syriac translation. See also the German version in: V. RysseL Gregorius Than-
maturgus, pp. 46-99.

97 His authorship is a matter of conjecture. While theologians - like V. Ryssel, ibid., pp. 118-
124; H Crouzel, La Passion de L'Impassible, pp. 269-279 - credit the document to Greg-
ory, Origen's pupil, others - like L. Abramowski, Die Schrift Gregor des Lehrers, pp.
277-290 and A. Grillmeier, Jesus der Clrrtstus im Glauben der Kirche, Bd.l, p. 299,
Anm_ 46 - vehemently deny Gregory/s authorship.

93 Written in form of a dialogue between Gregorios and Theopompum, the text moves fi'om
simple assumptions to very complex and systematic arguments designed to unravel the
philosophical problems surrounding the axiom of divine impassibility.
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Whereas human will and nature conflict whenever their needs vary, the will of
God is ever united with His nature (Chap. 4). l

Accordingly, God's nature does not hinder His will, neither does His freedom
of will lead Hrm to activities that are at variance with His nature. /Applying this
view to the divine event in Jesus Christ, Gregorios claims, that God can get irr-
volved in suffering without really suffering - He suffers impassibly and trium-
phantly. ln making this point, he does not intend to imply any mystification of the
paradox; he makes his claim based on a reinterpreted concept of "suffering": suf-
fering is no longer every negative feeling that affects the inner disposition of the
personal agent, but only such feelings that are purposeless and against the will of
the suffering subject. If and when the subject wills it for some higher purpose, it
cannot be called suffering.I

Suffering then isitruly suffering when God plans anything useless and of no advan-
tage to Himsel£[But when the divine will is aroused with a view to the healing of
the wicked thoughts of men, then we do not think ofsuffering as involved for God
in the fact that of His supreme humility and kindness He becomes the servant of
men... In God those are not to be accounted as sufferings which of His own will
were borne by Him for the common good of the human race, with no resistance
fiom His most blessed and impassible nature. For in His suffering He shows His
impassibility. For he who suffers, suffers, when the violence of suffering brings
pressure to bear on him who suffers contrary to his will.lBut ofhim who, while his
nature remains impassible, is of his own will immersed in sufferings that he may
overcome them, we do not say that he becomes subject to suffering, even though,
of his own will, he has shared in sufferings.99

Hence holding finn to the axiom of divine impassibility, Gregorios contends
that God participates in suffering but suffering does not affect Him. In this man-
ner. God frustrates suffering and causes it to suffer. Gregorios thus calls divine
impassibility the "suffering of the sufferings" (Chap. l0) and the "death of death"
(Chap. 8). In an analogy of fire and diamond, he describes the relation of divine
suffering to etemal impassibility this way: Just as the substance of fire remains
the same when cut by a sword (Chap. 15), and the value of diamond is not re-
duced when cut to pieces (Chap. 8), so does the impassibility of God remain
constant when he goes through suffering.

In these series of arguments, one can see Gregorios‘ eflort to account for the
paradox of divine p3SSlbllllIyJ His arduous attempt fails, nevertheless, at least by
implication, to take the suffering of God seriously. His argiunents are weak 166/
But by introducing such topics like divine will, freedom and self-limitation into

99 Gregorius Thaumaturgus, Ad Theopompum, 6-7

166 Despite some traces of docetist tendencies, he has tried to hold together the humanity and
drvrmty of Chnst. Cf H. Frohnhofen, op. cit. pp. 219-220.
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our topic of discussion,161 and by differentiating between divine and human suf-
fering, Gregorios contributes immensely toward a fruitful analysis of the paradox
of divine nature. 162

2.4 Divine Impassibility in the Fourth and Filth Centuries
The issue of determining the union of the divine and human natures in Christ

dominates the Christological controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries. Most
Christological solutions of that time tend toward one extreme or the other, creat-
ing what one might call the right and left wing theologies. While the fonner
overemphasises the divinity of Christ, to the extent of denying his humanity, the
latter carries the defence of the real humanity of Christ too far, to the extent that
the divine relevance of his activities becomes uncertain.l63 Between the two
heretic wings of theology, is the orthodoxy, seeking, from council to council, for
precise descriptions of the paradoxical mystery of the human and the divine na-
tures in Christ.
In the theologies of this period, the mystery of the unity of the divine and human
natures in Christ is defined in the context of the Logos Christology, '64 and indeed
in two fonns: Logos-sanc and Logos-anthropos Christologies. The Logos-sarx
Christology constitutes the attempt made in both the heretic and orthodox Chris-
tologies to conceive the divine-hurnan unity in Christ in the form of the Logos

101 The emphasis laid on aiviiio fieedom is particularly fillllfill. According to r. K Mozley,
"Gregory makes what is, in effect, the valuable suggestion that we must not sacrifice the
idea of God's moral action and of the love from which His energy proceeds to a supposed
necessity for maintaining a metaphysical conception of the quiescence of the divine life."
op. cit. p. 71.

'62 Cf. J. Hallman, Divine Suffering and Change, p. 97: "The importance of Gregorys treatise
does not lie in the success of its argumentation but in the direction which it suggests".

163 The right wing Christologies would include Apollinarisin (the claim that the Logos as-
sumed merely the body and the soul of a mair, but without the main human factor - the
spirit) and Monophysitism (the claim that the divine nature absorbs the hunran nature in
Christ, thereby recognising only one nature - the divine). Both theologies follow the foot
steps of Docetism and Modalism The left wing theologies are Arianism (the claim that the
Logos was created by the Father) and Nestorianism (which denies the unity of the two
natures and assumes two separate subjects in Jesus Christ). Both theologies have aflinity
to Ebionitisin (which recognises Jesus only as a Messiah, but not as God) and adoption-
ism.

164 Influenced by Philo's doctrine of the Logos - which was indeed a blending of the Old
Testament, Middle-Platonic and Stoic ideas - some Church fathers, particularly, Irenaeus,
Clement of Alexandria and Origen propose a type of Logos Christology. Its implication
became evident only later during the Arian controversy. Cf L. J. Richard, A kenotic
Christology, p. 136 ff

78



getting united only to the flesh, but not to the whole individual. The Logos practi-
cally replaces the human spirit-soril in Jesus Christ. This approach characterises
the Christology of the Alexandrian school, but it equally fomrs the backgrormd of
Arianism and Apollinarism. It is expressed differently, depending on the under-
standing of the tenn sarx (flesh).165 One extreme form of Logos-sarx Christology
limits the divinity of the Logos and makes it replace the hrnnan soul in Jesus
Christ (Arius), another extreme makes the humanity of Christ incomplete in the
attempt to secure his divinity. Athanasius and Cyril of Alexandria, who maintain
the consubstantiality of the Logos, tend toward a more workable unity, that f1.1lly
recognises the divinity and humanity of Christ. In all, however, the Logos-sarx
Christology is invariably exposed to the danger of the Docetist tendency.
On the other hand, the Logos-anthropos Christology emerged later to correct the
fractionalism of the Logos-sarx Christology. According to this Christology, the
Logos got united with the whole of a human being with body and soul. The
problem with this Christology is that it fails to arrive at a convincing conception
of the unity of the two Natures. This is the case with the Antiochian Christology.

For all schools and Christologies of this time, however, the impassibility of
God is a basic assumption. Not even the lefi wing "heretics", who tend to over-
emphasise the humanity of Christ, doubt the validity of divine impassibility.l66 In
fact, if the left and right wing theologians have anything in common with their
opponents on the side of orthodoxy, it is the assrmiption that the Godhead cannot
suffer. The passibility of God is practically and almost unanimously denied both
by the heretics and orthodox theologians in the fourth and fifth centuries. Whether
one tums to the Christology of the Antiochian school - with emphasis on the dis-
tinction between the divinity and humanity in Christ - or to the Christology of the
Alexandrian school - with emphasis on the union of the two natures (e.g. the hy-
postatic union of Cyril of Alexandria) - the tendency to defend the impassibility
of God is evident.l67

165 Cf W. Kasper, Jesus der Christus, pp. 247-250. According to Kaqier, the basis for the
various forms of the Logos-sarx-pattem is to be found in the difference between the bibli-
cal and Hellenistic understanding of the term While for the biblical writers, sarx (flesh)
stands for the whole corporal individual, for the Greeks it stands only for the body as dif-
ferentiated fiom the soul and qiirit (248). Therefore, those who use it in the Hellenistic
sense are prone to conceiving the unity ofChrist mechanically.

This fact becomes more evident, when one bears in mind that the implicit or explicit denial
of Incamation is characteristic of both right and left wing heretics. C£ H Kfrng, The In-
carnation ofGod, pp. $12-$15.

In both cases passibility is invariably confined to the human nature of Christ. According to
Kiing, theologians inclined towards the Alexandrian course "toned down the suffering of
body and soul in Christ to such an extent that it could no longer ‘endanger’ the divinity and
impassibility of the Logos". Cf ibid., p. 521. And as F Yormg writes, the emphasis the
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Generally speaking, therefore, despite serious attempts, especially on the part
of orthodoxy to maintain the paradoxical tension of the God-man union in Christ,
one-sided solutions are predominant in the theologies of this period. In fact, R. S.
Franks identifies "an incorrigible tendency to Docetism", not only among heretics
but also the rank and file of orthodox writers.l63 And it must be noted
that Docetist tendencies are mostly unintended; when they occur, they invariably
represent the attempt to preserve the axiom of divine impassibility. This fact can
be largely observed in the letters of Cyril of Alexandria and in the work of the
Latin theologian, Hillary of Poitiers.l69

2.4.1 The Arian Controversy and the Issue ofDivine Impassibility
The main thesis of Arianism - as is presented by Arius (260-336) - is that the

Logos was created. God, he argues, cannot become flesh; and since the Logos
became flesh, he cannot be consubstantial with the Father. It is Arius‘ belief in the
absolute uniqueness and transcendence of God that leads him to deny the equality
of the Logos with God the Father. The dilemma of the Arians, as Eunomius, their
most literal representative, puts it, is how to insist that the Son was created or
generated without suggesting that God possesses passion. Eunomius himself rec-
ognises this problem,116 but nevertheless he affirms the passionlessness of God.

Despite the tendency to deny the divinity of the Logos, the Arians do not, at
least not intentionally, compromise the axiom of divine impassibility; for in their
attribution of passibility and mutability to the "created" Logos, they refer only to
the human, but not to the divine nature of Christ. Yet, it is in opposition to Arian-
ism that subsequent Christologies - especially that of Athanasius and the three
Cappadocians - get to emphasise the impassibility of God.

2.4.1. I The Alexandrian Theologians and the Impassibility ofGod
This is particularly true ofAthanasius, who, in opposition to Arius affirms, not

only the consubstantiality of the Logos with the etemal Father, but also the irnmu-

Antiochian theologians laid on Christ's full humanity "was a device to protect his fiill,
changeless and passionless divinity". See F. Young, Antiochian Theology, p. 28.

1°8 R s. Franks, Passibility and Impassibility, p. 659.
169 Hillary ofPoitiers, De Trinttate, x, 23.

116 Greg. ofNyssa, Adv. Eunom, iv, 4. (Engl transl in: Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers,. vol
v, Gregory of Nyssa). In actual fiict, the "created" Son could not be said to be impassible.
C£ J. K Mozley, op. cit. p. 77 ff; Eunomius, Arius‘ Letter to Alexander, in: The Trinitar-
ian Controversy, ed. and trans. by William G. Rusch (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980)
p. 31.
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tability of the Logos.111 The Son is also immutable, he argues, since he is of the
same substance as the Father. But much as he criticises the Arian denial of the
divinity of Christ, Athanasius continues to think the unity of the Natures in Christ
in terms of the Logos-sarx-model, according to which the Logos became flesh
merely as a "garment" and remained untouched by the exigencies of the body. 112

11Hence his argument that although the Logos put on human flesh, the affections of
the body "did not touch Him according to His Godhead".113 According{y, the
human nature of Christ suffered, but his divine nature remained impassible.

Likewise, the Cappadocian theologians attack Arianism vehemently, and argue
much, though differently, for a type of unity in Christ, which does not dilute the
fullness of his divinity. The type of unity which they envisage in Christ is how-
ever mechanical, that is to say, understood as the mixture of two entities, which
lack mutual penetration;114 the divine nature is made in that case to seem detach-
able from the human nature. Accordingly, Gregory of Nazianzus (329/30-390),
contends that Christ is "passible m His flesh, impassible in His Godhead".115 For
Gregory ofNyssa (334-394), the Son, in his nature, is "certainly impassible and
incapable of corruption: and whatever suffering is asserted conceming Him in the
Gospel, He assuredly wrought by means of His human nature which admitted of
such suffering". 1 16 St. Basil (330-379) argues likewise, that there is no suffering
in the Godhead itself; the subject of the pathe is either the flesh or just the
soul. 1 17 Thus, despite their numerous references to the suffering of the Logos and
to commrmicatio idiomatum (communion of properties), the Cappadocians do not
subscribe to the suffering of God; only the human nature of Christ is believed to
have suffered.

Apollinaris of Laodicea (+ 385), using the Logos-sarx model, arrives at yet
another view as extreme as Arius’. Whereas Arius denies the full divinity of the
Logos, Appolinaris doubts the full humanity of Jesus Christ. Concemed as others
with the issue of the unity of natures in Jesus Christ, he seeks to interpret the Luri-
fication of the Logos with the flesh, not by stripping Jesus of his divinity as Arius

111 Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians, III, 4 taken from Lucien J. Richard, A kenotic
Christology. p. 139.

112 Cf W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God and Man, p. 289.

113 Athanasius, Discourse against the Arians, III, 32. See also De lncamatione.

1 14 Cf. Grillmeier, Christ in Clrristian Tradition, , p. 280. Their conception of the unity of
Chnst rs believed to have been influenced by the philosophy of the Stoics.

115 cited in J. K. Mozley, op. cit., p. 87.

1 16 Gregory of'Nyssa, adv. Eunom, iv, 1.

1 17 Cf. A. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, p. 280

81



does, but by deifying the sarx.113 He does this by asstuning that in Jesus Christ
the divine Logos replaced the human mind. 1 19

The implication of his thought is the denial of the full humanity of Jesus Christ.
lt is definitely his concem to secure the impassibility of the Logos that makes him
think that the Logos did not assume the body, but merely displaced the soul. ln
his Contra Diodorum, Apollinaris tries to use the principle of kenosis for the in-
terpretation of the unity of the Logos with flesh. Incamation, he argues, "is self-
emptying", which occurred "by way of limitation, not change".12° However, in
the context of his fractional anthropology and mechanical Christology, which
complicate rather than explicate the matter, his application of kenosis fails to
achieve the desired paradoxical unity in Christ. Apollinarism was consequently
rejected in the subsequent synods and councils. 121

Neither the Arian nor the Apollinarian Logos-sarx-model succeeds in forging
an acceptable unity of God and humankind in Jesus Christ. Consequently, Cyril
ofAlexandria (c. 380-440) picks up the Logos-sarx-model once more to develop
it further, following the foot-steps of Athanasius. Getting beyond Athanasius and
distancing himself from Apollinarist's conclusions, however he avoids a direct
connection of the Logos with sarx, and instead initiates the method of looking
"for the unity and the distinction in Christ on different levels, the unity on the
level of the prosopon and the distinction on the level of the natures". 122

Cyril, particularly the "later" Cyril, locates the source of the natural life of the
incamate Christ, not in the Logos qua Logos, but in the soul.123 In this way, he
can afford to argue in the context of an updated Logos-sarx Christology that ”God
the Logos did not come into a man, but he ‘truly’ became man, while remaining
God".1-'14 Accordingly, the Logos inhered in Jesus as the supematural entity, who
remained untouched by the neediness of the soul or body. For,

1 13 W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God and Man, p. 288.

1 19 G. Newlands, Christology, p. l03.

12° Cited in c. E. Raven, Apollinarism,, p. 203. See also 0. o. Dawe, The Form 0/A Ser-
vant, p. 60.

121 In the Synod of Alexandria under the leadership of Athanasius (362), in the First General
Council of Constantinople (381) and in the Council of Rome (382). Cf. DS 159 or J. Ne-
uner and J. Dupuis, (eds) The Christian Faith in the Doctrinal Documents of the Catho-
lic Church, Nr 603/7. (This shall be designated as ND in subsequent quotations); W. Kas-
per, op. cit. p. 249.

122 A Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, p.364.

123 ibid., p.404

124 Cyril ofAlexandria, Or. ad Dorninas 3 l, cited in ibid., p.405
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...when we say he suffered and rose again", we do not mean, “that God the Word
suffered blows, nail-piercings or other wounds in his own nature (the divine is im-
passible because it is incorporeal) but what is said is that since his own created
body suffered these things he himself'sufl'ered' for our sake, the point being that
within the suffering body was the Impassible".125

lt is thus obvious from this passage that Cyril does not admit the suffering of
the Logos and that his version of the Logos-sarx Christology does not get very far
beyond the contribution of Athanasius. Despite its reinterpretation, his Logos-
sarx Christology does not maintain the Christological paradox. This is further
demonstrated in the last of his twelve Anathamatismen against Nestorius (DS
263)_r26

2.4.1.2 The Antiochian Theologians and the Impassibility ofGod
The Antiochian Christology is basically composed in opposition to the one-

sided interpretation of the Person of Christ in the Alexandrian Logos-sarx Chris-
tology. Against Arianism and Apollinarism, as well as against Athanasius, Theo-
dor of Mopsuestia and his pupil Nestorius (ob. c. 450) argue that the unity of
Christ was not merely the unity of Logos-sarx but Logos-anthropos. According
to this Logos-anthropos Christology, the Logos was united an entire human being
with body and soul. 127

At the initial stage, the Logos-man formula of two complete natures seems to
triumph over the fractional and Docetist tendency of the Logos-sarx Christology.
But although this Antiochian Christology recognises the full divinity and human-
ity of Christ, it does not present a convincing argument as to what the unity of
God and man in the person of Christ looks like. 123 The aflirmation of the fulhiess
of the two natures in Christ is pressed to a point where two subjects, each exer-
cising a different power, are conceived in Christ. The logical consequence of this
model, especially as it occurs in Nestorianism, is the affirmation of two persons in
Christ, and the visualisation of an accidental union between persons.

125 Cyril ofA1exandria's second letter to Nestorius, in: Cyril ofA lexandria, Select Letters, ed.
and transl. by Lionel R Wickham, Oxford, l983, p. 7.

126 "lf anyone does not confess that the Word of God suffered in the flesh and was crucified
in the flesh and tasted death in the flesh...” let him be anathema (DS, 263: ND 606/12).
His Logos-sarx-formula is evident here through the emphasis on flesh.

127 Theodore Mopsuestia, Homil. catech. V, ll: "Thus Christ nnrst assume not only a body,
but a soul as well; the soul had to be assumed first, and then for its sake the body." Taken
from Grillmeier, Chalcedon, vol. 1, p. 147.

123 Cf. W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God And Man, p. 289: "The Antiochian Theologians left un-
explained how man and God could be tmited in the one person ofJesus".
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Although, a proper union of the divinity and humanity of Jesus Christ does not
seem attainable in the context of a Logos-anthropos,129 it does indeed fonnulate
the paradox of divine suffering in Jesus Christ. Nestorius declares accordingly,
that "the son of God suffered and suffered not... He suffered all human things in
the humanity and all divine things in the Divinity" (Liber Heraclidis).13° ln its
own terms, this passage suggests that Nestorius has a vision of the paradox of
divine nature. But it is difficult to see how such a paradox can be achieved from
the perspective of the Antiochian position, which maintains that the Logos as-
sumed a complete individual person. The absence of a paradoxical unity be-
comes obvious as one looks at Nestorius‘ claim that Mary should be known as
"Christotokos, mother of God, not as Theotokos, mother of God".131 His objec-
tion to "God-bearer" is perhaps motivated by an implicit attempt to avoid attribut-
ing passibility to the Logos. Thus even in Nestorius’ heretic views, the impassi-
bility of God remained a matter of fact.

Consequently, neither the Logos-anthropos-model of the Antiochians nor the
Logos-sarx-model of the Alexandrians could satisfactorily explain the paradoxical
unity of two natures in Christ. For while the Alexandrians tend toward a frac-
tional unity, the Antiochians are prone to achieving a disjunctive unity. And since
they have not arrived at an integrative unity of the natures, the basis for arguing
the reality of the paradox of divine suffering bequeathed to the church eludes
them.

2. 4.2 St. Augustine ofHippo
St Augustine ofHippo (354-430), who is by far the most influential Trinitarian

theologian of the West, approaches the problem of divine impassibility a little bit
different from his contemporaries. His approach is defined by his whole life ca-
reer, which can be seen as one "long and circuitous"132 search for the immutable
truth. 133 In search of the ultimate truth, Augustine first took to Manichaeism,
which he later renounced to embrace Neoplatonism, from where he could not get

129 Unlike the best ofLogos-sarx-model, which presumes that the Logos assumed the human
nature, the Logos-anthropos-model of Th. Mopsuestia and Nestorius mamtains that the
Logos assumed an individual man. By implication each of the natures has its own pt'0-
sopon and needed a third to unite them. There was no way this could lead to a propel’
imity of the natures. Cf W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God And Man, P- 290 1:

130 Cited in A. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, p.434.

131 W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God AndMan, p. 291.

132 Cf S. Grabowski, The All-Present God, p. 60-

133 Cf F. Copleston, A History ofPhilosophy; vol. 2, part l, p. 86.
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more than a faint idea of the truth. Only as he renounced his libertine lifestyle and
became a Christian, did he come to perceive God as the immutable truth, who is
immanent, not just in the world, but eminently in his own soul.134 The manner in
which Augustine came to the knowledge of God, plays an important role in his
theology of God: to him, the knowledge of God occurs then partly through the
conscious search of the soul and partly through God's own self-revelation.135 It is
this insight that definitely prepared his mind for the task of differentiating and
reconciling the philosophical with the biblical conceptions of emotions and of
God.

In his City ofGod, St. Augustine rejects the Greek-Stoic understanding ofpa-
thos. In contrast to the Stoics, who conceive passions negativelyll St Augustine
secs them as neutral and characteristic features of every contingent being. Con-
ceiving them broadly as the "movement of the mind contrary to reason",136 he
does of course see them as constituting a hindrance to the fiuictions of reason, but
he does not think that they are for that reason bad in themselves; only the will,
which directs emotions, can be good or bad.137l

f'As a matter of fact, Augustine considers emotions (love, fear and joy) to be iri-
dispensable for the God-human relationship.lHence his rejection of the Stoic ten-
dency to advocating the hinnan apatheia. Apatheia, he argues, cannot lead to
blessedness in this life.133 If apatheia is understood as the fieedom of reason
from emotions, it might be desirable for the life beyond death, but not in this life.
Passionlessness, Augustine seems to say, is no longer possible for the human life
on Earth, precisely because the will has been subjected to emotions since the fall

134 Augustinus, Confessiones, ID, 6,11: "Tu autem eras interior intimo meo et superior
summo meo". This text has become a classic expression of the paradoxical tension be-
tween divine transcendence and immanence. God is accordingly, the immanent transcen-
dence. Accordingly, St Augustine conceives God as "the most distant and nearest, the
most hidden and present" being. Cf ibid., VI 3,4.; I 4,4: "Tu autem, altissime et promime,
secretissime et praesentissime ..." On this paradoxical (dialectical, dialogical) unity, see
Joachim Ringleben, Interior intimo meo, pp. 18-24.

135 F. Copleston, op. cit. p. 86.
136 De Civ. Dei, viii,l7.
137 De Civ. Dei, xiv, 6-1.
133 De Civ. Dei, xiv, 9. For "if apatheia means a condition where no fear tenifies and pain

does not vex us, it is to be avoided in this life if we wish to live rightly, that is according
to God; but in that blessed life which is promised as eternal it is clearly to be the object of
our hope" (transL Mozley). Augustine rejects thus human apatheia, which he says is
"worse than all vices". For just as it is inconceivable to think that the life beyond can be
without love and joy, it would also be unimaginable to practise religion in this life without
fear and pain.
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144

of Adam.139 Even the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who lived a sinless life here on
Earth, lefi room for emotions in his life (xiv, 9), which he assumed by subjecting
himself to the limitations of the hurnan nature.
gStrictly speaking therefore, apatheia (impassibilitas) can only be characteristic

o ' God, who, by virtue of his simplicity, perfection, self-sufficiency, absolute
transcendence and perfection is immutable. There is a sense nonetheless in which
emotions can be attributed to God: when it does not entail disturbance, passivity
or the state of being acted upon.14°\Confronted with the biblical accounts of di-
vine repentance, anger, compassion and patience, St. Augustine makes optimal
effort to show that God's emotions do not interfere with His immutability.141 He
does this employing Philo's allegorical method.142fGod, he argues, can love and
be angry; He has emotions, but tmlike human beings, He cannot be subject to His
feelings; He is in perfect control of His emotions. 143 l

St. Augustirie‘s approach to the description of God is double-pronged: from the
philosophical and from the biblical conceptions. This reflects his view that there
is a sort of tension between being able to lmow and yet unable to understand di-
vine nature: for, God, according to him, partly conceals and partly reveals Him-
self. Despite the hurnan attempt to conceive God, He remains an incomprehensi-
ble being. Hence, irrespective of the value he places on the Plotinian conception
of God as "the One" and "the Good", which he perceives as the philosophical im-
age of God par excellence, Augustine is convinced that - in the light of the bibli-
cal revelation of God - limit is set to our philosophical lmowledge.144

Out of this background, he considers the talk about divine emotions compatible
with the axiom of divine impassibility or immutability. God is immutable, no
doubt, but His immutability is conceived in terms of the steadfashiess of His voli-

139 De Civ. Dei, xiv, 10-13.
14° De Div. Nat. p. 516, sec. 71 B; p. 519, sec. 14.
141 itCf Cont. adv. leg. et prophet. l, 40: God does not repent as does a man, but as God; just

as He is not angry after the manner of men, nor is pitifirl, nor is jealous, but all He is He is
as God. God's repentance does not follow as error, the anger of God carries with it no
trace of a disturbed mind, nor His pity the wretched heart of a fellow-sufl'erer,...nor His
jealousy any envy of mind (Therefore) when God repents He is not changed and He
brings about change; when He is angry He is not moved and He avenges; when He pities
He does not grieve and He liberates; when He is jealous He is not pained and He causes
pain". See also J. K Mozley, op. cit., pp. l04-lll.

142 W.H.C. Frend, p. 55.

143 Cf De Patientia, 1.; De div. quaest. ad Simpl. I1, 2.

Cf B. Studer, Credo in Deum Patrem omnipotentem, pp. 169-I88.
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tion, that is to say, of His will to justice and love.145 Much depends on God's
will: His transcendence, omnipotence and immutability, all depend on His voli-
tion. For it is precisely God's steadfastness to His will to justice and fulfilment of
His promise for salvation, St. Augustine contends, that led His Son to the cross.
Consequently, for the sake of upholding His will and love, he is ready to allow
demonstratio amoris take the form of demonstratio humilitas on the cross.145

By implication, therefore, jdivine assibility can be seen as the logical conse-
quence of God's immutable will:147/For in order to uphold His will to justice and
love, God is ready to participate even in suffering, that is to s y, in that which is
not of His nature. Here, not in the apatheia, lies His power. 1::zSt. Augustine thus,
on the one hand, holds firmly to the axiom of divine imp sibility, and on the
other hand, practically leaves room for the possibility of divine suffering. This is
most evident in his doctrine of the Trinity, for which he is most known. Making
relation the constitutive element of the Trinitarian persons, he goes on to argue
for the inseparability of the works of the Trinity ad extra. The logical conclusion
of the doctrine of the unitary activity of the persons is, as he himself admits, the
affirmation of Patripassianism. He does not however defend Patripassianism,
neither does he make any effort to resolve the dilemma involved therein; he
leaves it unexplained as a mystery of faith. 149

2.4.3 The Councils and the Divine Impassibility
(From the Fourth to the Seventh Century)

Even as the proper interpretation of the paradoxical imity of the divine and hu-
man natures in Jesus Christ eludes most theologies of the fourth and fifth centu-
ries, the Church, in its conciliar decisions, opts for the adoption of a paradoxical
tension in the issue of the divine-hurnan unity. The search for a balance is pmsued
in the First General Council ofNicaea (325 AD). In opposition to Arius and in
close affinity to Athanasius, the Nicaea Fathers confess that Jesus, as the Second

143 Cf Pérez-Paoli, Die Menschwerdung Gottes, vi; See also B. Studer, op. cit., p. 176.

146 Cf B. Studer, Zum Gottesbegrifi des Heiligen Augustinus, p. 176 £

147 This view reminds one of the biblical view of immutability discussed in Chapter l.

148 Cf Pérez-Paoli, op. cit., vi According to Perez-Paoli, emotions are for Augustine, nei-
ther bad nor good as such, they derive their value from the will; what is bad is the mala
voluntas.

149 Sermo, 52, 6. On this see E. Dassmann, Augustimts, p. I15 £ According to Dassmann,
Augustine escaped the danger of tritheism through his relational interpretation of the life
and activities of the Trinitarian persons both ad intra and ad extra, but he is not fiee from
the error of Modalism
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Person of the Trinity, is co-equal and consubstantial with the Father.15° On the
one hand, it is declared that the consubstantial Logos suffered (DS 125), on the
other hand, it is argued that he could not be said to be "subject to change and al-
teration” (DS 126). Thus while the reality of the suffering of the Logos is some-
how confirmed, the passibility of the divinity as such is practically denied.

In the Council of Rome (382), most of the previous errors in faith are re-
viewed in the attempt to maintain the balance of faith. Beside the rejection of
Apollinarism, Patripassiariism is also condemned anew (DS I66: ND 603/I4).
God's presence in Christ is then expressed with the kenotic motif (Phil. 2:7).

The General Council ofEphesus (431) did not come up with any new Cliris-
tological framework. Rejecting Nestoriariism, and its assumption of two persons
in Christ, this Council reaffirms the consubstantiality of Christ with the Father,
initiated by the Creed of Nicene. In the Second Letter of Cyril of Alexandria to
Nestorius - which the Fathers adopt oflicially - the unity and distinction of natures
in Christ are aflirmed as a mysterious and ineffable phenomenon (DS 250). The
Title of Mary as the "Mother of God" is also confirmed (DS 251). Cyril's
"Twelve Anathematisms" (DS nn. 252-263) - which were read in the Council -
are not adopted as definitions of faith.,151 perhaps because of the strong Logos-
sarx-formula contained therein, according to which Christ suffered only in the
flesh. Be that as it may, the fact remains that the Cotuicil of Ephesus has mis-
givings about Cyril's formulation of the Christological union of natures, which is
mainly ambiguous.

An attempt toward a precise formulation of the paradox of the union of natures
in Christ is made by Leo the Great in his Letter to Flavian of Constantinople
(449),152 where he, not only attacks Monophysitism, but also sets the framework
for the emergence of the Chalcedonian formula. Using the kenotic motif, Leo ar-
gues that "He who is truly God is the same who is also truly man", the Son of
God, in whom the "lowliness of man and the divine majesty coincide"; the impas-
Uible God makes Himself "subject to suffering," remains nonetheless "untouched
lay concupiscence" and "suffers no change because of His condescension" DS
294: ND 612).

130 Rejecting Arius's thesis that the Logos was created, the Council Fathers confess faith in
Jesus Christ as "the Son of God ...fi'om the being (ousia) of the Father, God fi'om God
true God from true God, begotten not made, one in being (homoousios) with the Father

[It is he who] came down, and became flesh, was made man, suffered, and arose again
on the third day. " (DS 125: ND 7). Parallel to this, they condemn those who claim that the
Logos was "created (Icristos) or subject to change and alteration" (DS. 126: ND 8).

151 ct J. Neuner and J. Dupuis, (eds. ) The Christian Faith, p. I48.
152 1bid., p. I52. This letter attains the standard of a definition offaith.
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Taking a cue from Leo's letter,153 the General Council of Chalcedon (451)
synthesises the contributions of the Alexandrian and Antiochian schools, incor-
porates the Nicene decisions and rejects Monophysite tendencies. Among other
things, this Council solemnly confesses that Jesus Christ is "the same perfect in
divinity and perfect in humanity, the same truly God and truly man" (DS 301),
and that he "must be acknowledged in two natures, without confusion or change,
without division or separation...the character proper to each of the two natures
was preserved as they came together in one person" (DS 302).

For Chalcedon, if each of the two natures retains its character despite imity, it
then implicitly means that the divine nature of Christ must not be affected by the
exigencies of the human nature. It is on this score, that Chalcedon condemns all
those who declare that the divinity could be "subject to suffering" (DS 300).
Thus, the paradoxical statements of Chalcedon on the unity of natures notwith-
standmg,154 the suffering of God is not envisaged; God remains the hnpassible
par excellence. It is argued however, that the Council's adoption of the theotokos
formula could be seen as an implicit admission of divine suffering.155 There is
definitely no precise aflirmation about divine suffering in the Chalcedon formula,
but it establishes the Christological equilibrium necessary for the future under-
standing of the dialectics of divine attributes.

However, making a clearer assertion was left to the post-Chalcedon definitions
of the sixth and seventh centuries. The Second Ecumenical Council of Constan-
tinople (553) approves accordingly the much disputed formula that one of the
Trinity suffered (DS 532), giving the impression that God actually suffered.
Similarly, it affimis that the one who suffered is the one who performed miracles
(DS 523): this is an implicit recognition of the communication of properties
between the two natures. Yet in reality the Council does not subscribe to divine
suffering; it merely admits the suffering of Christ in flesh. Judging from the defini-
tions of these two Cotuicils, therefore, it is evident that - despite the Christologi-
cal equation constructed in Chalcedon - Chalcedon and post-Chalcedon theolo-
gies continue to avoid direct attribution of suffering to the divine subject. This
tendency seems to be perfected later in the third Council ofConstantinople (680-
681), where it is again emphasised that "both the miracles and the sufferings be-

153 ibid., p. 154.
154 ibid., p. 423
155 According to H. Kfrng, "since human birth involves suffering, the Council of Chalcedon

also attribute suffering implicitly to the divine subject". Cf I-I Kting, The Incamation of
God, p. 523. Kiing refers to W Elert, Der Ausgang der altkirchlichen Christologie, p. 93.
According to Elert, for the Antiochians, "das menschliche Geborenwerden ist ein Erlei-
den". That is why Nestorius and his followers deny the theotokos formula.
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long to one and the same, according to the different nattues of which He consists
and which He has His being" (DS 557: ND 636). In order to avoid attributing the
same action to God and creatures, the Council endeavours to improve the impre-
cise definition of the previous Council (DS 423) by adding the phrase "according
to different natures" (DS 557). This makes it clear that suffering can only apply to
the human nature.

Generally speaking, therefore, despite the attempts made in the Coimcils to
maintain the paradoxical tension in the definition of the unity of two natures in
one person, the impassibility of God remains a matter of fact. And as is most
evident in the definitions of the third General Council of Constantinople, the in-
fluence of the Alexandrian Logos-sarx-fonnula on the Councils is more pro-
notuiced than that of the Antiochian Logos-anthropos-model. In all however, the
Church decisions avoid the extreme positions of either of the schools on the issue
of the hypostatic union.

2.5 Divine Impassibility in the Medieval Theologies
Just as Platonism and Stoicism form the philosophical background of the Pa-

nistic theologies, Aristotelianism constitutes the pillar of the philosophy and logic
of the Medieval theologies. With the power of logic and precision in language,
the Medieval-Scholasticism now makes the attempt to resolve the puzzles raised
in the Patristic period. Consequently, a depth of analysis characterises the ap-
proach to the issue of divine impassibility in the Medieval theologies.

John Scotus (c. 800-877), of the early Scholastic period, uses arguments remi-
niscent of Aristotelians to defend the immutability of God. He goes even beyond
Aristotle as he contends that "God neither acts nor is acted upon, neither moves
nor is moved, neither loves nor is loved".155 By claiming that God cannot be
loved, Scotus does not deny love as such in God; what he intends to deny is a
type of love that connotes passivity. It is debatable whether such a love can be
conceivable. The point, however, is that he is ready to deny love in God in order
to prove that God alone is the Impassible. 157

Anselm (1033-1109), likewise upholding the axiom of divine impassibility,
seeks to formulate the paradox of divine attribute in tenns of God's sympathy. He
admits that the impassible God is compassionate, but he insists that this does not
entail suffering on God's part: God pities the sufferer however without being

156 Jelie Scotus, De Div. Nat. p. 504, sec. 62 B.
157 ibid., p. 519, sec. 14; God is loved by all things, but "not because He, who alone is.im-

passible, becomes, in respect of them, the subject of any kind ofpassivity, but because all
things seek Him and His beauty draws all things to Himself "

90



touched by the wretchedness of the latter.153 Consequently, he contends that
Christ suffered only in his human nature. 159

Thomas Aquinas (1226/27-1274), the major figure in the high Scholastic pe-
riod, brings Aris telians to bear on his conceptions of divine immutability and
impassibility.16°fiquinas' view on our topic of discussion is guided by two basic
assumptions: a) t at God is a pure actuality without any potentiality and b) that
He is incorporealll
/ Moving from a state of potentiality to actuality, Aquinas argues, is a sign of

imperfection.161 lmmutability is perfection par excellence. This applies to both
God and creatures. Insofar as creatures do not only consist of potentiality, but
also of actuality, they can be said to be immutable to a certain extent.152 But in-
sofar as they possess potentiality, they are imperfect. However, beyond the im-
perfect beings, there must be "some incorporeal, immovable, and completely
perfect being, and this is God".153 The simplicity, incorporeality and perfection
of God demand that He cannot be movable. In substantiating his point on the irn-
mutability of God, Aquinas uses philosophical,154 patristic165 and Scriptura1156
arguments.

153 Anselm, Proslogion, 8: "Thou art pitifirl, because Thou savest the wretched, and sparest
the sinners who belong to Thee; and Thou art not pitifirl, because Thou art touched by no
fellow-suffering in that wretchedness".

159 Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 1,8: "Wherefore when we say that God suffers anything lowly
or weak, we do not understand this in respect of the height of the impassible nature, but in
respect of the weakness ofthe human substance which He wore."

160 W. Hankey, Aquinas and the Passion of God, pp. 318-333, esp. p. 324 argues a case for
the Platonic influence ofAquinas, which according to him is virtually suppressed or over-
looked in contemporary Thomistic theology. See also the same author, Theology as Sys-
tem and as Science, pp. 83-93.

161 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1,9- 1: God is "pure action without the admixture of
any potentiality, because potentiality itself is later than action. Now everything which in
any way is changed is m some way in a state ofpotentiality, whence it is obvious that God
cannot in any way be changed."

162 On Aquinas’ conception of human immutability, see M. J. Dodds, The Unchanging God of
Love, pp. 1-38.

163 Aquinas, Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, I, 8,3,1; see also, M. J.
Dodds, op. cit. pp. 67-153 for more references to Aquinas‘ use of the motif of divine im-
mutability.

164 On this point he is most influenced by Aristole's view of immutability as perfection. Cf J.
M. Dodds, op. cit., pp. 177-191.
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The argument Aquinas presents in favour of divine impassibility is taken from
his idea of divine immutability: passio, he contends, suggests change, which nei-
ther God's knowledge167 nor His will163 can allow. God, as "pure action", who
is perfectly simple, cannot be passible. However, Aquinas differentiates two
types of potentia, active and passive. Whereas active potentia, which he wider-
stands as the principle of action, can be found in God, the passive potentia (a
state of deficiency) has no place in Him. 169

Besides, in the face of divine incorporeality, Aquinas sees divine passibility as
a logical impossibility. He believes that the possession of emotions is so closely
connected with corporeality that passibility cannot be attributed to an incorporeal
being.17° God is incorporeal; that means that He cannot have emotions. If one
understands joy and love as emotions, one might immediately object to this
claim. Aquinas believes nonetheless that love and joy can eminently be attributed
to God as is suggested in the Bible. By that fact, he is presented with a dilemma,
which he himself thus formulates: "the denial of emotion in God seems to go
against the witness of Scripture", but "the affirmation of emotion in God seems to
be incompatible with the divine incorporeality".171 He tries to reconcile this ap-
parent contradiction by way of classification.

First, he distinguishes between passio animalis (passion of the soul) and pas-
sio corporalis (bodily passion).172 While bodily passions characteristically entail
motion and alteration, reception and loss of qualities,173 the passion of the soul -
since the soul is an incorporeal entity - does not imply any alteration; the soul can
be said to suffer, nonetheless, but only "... in the sense that its operation can be
hampered" by the body. As a matter of fact, the soul suffers both differently and
indirectly;174 it suffers only insofar as it is connected to the body. Hence, the

155 The most quoted Church Fathers are Dionysius and St. Augustine. The difierence be-
tween Augustine and Thomas on this point is the 1atter’s explication of divine immutability
with the Aristoelian theory of act and potency. J. M. Dodds, op. cit., pp. 167- 174.

165 Summa contra Gentiles, I, c. 14; c.15, nr. 7, just to give a few references. For a fuller ref-
erence see J. M. Dodds, op. cit., p. 364, notes 134-136.

167 ibid., I,14.15.
168 ibid., I,19,7.
169 cr ibid., i,2s,l
179 Cfl M. Sarot, God, Emotions and Corporeality, pp. 1-27.

171 Ibid,p. 15.
172 Summa contra Gentiles, I 89-91

173 Cf Sent. II l9,1,3; S771 I-II 22,2 ad 1; 22,1 c.; See also M. Sarot, op. cit. pp. 4-8.

174 De Veritate 26,2 c.
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"passion of the soul is properly found only in the sensitive appetite".175 In view
of the incorporeality of the soul, therefore, one can only attribute passion to the
soul in a "transferred sense",173 because its passion properly belongs to the body.

Secondly, Aquinas also differentiates between the "intellective appetite" and
the "sensitive appetite".177 In terms of origin and location, the intellective and
sensitive appetites belong each to different faculties - to reason and senses re-
spectively. They differ basically from each other however in terms of their ob-
jects: For, while the object of sensitive appetites are sensible objects, which char-
acteristically arouse bodily change, the objects of the intellective appetite are
more universal, they are objects of the will, which are not accompanied by bodily
changes. Since anger, fear, love, and in fact, all emotions, arouse bodily changes,
Aquinas classifies them as sensitive appetites. They are then, properly speaking,
passions. There is a sense in which these emotions can connote acts of intellec-
tive desire: when they are acts of the will, and do not arise from the senses.
Hence, although an emotion like love is a sensitive appetite, it can also be seen as
an act of the intellective appetite, when it implies the execution of God's will to-
ward an object of spiritual affection. 173

Basically, Aquinas would believe that God is irrimutable and impassible, but
only on the condition that the emotions implied are compatible with divine immu-
tability. Love, for instance, can only be attributed to God, when it signifies
"activities of the intellective appetite".179 Human love, according to him, involves
both motion and immutability, motion, because it arises through a change in the
will, and immutability, because it is the source and principle of all movements.
God's love has however only the character of immutability. 13°

Consequently, God is compassionate, but He does not suffer. His compassion,
unlike the human type, does not arise out of passion, but out of the effect, it has
on the sufferer. hi other words, God is compassionate, not because He is subject
to suffering, but because He overcomes it.131 This does not entail indifierence on

175 De Veritate 26,3 c.: "et sic in appetitiva sensitiva sola, animalis passio proprie invenitur".

176 Cf. M. Sarot, op. cit. pp. 6.

177 De Veritate 25,3, STh 1 20,1, Sent. 111 l5,2,2b c.; See also M. seiei, op. cit. p. 13 1:
173 De Veritate 25,3 c.; Summa contra Gentiles, 190,2. See also M. Sarot, op. cit. p. 14.

179 srri 1 20,1; 1-n 22,3 ad 3; De Veritate 25,3; 26,9 ad 5, Sent. 1v 15,2,1a ad 4.
139 STIt I-H, 113,2, c.; See also M. J. Dodds, The Unchanging God ofLove, pp. 279-281.

131 STh 1, 21,3.; 11-u, 30,4, c.; sco 1, c. 91, Ill‘. 16 (§1ee); Sent. rv, 46,2,1 Qc. 1', c Aqui-
nas‘ conception of divine compassion or love as excluding passibility is supported, accord-
ing to Dodds, by the argument that it is not suffering as such that we admire in a compas-
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God's part, it rather means that God, in a manner beyond our knowledge, tri-
umphs over suffering without being affected by it Himself. In view of this fact,
Aquinas considers the biblical anthropopathetic expressions and images as meta-
phors, which, without being mere literal descriptions, are but inadequate hmnan
attempts to describe love-like, compassion-like qualities in God, which surpass
our human knowledge. 132

All that notwithstanding, Aquinas insists that although Christ really suffered on
the cross, it was not the divine but his human nature that sufl°cred. 133 Thus, Christ
is God, but we cannot say that in his suffering God suffered. Christ's suffering
does not reveal divine suffering; rather it manifests divine love.134 Aquinas’ ar-
gument is definitely logcal, though it does not seem to have solved the problem.

His major contribution lies, however, in his analysis of love and emotions. His
views do raise two significant questions for the theology of divine suffering: Can
there be a sort of love that cannot principally entail suffering? And can there be
emotions without corporeality?135 These two questions would need the attention
of all theologians of divine suffering.

2.6 Divine Impassibility in the Reformation Period
With the exception of Luther, whose Christology enunciates the doctrine of

communicatio idiomatum,135 the rest of the Reformation theologians freely ae-
cept the axiom of divine impassibility as normative.

In line with a majority of the Church Fathers, Melanchthon, for instance, con-
tends “that human feelings and experiences cannot be directly ascribed to
God”.137

Calvin, who makes the recognition of the incomprehensibility of God the
starting point of his docuine of God, claims likewise that the biblical predication

sionate person, but the "magnitude of love that is manifested in that sufiering. See M. J.
Dodds, The Unchanging God ofLove, pp. 294-3 I2.

131 srh 120,1 ad 2; Sent. 11, 11, 1,5 c., ad.1
183 STh III, 46,12, c. ad 2; SCG IV, c. 55, nr. I7 (§3947); Sent. III, 6,2,1,ad 5.

134 sn 111, 46,3,c.;II1, 1,2,0.
135 M. Sarot, op. cit., p. 20 £ has already made this point. According to him, the contempo-

rary psychological definitions of emotion agree with 'I‘homas's view that emotions neces-
sarily presuppose corporeality (p. 23) He concludes that most passibilist theologians at-
tribute emotions to God in a manner that it connotes corporeality and bodily changes. .

136 Cf Mozley, op. cit. p. I21.

187 Ibid., p. 120.
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of human corporeality, emotions and feelings to God should not be taken liter-
ally; 133 they must be imderstood figuratively. 139 Divine repentance is particularly
singled out as a predication which is incompatible with the divine orrmi-
science.19° God has a foreknowledge of every event, Calvin argues, and cannot
be said to repent.191 He thus uses the allegorical method to explain the reality of
the biblical anthropomorphism.192 But as has been observed, he could not do that
without becoming ambivalent. 193

The doctrine of divine impassibility remains likewise a tacit assumption in
Marlin Luther's theology, despite his opposition to the speculative doctrine of
God in the scholastic theology. This assumption is however greatly suppressed by
his theology of the Cross and Christology, which show features of belief in the
passion of God. The theology of the cross, conceived in opposition to the prevail-
ing theology of glory194, abound in "theological paradoxes" such as the idea of
the "hidden" and "revealed" God. "The hidden.God and the revealed God are
completely identical". 195

If W. von Loewenich interprets Luther rightly, the hiddermess of God "means
indirect knowledge of God; the hidden God is the God whose nature and word
can only be recognised under the opposite forrn'"195 Luther appeals for an indi-
rect knowledge of the revealed God on the cross, in the suflering, and in the hu-
man wealmess of Jesus Christ. Accordingly, the concealment of God is precisely
the revelation of God "as the crucified"197.

188 Calvin, Institutes, I,I3,l.c
139 Calvin renews the Alexandrian allegorical interpretation.
190 Calvin, Commentaries on Genesis vi, 6
191 Cf. H. M._I§uitert op. pp. Ti-81. Here Kuitert gives a detailed accotmt of Calvin's

view on drvme inipassibihty and immutability. He observes how Calvin draws his argu-
ment from the platomc Church Fathers According to his study, Calvin's denial of divine
repentance on the basis of divine omniscience only echoes the teachings ofPhilo and Ori-
gen. See p. 79 IL l2l;p. 80 n. 129 & 130.

192 Cpmmentary on Isaiah 9: "the Prophet testifies that God, in order to alleviate the
distresses and afllictions ofHis people, Himself bore their burdens; not that He can in any
way endure anguish, but by a very customary figure of speech, He asmmes and applies to
Himselfhuman passions".

193 cf. H. M. Kuitert, op. cit. p. vs.
194 Also the then dominant theology ofthe Church.
195 W. von Loewenich, Luther's Theology of the Cross, p. 37.

196 1z>m., p. 29 £
197 Cf ibid., p. 30
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Whereas there can definitely be other valid interpretations of Luther's doctrine
of the hidden God, we can reasonably believe that this doctrine affimis the suffer-
ing of God, in a very radical manner. We can get an even clearer picture, if we
put the following statements from Luther together: "...he who does not know
Christ does not know God hidden in suffermg",193 therefore "we should know
that God hides Himself under the form of the worst devil",199 and "...that God
can be found only in Cross and suffering".2°° The fact remains however that, dc-
spite such theopaschite expressions, Luther does not approve the "heresy" of Pa-
tripassianism.291 It is, therefore, apparent that he invariably limited the applica-
tion of the theopaschite formula solely to the person of Christ, without extending
it to the whole Godhead.

It is however most probable that Luther's condemnation of Patripassianism rep-
resents merely an unconscious act of solidarity with the tradition, which has no
place in his theology. His theology tends rather toward the opposite direction,
namely, that what happened to the Son also affected the Father. This fact is fur-
ther aflirmed in his interpretation of the classical doctrine of the communicatio
idiornatum. This means, for him, a total reciprocity of the two natures: The "two
natures join their characteristics, and the divine nature gives to the human its
characteristics, and, conversely, the manhood gves its to the divine nature".292

In his Table-Talk, Luther offers a vivid affirmation of the suffering of God and
His active involvement in the suffering of Christ. Suffering and death could be
seen as contingent experiences outside the sphere of the Deity, but by allowing
Himself to be bom as man, God also allows that the two natures are tmited in
Chnst, sharing with one another "their idiomata and characteristics". It is also on
the basis of the communicatio idiomatum that Luther accepts Mary's title: the-
otokos - "true Mother of God". In general, therefore, Luther maintains that God
is impassible per se, but He makes Himself passible through the incarnation.

2. 7 Summary
In summary, we dare to reiterate the major features of the issue of divine im-

passibility in the tradition and theologies from the onset of Christianity to the

193 C£ Weimar Edition ofLuther's Works Vol. I, p. 362, line 23, quotation taken fi'om W.
von Loewmich, op. cit., p. 30

199 Weimar Edition ofLuther's Works, Vol. XLIV, 429, 24 E , quoted in ibid., p. 40.

200 Weimar Edition ofLuther’: Works, vol. I, 262, 28f in ibid., p.112.

201 C£ W. Elert, Die Theopaschite Formel, p. 203.

202 Erlangen edition, vol. XLVII, p. I75 ff; Also cited in Mozley, op. cit- p. I22.
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Refonnation period. The trend towards avoiding the use of negatively judged
emotions in the predication of God, as our sketch shows, characterises the New
Testament approach to the issue of divine emotions. Yet there is no definite de-
nial of divine emotions. In fact, not only positive, but also negative emotions are
attributable to God. Both types of emotions are attributable to God as long as the
ability to initiate such occurrences is reserved Him, that is to say, as long as His
sovereignty in either case is not endangered. This fact is best exemplified in their
understanding of the divine wrath as a reality with kenotic and cschatological di-
mensions. For if it is true that God adjourns the expression of His anger by means
of a kenotic self-restraint, it then follows that He is still in control of the situation
even when He suffers. Suffering does not befall Him. Rather He retains the fi'ee-
dom and the initiative to take up suffering on Himself. Thus, while His sover-
eigrity over suffering is emphasised in the biblical writings the afiirrnation of di-
vine passibility is implicit.

The paradoxical approach, which forms the background of this biblical view of
emotions, is continued in the theologies of the Apostolic Fathers, especially by St.
Ignatius, who, despite his exposure to the Hellenistic thought, afiirms both the
passibility and impassibility of God. Similarly, the Apologists also settle, at least
theoretically for a paradoxical expression of the divine nature. But, since they see
impassibility and immutability as that which constitutes the difference between
the Christian God and the mythological gods, they tend to characterise God more
in terms of His impassibility, thereby distancing themselves practically from the
Semitic and paradoxical approach.

This tendency is fully realised in the Gnostic thought, where an outright denial
of the divine passibility takes the place of a paradoxical approach. Perceiving im-
passibility as a distinguishing characteristic of the divine nature, just like the
Apologists, the Christian Gnostics go yet further to see it as that which differenti-
ates the humanity of Christ from his divinity. To them, therefore, apatheia be-
comes the principle for the affimiation of divine transcendence.

The paradoxical approach regains its popularity in the theology of Irenaeus.
Generally, however, the paradoxical assertion of divine impassibility in the third
century theologies is mostly sporadic. While in some theologies of the time, a
imivocal affirmation of divine impassibility obtams, in the others an outright de-
nial of divine suffering is usual. Even in the Modalist Christology, where the her-
esy of Patripassianism is committed, a one-sided affirmation of the impassibility
of God is surprisingly implicit, just as the initial attempt of Noetus to adopt a
paradoxical approach-°-93 ends in an illusion. However, Origen and Gregorios
Thaumaturgos make serious attempts at conceiving the passibility and inipassibil-

293 See the passage quoted in section 23.1. of this chapter.
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ity of God paradoxically. In the context of their Alexandrian theology, both
authors make significant contributions toward the development of divine suffer-
ing: Origen does that by interpreting divine passibility from the point of view of
divine love, and Thaiunaturgos, by pointing out the significance of the issues of
divine will, freedom, and self-limitation for a theology of divine suffering. Their
contemporaries - Clement of Alexandria and to some extent the Latin theologian
Tertullian - deny the possibility of divine suffering. Such a denial is, of course,
not typical of the Latin theologians, because Lactantius, writing much later than
Tertullian, preserves, in contrast the biblical paradoxical approach in his descrip-
tion of divine anger and emotions.

In the fourth and fifth century Christologes the axiom of divine impassibility is
a basic assumption, to an extent that, all theologies, orthodox and the heretic,
produced during the Christological controversies, unanimously refuse the predica-
tion of passibility to God. Thus, while discussing the issue of the hypostatic un-
ion, the Arians and the Apollinarists, the Alexandrian and the Antiochian schools,
the Cappadocian theologians, and practically all theologies of the time make a
univocal affirmation of the impassibility of God, rather than maintaining the para-
doxical tension. lt must also be observed that there is no clear-cut assertion of
divine suffering the decisions of the Coimcils (from the fourth to the seventh
century). However, the effort of the Council Fathers to avoid a one-dimensional
affirmation of either of the natures of Christ while settling the issue of the hypoa-
tatic union in this period signals a cordial disposition for a paradoxical approach
to the God-question.

A relatively different approach to the problem, which secures the paradoxical
tension, is adopted by St. Augustine. Unlike the rest of the patristic approaches,
his proposal makes the passibility or impassibility of God depend on divine voli-
tion. Besides, his conception of the “relationality” of the Trinitarian Persons
opens a new and fruitful dimension for the theology of divine suffering.

In the Medieval-Scholastic approach, especially in that of St. Thomas Aquinas,
the topic in question receives an in-depth analysis, but not necessarily a new vi-
sion. Holding firrnly to the impassibility of God, Thomas maintains that an incor-
poreal being cannot suffer, but that he can love conceptually. He makes signifi-
cant contributions, nonetheless, as he raises the questions, whether there can be
love without suffering, and whether there can be emotions without corporeality.

For the Refonners, divine impassibility is a basic assumption, but whereas
Calvin denies divine suffering absolutely, Luther tends to relate it to the axiom of
divine impassibility by means of his interpretation of the communicatio idioma-
tum and his theory of Deus absconditus and Deus revelatus.
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Thus, in general, it can be observed that, although the aflirrnation of divine im-
passibility predominates in the Church theologies and tradition, the effort to
predicate suffering and emotion to God as a mysterious and paradoxical p0SSlbfl-
ity has not been totally absent. The major issue has been how to think this para-
dox through successfully.



3. DIVINE IAIPASSIBILITYAND THE IGNOTIC MOTTF (FROM
THE SEVENTEENTH TO THE TWENTIETH CENTURD

If a philosophical approach to the paradox of divine nature characterises the
Medieval Christologies, the Refomiation and post-Reformation theologies distin-
guish themselves by their attempt to illumine the dialectics of divine nature in the
light of the Bible. In this endeavour, the kenotic motif plays a significant role,1 a
role which consists mainly in providing the platform on which reflections are
made concerning the paradox of divine mutability and irrimutability, of passibility
and impassibility and of the divine love. The kenotic motif itself is a paradoxical
principle,2 which could be used both for establishing the authenticity of divine
impassibility3 and arguing about the possibility of divine suffering.4

1 The passage of the Christological hymn in Phil. 2: 5-II reads: although Christ was in the
"form of God" ( morphe theou), he "emptied himself" (eauton ekenosen), and having
taken the "form of a slave" (morphen doulou) he became like humankind, For the reason
of his condescension, he was exalted and glorified, being g'ven a name which is above
every other name. As a term kenosis has its locus classicus in Phil 2:5-I l, though as an
idea it is believed to be equally expressed in all other places in the New Testament, where
the notions of divine self-limitation, selflrenunciation and self-giving are implied (cf 2
Cor. 8: 9; Jn. 3: I3; 16:28; 17: 5; Mlr. I0: 45; Rom. 15:3; &Heb. 5:7 fil). In referring
to the message in the kenotic passage, which seems to summarise the whole Christ-event,
it has become appropriate to speak of the "kofic motif’. For details about the role of
this motif in the theology ofdivine suflering see D. G. Dawe, Dre Form OfA Servant, p.
19 f.; J. A. T. Robinson, The Human Face of God, p. 206; L J. Richard, A kenotic
Christology, p. I60. And on its general relevance for the whole Christ-event see E. Kase-
mann, A critical Analysis ofPhilippians 2: 5-1 l, pp. 45-88.

2 Its ambiguity is not unconnected wiui the duality of the Christological context iii which it
is set. For as studies reveal, the kenotic passage could be the product ofone or both of the
two typical New Testament Christological presuppositions - the adoption theory (Rom. I;
4; Acts 2: 22) and the pre-existence theory. In the light of both Christological theories,
which are juxtaposed to one another, kenosis could be a ease for the pre-existence of
Christ or for the adoption of the man Jesus The earliest exegetes had problems trying to
determine which theory is being confirmed in the kenotic hymn. Cf J. D. G. Dunn, Unity
and Diversity in the New Testament. The two-fold meanings of the kenotic motif could
be observed in different theological positions taken during the Arian controversy. While
the Arians interpret the form of God as implying merely "likeness" and not "equality"
(adoption and subordination) of the Son to the Father, Victorinus and Athanasius see this
passage as a sure proof of the consubstantiality of the Son and the Father (pre-existence
theory). Cf M. D. Hooker, Philippians 2: 2-II, p. I62.

This is typical of the patristic theologies where the kenotic motif (ie. the kenosis and exal-
tation put together) is mostly interpreted in the light of the theory of the pre-existence of
the Logos. Conceming the patristic use of kenotic motif in defence of divine immutability
see D. G. Dawe, The Form OfA Servant, pp. 36-45.

3
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Excursus: The Application ofthe Kenotic Motifbefore the I9th Century
1 In the patristic theology, where th_e belief in the pre-existence of the Logos is

prevalent, the exaltation of Christ IS not seen as the acqtusition of a new status,
ut as a return to the primordial divine state of the Logos. This fact is invariably

used in justifying the claim that the divine nature remained immutable and impas-
sible even during the kenotic life of Jesus. Accordin to D. G. Dawe, the interpre-
tation of the kenotic motif in patristic theology is influenced by Greek substance-
ontology, so much so that, for a majority of the Fathers, kenosis amounts to the
v_eilin of the Logos with human nature, and consequently, the exaltation of Jesus
signifiges the unveiling, the return of the glorified Logos to his pre-existent status.
This pl‘lll0S0pl‘llC3llfy motivated interpretation of the kenotic motif, Dawe con-
tends, makes any orm of change in the divine nature inconceivable. Thus, the
view of the New Testament adoptionist Christologies, which interprets the exal-
tation of Jesus as a movement fi'om a lower to a higher and new status, does not
appear in patristic theology.5\
In contrast to the Fathers, the Medieval theologies tend to leave little or no room
at all for kenotic theological reflections. They suspect that the kenotic motif has
the connotation of divme suffering and mutability. But although there is a virtual
absence of reflections on kenosis in the Medieval theologies, kenotic motif finds
expression nonetheless in the sermons and devotional writings of the mystics in
the Medieval period, a sign that it could give expression to faith, even when it
apparently failed to fulfil e intellectual requirements.
Coming to the theology of the Reformers, one sees the kenotic motif becoming
once more a basic theological principle. For although Luther agrees with the Fa-
thers, (that kenosis is the veiling of the Logos with human nature, and exaltation
the disclosure of Christ's "true nature"), he nonetheless adds something new to the
arguments, as he differentiates between the "form of God" and the "essence of
God". Thus, kenosis means for him that Christ, while utting aside the "form of
God", retained the "divine essence" throughout his earthly life. The radical impli-
cation of this view of the divine kenosis is of course that the exigencies of Jesus‘
earthly life affected both the human and the divine natures. Luther does not how-
ever make it explicit that the divine nature suffered with the human. Instead, he
sees kenosis as a continuous process, a recurrent act of self-emptying, of which
the incamate Christ was also the subject. Thus, unlike the Fathers, he does not
see the pre-existent Logos as the sole subject of the kenosis, neither does he as-
sume that kenosis is a one-tirne fiat. Rather, he recognises the fact that even the
humanity of Jesus was involved m the act of self-emptying.6
This view is definite]?! not typical of the entire Reformation theologies. For in
contrast to Luther, Ca viii maintains that the pre-existent Logos IS the sole subject

4 All passibilists use the kenotic motif to argue for the possibility of divine suflering. The
next chapter of this study will be dedicated to a case study of the use of the kenotic motif
in defence of the axiom of divine suffering as is evident in the writings of Geddes
MacGregor.

5 D. G. Dawe, The Form OfA Servant, pp. 42-43.
6 One can say therefore that Luther combines the ontological tmderstanding of the kenotic

motive (as evidenced in the patristic theology) with its moral implication for human
spiritual life (as St. Bemard understands it).
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of kenosis. He contends accordingty that the divine nature did not share in the
exigencies - sufferin and death - o the earthly life of Jesus Christ, only the hu-
man nature did.7 While Luther uses the kenotic motif to argue the unity of the
netures, Calvin employs the same motif to prove the distinction of the natures m
C rist.
In a sense, therefore, the understanding of the kenotic motif inthe Reformation
theologies differs from its interpretation in the patristic theologies, especially as
the Reformers are inclined towards em hasising that the humanity of Christ was
involved in the act of self-emptying. Clbmmon to both the Reformation and the
patristic theologies is indeed the location of kenosis solely within the Chns-
tological frame-work and its confinement to the problem of the two natures.3

/' By restricting the significance of the kenotic motif within_the context of the two
natures, theo ogians, especially those of the post-Reformation penod, made thmgs
difficult for themselves. They were forced to perform a theological hair-spfikrtf,
trfying to determine what happened to Christ's divine attributes during his y
Ii e. On this issue, both Refonners bequeathed more questions than answers to
their successors. For if the Lo os retained his divine essence during the kenotic
life of Jesus Christ on Earth, the guestion arose for the Lutherans as to whether
the divine attributes were switche off or whether they were subjected to human
limitations. Lutheran theologies of both the sixteenth and the seventeenth centu-
ries offer two answers to this question: firstly, that Christ renounced the use of his
divine qualities, secondly, that he made secret use of them.9 The implicit con-
clusion of both Lutheran approaches is however that the two natures lacked a
vital unity.‘
ironically, what we now see as constituting the implicit conclusion of the Luther-
ans - the absence of an integrative unity between the two natures - is indeed the
exphcit startmg-point of the approach of the Reformed orthodoxy, which in ac-
cordance with Calvin's "distinction" Christology, assumes the possibility of a
"dual _life" in Jesus: Kenosis, according to the Refomied theology, means either
the withdrawal of the divme nature or its concealment during the incamate life of
Jesus Chnst. Strictly speaking, _therefore, it is obvious in the Reformed theology,
that Jesus lacked divme ommscience, and that his divine nature was clearly sepa-
rated from his human nature. While this approach preserves the significance of

7 Cf Calvin, Institutes, I], XIV. 2; See also Dawe, op. cit., p. 72.
3 As we shall show later, the kenotic motif has implications not only for Christology, but

also for the doctrines ofGod and creation in general.

9 The attempt to answer this question split the Lutherans into two camps: one led by Jo-
hann Brenz (1499-I570) and the other by Martin Chemnitz (I522-I586). For Brenz, ke-
nosis denotes that Jesus did not make use of his divine attributes in public (he made a se-
cret use of them) even though he still possessed them In contrast, kenosis implies, for
Chemnitz, that Christ abstained totally from making use of his divine powers. Following
the same style of argument a theological conflict developed between the theologians of the
Ttibingen and Giellen universities in the seventeenth century. While the former group
sides with Brenz and argues that Christ declined to make a public use of his divine attrib-
utes of omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence, the latter agrees with Chemnitz that
although Christ possessed the divine attributes potentially, he did not make use of them at
all Cf W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God andMan, p. 308.
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the humanity of Jesus Christ, and proves that the Logos remained immutable, in
the end it fails to show how the continuity between the pre-existent and the mcar-
nate Christ could be argued.
Thus, despite the theological novelties, which the theologies of the Refonnation

purport to present, neither Lutheran nor Reformed theology uses the kenotic motif
in a manner in which it could fit into the existing theological categories without
endangering the tmity of Jesus Christ. Apparently, an effective use of the kenotic
motif IS not possible, without a corresponding reinte retation of either some of
the theological categories or at least the motif itself.‘-gince this was not done in
their century, the kenotic motif lost its popularity as a Christolo 'cal principle,
and disappeared from the scene of theological discourses, except lgbwever in de-
votional ymns,1° where little or no philosophical interpretation was needed.

The kenotic motif made a retum to the theologcal discourses in the late-
nineteenth century, when it was needed in the explication of the problems created
by the adoption of the historical-critical method in the study of the life of Jesus.
The exciting awareness of the significance of the historical Jesus, which this
method brought, became a threat to the traditional belief in the Jesus of faith." In
the theologcal battle that ensued between the defenders of the Jesus of faith and
the proponents of the historical Jesus, there were theologans who, realising that it
was erroneous to play one image of Christ against the other, decided to mediate
between the Jesus of faith and the Jesus of history. These mediating theologians,
whose Christologies prestéppose the aflirmation of the full divinity and humamty
of Christ, use kenotic mo for the purpose of relating Jesuology to Chnstology.
They are today referred to as the ate-nineteenth century kenoticists.12 It IS in

10 C£ D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p. 83. Thus, despite the loss of its theological significance in the
eighteenth century notwithstanding, the kenotic motif retained its relevance within the
evangelical piety, as evidenced in the writings ofN. L. Graf von Zinzendorf. C£ Vier and
dreyszig Homllae fiber die Wunden-Litaney der Brfider, p. 25; Ein und zwanzig Discurse
fiber die Augsburgische Corr/ession, p. 65, 5, 121 if; Narurelle Reflexiones fiber aller-
hand Materien, p. 359, cited in Dawe, op. cit. p. 21. For in the evangelical piety, unlike in
the Christological discourses, the kenotic motif is interpreted personalistically rather than
philosophically. This fact is fiirther evident in the following statement taken from a hymn
written by Charles Wesley in the same period: "He (Christ) emptied himself of all but
love". See Dawe, op. cit. p. 85.

11 ct, for instance, the works ofD. F. Strauss (1808-1874) and F. c. Baur (1792-1860). rt
can be observed that this problem was already anticipated by the Reformation and post-
Reformation theologies, as they encountered tremendous dificulties reconciling the pre-
existent Christ with the incamate Christ, who is supposed to not have tmdergone any
change. This is particularly so, if we bear in mind that the age of Enlightenment and R0-
mantic idealism, (which initiated the modem physical and historical sciences that led to the
application of the historical critical method on the Scripture), is itself the logical develop-
ment of the new religious and intellectual experiences made during the Reformation and
Renaissance.

12 The list would include the following: I. A. Domer, Gottfried Thomasius, August Ebrlfd»
Bishop Martensen and Emst Neander in Germany and Scandinavian countries. Otl1¢f5
were Bishop Gore, P. Fairbaim, P. T. Forsyth and H. R Mackintosh in England.
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their work that the close connection between the kenotic motif and theology of
divine sufiering becomes obvious.

3.1 Divine Impassibility and the Nineteenth Century Kenoticism
3. I.l The German and English-speaking Kenoticists

5 The nineteenth century German kenoticism fmds its most popular expression in
the writings of Thomasius of ErIangen.13 For him, kenosis constitutes neither a
concealment nor a renunciation of the divine attributes, as understood by the ear-
lier Lutherans; it denotes a real change on the part of the Logos. Making this
claim, he reinterprets the notion of divine absoluteness. The absoluteness of God,
he contends, does not consist in I-Iis changelessness, but in I-Iis ability for self-
determination: the ability to change Himself for |ove's sake. God's power is the
power of "self-determination". Correspondingly, he argues that "self-limitation"
(kenosis) is nothing other than "self-determination"14. l
/ Thomasius' reinterpretation of divine absoluteness and sovereignty, has been
sharply criticised, because, by implying divine mutability, it raises more ques-
tions than it answers.(For as critics ask,15 if the Logos underwent a real change,
does it then mean that there was no God in Christ during his earthly life? And if
Christ was totally emptied of his divinity, who was then in control of the universe
during this incamate life? Does it mean that at a time the Trinity was incomplete?
To answer these questions, [Thomasius argues that only one type of divine attrib-
utes was dropped during the incarnation. He does this by differentiating between
what he calls the essential attributes (power, truth, holiness and love) and the
relational attributes (omnipotence, omniscience and orrmipresence). While the
fomier are supposed to be intrinsic to God the latter are relevant only for God's
relation to the world. By self-emptying, Thomasius argues, the Logos laid only
the relational attributes aside. l

What Thomasius says here is, in effect, that in the kenotic act, Christ did not
do away with that which is intrinsic to his divine nature, but only with that which
is dispensable for the being of God. With this argument, he hopes to guarantee
the full humanity and divinity of Christ using the kenotic motif. For if the so-
called relational attributes are strictly divine, their withdrawal from the earthly life

13 G. Thomasius, Ein Beitrag Z111’ kirchlichen Christologie; ---, Das Bekemrtnis der evan-
gelisch-Iutherischen Kirche in der Komequenz seines Prinzips; ---, Christi Person und
Werk.

M Cited by D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p- 94.

15 Cf. l. A- Domer, Uber die richtige Fasstmg des dogmatischen Begriffs der Unverander-
lichkeit Gottes, pp. 188-377.
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of Jesus would then mean that the divinity has been emptied in a way, in favour
of the full realisation of the reality of Christ's humanity. Again, since they are not
the constitutive attributes of divine nature, withdrawing them would not imply
the loss of the divinity.

If this argument pacified his contemporaries at all, it was only for a whilc.llt
was soon discovered that it merely shifts the problem to another level, namely to
the level of the God-world relationship. For if God withdrew His relational at-
tributes during the earthly life of Jesus, what happened then to His relation to the
world at this time? Was this not equal to abandoning the world? l

When one bears in mind that the points being made here concem the God-man
personality of Jesus Christ, it is not surprising that Thomasius' mathematical (the
subtraction of attributes) interpretation of the kenotic motif does not achieve the
desired result. Apparently, his fractional view of kenosis is not the only reason for
his failure. Another reason, as the contributions of his successors suggest, is that
his reinterpretation method does not go far enough to embrace the activities of the
whole Trinity.

Continuing with Thomasius' reinterpretation method, the other mediating theo-
logians extend the scope of the kenotic motif to a level, where it could be related
to the inner life of the Trinity. On this, two-fold approaches are made: while
theologians like W. F. Gess (1819-l89l),16 A. Ebrard,17 Bishop Martensen
(1808-l884)13 and P. T. Forsyth (1848-l923)l9 seek to reinterpret kenosis so as
to let it fit into the existing doctrine of God, other mediating theologians, influ-
enced by Hegel, rather take to reinterpreting the doctrine of God so as to make it
reflect the demands of the prevalent kenotic motif. Even as all the above men-

I6 Cf W. F. Gess, Die Lehre von der Person Christi ; ---, Das Dogma von Christi Person
und Werk. According to Gess, when the Logos emptied himself of all divine attributes the
duty of nrling the world was handed over to the Spirit by the Father till Christ's kenotic
assignment on earth was over.

17 Cf J. H- A Ebrard, Das dogma von heiligen Abendmahl, p. 790; ---, Christliche Dog-
matik. In his view, the divine attributes were retained and adapted to the human nature of
Christ, during his earthly life, but he was not conscious of them Hence, the Logos was in
control of the world, albeit unconsciously.

13 Cf. H. Martensen, Christian Dogmatics. Differing slightly from the German kenoticist -
especially from Thomasius' classification of the attributes of God into essential and non
essential, and fiom Ebrard‘s distinction of conscious and unconscious levels of divine av
tivities - bishop Martensen of Denmark, contends that the Logos should be seen as simul-
taneously existing in the finite and infinite forms during the earthly life of Jesus: in this
way, Logos was in control of the world, even in his human appearance.

19 Cf P. T. Forsyth, Hie Person and Place ofJesus Christ. Forsyth treats the kenotic motif
elaborately in this book. See also ---, The Divine Self-Emptying.
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tioned authors undertake a reinterpretation of the kenotic motif, the nature of its
application to the existing doctrine of God differs. For while the German kenoti-
cists (Thomasius, Gcss and Ebrard) tend to use the kenotic motif as a principle
for understanding the inner Trinitarian life, the English-speaking kenoticists, typi-
lied in the person of P. T. Forsyth, avoid relating kenosis to the inner life of the
Trinity. And although, Forsyth and other English-speaking kenoticists got their
inspiration from the German kenoticism of the same period, they shun the onto-
logical approach20 which characterises the latter. Instead, they pay more attention
to the study of the Bible, while settling for a limited, morally motivated and per-
sonalistic (though unsystematic) application of the kenotic motif to the problem of
Jesus‘ consciousnesszl

The kenotic motif receives a yet enriching dimension in the thought of Forsyth,
thanks to his biblical approach, which enables him to conceive Christology in
personalistic and moral tenns, rather than in an abstract and ontological frame-
work. By this method, he is able to emphasise the esse tial unity between kenosis
and plerosis (the self-fiulfilment) in the kenotic motif.Fl'hinking together the pre-
existence, the kenosis and the plerosis of Christ, Forsyth locates the event of di-
vine self-emptying in the human and divine consciousness of Christ. Kenosis is,
by that fact, not a veiling of the divine consciousness and activity, but a volun-
tary retraction of divine consciousness from actuality to potentiality, obligated by
the need to fulfil a moral duty. ffhus, ven as he affirms Thomasius' thesis that
"Self-emptying is Self-det rmination",lhe prefers to speak of "self-retraction"
rather than "self-emptyingfilsince the latter tenn could be misleading. Most irn-
portantly, Forsyth understands the kenotic motif as a divine kenosis, and plerosis
as a descending and ascending movement of God to humankind and vice versa.22
The kenotic act which constitutes the Incamation is not a one-sided affair. it is at
once the self-limitation of God and the fulfilment of humankind.

Using biblical categories to deepen the meaning of kenosis, as Forsyth does, is
definitely the first step in the right direction. However, his attempt has failed to
achieve the desired result, not because his interpretation of kenosis is wrong, but
because he tries to fit his new vision of kenosis into the old doctrine of God with-
out making any effort to reinterpret the latter. This is what D. G. Dawe calls

20 See for instance P. T. Forsyth, The Person and Place ofJesus Christ, pp. 294-295: "We
cannot form any scientific conception of the precise process by which a conrplete and
etemal being could enter on a process of becoming, how Godhead could accept growth,
how a divine consciousness could reduce its own consciousness by volition."

2' D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p. 131. This assessment applies also to Principal Fairbaim, H. IL
Mackintosh, F. Weston and E. H. Gifford.

22 P. T. Forsyth, The Person and Place ofJesus Christ, p. 310.
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pouring "new wine into old wineskins".23/Forsyth's attempt is boimd to fail, be-
cause as Dawe contends, a vision of kenosis that entails divine mutability cannot
be compatible with the image of an immutable God, unless the prevalent notion of
God is reformulated. 24 )

The second approach of the mediating theologians in relating kenosis to the
doctrine of the Trinity is strictly Hegelian.25 The most outstanding Hegelian kc-
noticist of that century is Theodore Liebner (I803-l87l).26 hi his fragmentary
Christology, Liebner argues accordingly that the only way to make kenosis con-
sistent is to see it as an act belonging essentially to God Himself. Before the his-
torical kenosis of Jesus, there was already an etemal kenosis in the intra-
Trinitarian life of God: the Father limited himself to make the being of the Son
possible.

Following the pattem of the movement of the Absolute Spirit, Liebner con-
ceives a gradual development of divine consciousness in Jesus Christ, whose ac-
complishment by the resurrection and ascension marks the full self-realisation of
God. He regards the Hegelian idea of the Absolute as being identical with the
doctrine of the Trinity. By doing so, however, he incurs upon his Christology the
criticisms usually levelled against Hegelian philosophy of religion, namely, that
God is made dependent on the world. Creation is no longer a free act of God, but

23 D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p. 83.

24 Cf D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p. 140. The same argument in his words: "Kenosis implied
changes in the divine life that could never be understood within the traditional doctrine of
God. The kenotic motif could not be used to repair this or that part of the sagging house
oforthodoxy. It had to become the basis of a total rebuilding job." (p. 143.)

25 For G. W. Hegel (1770-1831), the divine act of kenosis-exaltation is not a historical
event, but the logical and necessary movement of the structure of reality, that is to say, of
the Absolute Spirit on its way to his self-realisation through his other. Cf W. Kern, Phi-
losophische Pneumatologie, pp. 54-90, esp. p. 63; See also D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p. I04-
l20. By implication, Hegel's ontology of divine nature does not represent the divine ke-
nosis or God's entrance into finitude as a gratuitous act. Kenosis is basic for the triadic
Movement of the Absolute Spirit and so is change entailed in God's nature. Cf G. W. F.
Hegel, The Phenomenology ofMind, p. 756; D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p. Ill. As a matter of
fact, in conceiving reality in a triadic and dialectic pattem, Hegel is believed to have taken
cue from the Christian doctrine of the Trinity (Dawe, p. I15). In any case, Hegel's claim
that the triadic movement of the Absolute (of the Trinitarian God) follows a kenotic pat-
tem brought a new dimension to the understanding of kenotic motif, which latter became
a model for many theologians. Henceforth, the significance of kenosis is no longer re-
stricted to the realm of Christology, it now becomes of a principle of interpretation for the
whole reality.

26 CC T. A. Liebner, Chrlstologie oder die christologische Einheit des dogmatischen Sys-
tems. Other contemporary left-wing theologians were A E. Biedermann (I819-I895) and
P. K. Marheineke (1780-I846).
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a necessary one for His own self-completion. Secondly, the difference between
God and the world becomes blurred, if not totally obliterated. The problem of
using Hegelian philosophy to interpret the historical life of Jesus becomes yet
more glaring in the work of David Friederich Strauss.27 It is noted today, how-
ever, that the I-Iegelian conception of kenosis plays very little role in the kenotic
Christologies of the nineteenth century, precisely because the Hegelian doctrine
of God seems incompatible with many aspects of the Christian faith.23

3.1.2 S. Kierkegaard (I813-I855) and the Paradox ofthe Kenotic Motif
In contrast to the mediating and Hegelian theologians, Kierkegaard refuses to

engage in any rigorous interpretation of the kenotic motif.29 He is forced to adopt
this position, apparently, because the attempt of his predecessors to use kenosis
as =1 principle of intelligibility in the explication of divine mire failed. [For him,
kenosis is an absolute paradox of grace3° which eludes any attempt at rationali-
sation.3l lfhat God assumed the form of a servant is a paradox of Christianity, an
indisputable fact, that can only be illlnnined from the point of view of divine
revelation.E(enosis is for him the only explanation that can be offered for the re-
lationship etween the divine and human natures in Jesus Christ. And on that
score becoming man should still be considered contrary to divine nature. I

Incamation, he argues, "is the profouridest incognito, or the most impenetrable
unrecognisableness that is possible; for the contradiction between being God and
being an individual marl is the greatest possible, the infinitely qualitative contra-
diction".32 Thus, refusing to speculate on kenosis, either as a loss of divine at-
tributes or change of consciousness,[he rather prefers, to declare kenosis "a bold
paradoxical assertion of God's sovereignty, which brings all speculation to an
end".33 [Though Kierkegaard makes no explicit affirmation of either divine im-
passibility or passibility, his plea for a paradoxical approach to the iritelpretation
of divine nature ushered in a new era of Protestant kenoticism which, without

27 D. F. Strauss, Life ofJesus.

28 Cf. Dawe, op. cit., p. I26.

29 Although Kierkegaard's thought belongs to the nineteenth century in terms of origin, it is
usually given a postion in the later theologies, since its relevance for Christology first
came to lime light in the 20th century.

30 S. Kierkegaard, Training in Christianity, p- I31.

3| With Kierkegaard another era of Protestant kenoticism that is not basically Hegelian be-
gan.

32 lbid.
33 Cf. D. G. Dawe, op. cit. p. I60.
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being necessarily Hegelian, incorporates the positive qualities of the latter,
namely that kenosis has something to do with the very nature of God.

3.1.3 The Russian Orthodox Theology and the Kenotic motif
The tendency to see kenosis as belonging to the very nature of God character-

ises the contribution of Russian Orthodox theologians. In their thought, the keno-
tic motif receives a much wider scope than it has in the Hegelian thought. In fact,
the whole Russian secular and religious thought of that time operate with a keno-
tic interpretation of reality and life. What Nadejda Gorodetzky calls a "kenotic
mind, or mood" indeed even dominates the Russian literature34 of nineteenth
century origin. And as this literature reveals, the Russian kenotic theme has no
speculative origin, it emerges in the context of a cultural expression of a people's
piety. Its use for the intelligibility of the doctrine of God is apparently of a later
development, coinciding with the endeavour of such thinkers like V. Soloviev
(1853-1900) and S. N. Bulgakov (1871-1948) to systematise the kenotic tradition
theologically and philosophically.

In formulating their kenotic thoughts, both Soloviev and Bulgakov combine the
Eastem Orthodox piety with Western philosophy (especially Hegelianism).35
Much like Hegel, Soloviev believes that the world-process follows a kenotic pat-
tem and that Christ's kenosis signifies a progressive diviriisation of the imi-
verse.-“>6

In a similar all-encompassirig view of the kenotic motif, S. N. Bulgakov situ-
ates kenosis right within the Trinity,37 and interprets the creation and Incamation
as divine acts of kenosis. Without however following the foot-steps of Hegel, he
roots it in the intra-Trinitarian life. For unlike Hegel, Bulgakov understands ke-
nosis essentially as self-giving, which he believes characterises the mutual act of
love in the iririer-Trinitarian life. God's kenotic relationship to the world (in the
creation and in the works of salvation) is constituted by virtue of an outflow, an
extension of the inner Trinitarian selfless relation of love. Creation, which is also
a divine kenotic act, like the Incarnation, is grounded in and occasioned by the
self-fulfilling kenotic act of the Trinitarian Persons and precisely in the nature of
their self-sacrificial love, which is ever reaching for the other. In contrast to He-
gel, he conceives the three Persons as becoming fulfilled in their mutual self-

34 See the novels ofGogoL Turgenev and Dostoevsky.

35 Cf. H U. v. Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 152.

36 D. G. Dawe, op. cit.

37 S. Bulgakow, Le Verbe Incarne': Agmis Dei, pp. 138 ff. & 259 ff.
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sacrificial love, so that God's relationship to the world does not bear any sign of
dependency.-*3

Accordingly, he sees the Cross as a revelation of the inner-Trinitarian nature of
love. As he writes in "The Power of the Cross", one of his festival sermons:

The Cross is God Himself in His revelation to the world, God's power and glory.
The Cross is the sacrificial essence of love, since love is sacrifice, self-sinrender,
self-abneglition, voliuitary self-renunciation for the sake of the beloved. ...there is
no bliss in love except in sacrificial self?-surrender which is rewarded by responsive
fulfilment. The Cross is the exchange of love, indeed love itselfis exchange. The
Holy Trinity is the etemal Cross as the sacrificial exchange of Three, the single life
bom ofvolimtary surrender, of a threefold self-sinrender, of being dissolved in the
divine ocean of sacrificial love. Love itself; God, in the etemal Cross surrenders
Himself for the sake of His love. The three points in which the lines of the tri-cross
end are images of the three divine self1subsistentHypostases, and the point oftheir
intersection is the co-inherence of the three, the Trinity in unity in sacrificial ex-
change. 39

It is noteworthy that even as Bulgakov speaks of the Cross as the symbol of
the self-sacrifice in the intra-Trinity, and pushes the view that "sacrificial ex-
change" characterises the very essence of God further, he nonetheless avoids a
direct predication of suffering and change to the Godhead. Apparently, his argu-
ment is this: what the Son did, he did it for the whole Trinity, but it is not the
Trinity who performed it.4° One might wonder how Bl.ilgakov could deny change
and suffering in God and yet claims that an eternal sacrificial exchange takes
place in the Godhead. To dispel this doubt, he goes finther to distinguish, in a
manner reminiscent of Luther,41 between divine nature and divine form.

The divine nature of the Logos as the source of life remains unchanged and undi-
miriished in Christ. The humiliation affects not the nature (ousia) but the divine
form or image (morphe) which is laid aside by Christ at His Incamation.“

33 Cf H. U. v. Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 153.

39 S. N. Bulgakov, The Power of the Cross, pp. 169-174, esp. 170-171; See also other es-
says and sermons in the same anthology, especially, "The Lamb of God" 114-118, “Divine
Gladness" 178-182.

C5 3- N- B\118flk°\’, A Bulgakov Anthology, p. 172: "It is the sacrifice not of the Son
alone, but of the consubstantial and indivisible Trinity as ll wh0le_ Tim son flgng ms in.
camate and suffered on the Cross, but in him was manifested the sacrificial love of the
I-Ioly Trinity - of the Father who sends him, and ofthe Holy Spirit who rests upon him and
upon his sorrowing Mother"

40

‘ll See the excursus in section 2.7.

42 See N. Gorodetzky, The Humiliated Christ in Modem Russian Thought,, p. 165-166,
quoted in D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p. 153.
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Definitely, this distinction between the nature and the form of God cannot
provide a plausible answer to the question, because, in effect, it raises a further
question as to how the form and the nature of God can be related to one another.
In any case, Bulgakoi/s contribution to the interpretation of the kenotic motif, and
in fact that of the other Russian kenoticists, is enonnous.43 The Russian kenoti-
cism has the value of conceiving the kenotic motif in a wider scope and also
positively as a divine act of self-revelation. In this way it escapes the pitfalls of
both the mediating and Hegelian kenoticisms: For, by making the kenotic motif
relevant for the doctrines of God, creation and Incamation, Bulgakov particularly
avoids the Christological delimitation of the kenotic motif which characterises the
Reformation and mediating theologies; and by interpreting the inner-Trinitarian
kenosis as a mutual self-giving, which is complete and self-fulfilling in itself, he
effectively evades the weakness of Hegelian kenoticism, namely, of making God
dependent on the world process. Besides, by doing so, he leaves room for crea-
tion to remain a fiee act of God: and God retains His sovereignty.

However, no matter how attractive Bulgakov's conception of the intra-
Trinitarian kenosis appears, it remains questionable whether kenosis can be used
as a principle of intelligibility for the doctrine of God. Bulgakov is perhaps aware
of this problem himself, because irrespective of his efi'ort to illumine the imier-
Trinitarian kenosis, he admits nonetheless that the kenosis in the Godhead is
"divine mystery" which we dare "touch reverently" only because the Bible testi-
fies to it.44

3.2 Divine Impassibility and the Kenotic Motif
in the Twentieth-century Theologies

3.2. l The Protestant Approach
The influence of Kierkegaard is very much evident in the twentieth-century

Protestant theology Already in the theologies of Emil Brunner and Karl Barth it
can be seen that the understanding of kenosis as a paradox of divine revelation

43 The Russian kenotic Christology enjoys more popularity among the Roman Catholic
theologians than among the Protestants. The reason for this is not far-fetched: it provides
a Trinitarian interpretation of kenosis, which, despite its affirmation of the divine affecta-
bility, makes God neither dependent on the world nor subject to change or suffering. With
the discovery of the significance of the Russian kenoticism for the Trinitarian theology,
Catholic theology, which has been conspicuously silent on the issue of kenosis fiom the
anti-Arian controversy to the early part of this century, has began once more to fancy the
kenotic Christology and doctrine of the Trinity. For the significance of the Russian Keno-
ticism on the doctrine ofGod, see H. U. v. Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 152 ff, and
his other works; See also H. Kfmg, 77ie Incamation ofGod, p. 544.

44 s. N. Bulgakov, A Bulgakov Anthology, p. 111.
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has become a basic presupposition. Interpreting the hicamation as a sort of divine
self-limitation, and admitting that the depth of this self-limitation is incomprehen-
sible, Bnlnner for instance - in contrast to the claims of the mediating theologians
- affirms that kenosis is the revelation rather than the concealment of divine pres-
ence:

It is precisely the folly of the Cross which is the wisdom of God, it is precisely the
exinanitio, the extreme point of the kenosis, which is the supreme height of the
self-manifestation of God.45

By means of this statement Brumier makes two outstanding claims, which can
be regarded as his contribution to the interpretation of kenosis: First, he rejects
any attempt to interpret kenosis rationally, it is rather a given article of faith
whose exact nature eludes every investigation. Secondly, he does not understand
divine self-emptying as the hiddenness of God; kenosis is for him a form of divine
revelation.

Karl Barth contends, similarly, that the kenotic motif can neither be expanded
within the existing doctrine of God nor can it become a principle of intelligibility
for intractable doctrinal problems. A reconstruction of this doctrine in the light of
revelation is inevitable, he maintains. An improper starting point constitutes in
his view the common error of the two preceding traditions (the patristic and me-
diating theologies): For instead of making the revelation of God the starting point
of their theologies, they make "natural theology" and the popular philosophical
notion of God their point of departure. So that, while the Greek philosophy over-
shadows divine revelation in the patristic doctrine of God, idealism obscures its
reality in the nineteenth-century kenoticism.

1' Again, in opposition to the tendency in the mediating theologies, of perceiving
a difference between the divine being and action, and of making divine self-
limitation seem a laborious task on the part of God, which He had to accomplish
in spite of I-limself, Barth insists that "being" and "action" are one in God: God is
nothing other than what He reveals Himself to be in history. His being is a being
in action. To describe the being of God, one must take note of the unity of being
and action in I-Iim amply demonstrated in the revelation accoiuit of the Scrip-
tures.46 In effect, therefore, Barth sees God as a living God, capable of change
and responsive relationship to the world. If God is capable of change and re-
sponsive relationship to the world, it does not inunediately imply, however, that
He is dependent on the world (Hegelianism). hi view of this fact, Barth sees him-
self confronted with the problem of showing how God can have such a relation-

45 E. Brinlner, The Christian Doctrine ofCreation and Redemption, p. 361.

46 K Barth, Church Dogmatics, pp. 257 ff.; See also D. G. Dawe, op. cit., p. 168.
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ship with the world and remain ultimately independent of it, and how He can
change and yet remain constant.

To solve this problem, he points to the characteristic unity of love and freedom
in God. Unlike human beings, who are obliged to love in order to grow and real-
ise themselves, God loves freely. God is not dependent on His love for human-
kind; He is complete in Himself. His love towards us is an overflow of His being,
which He employs to establish a creative and redemptive relationship. In this
way, God remains Himself even while seeking a relationship with the world.
God's (kenotic) love does not occur outside His being. "God is He who in I-Iis
Son Jesus Christ loves all His children, in His children all men, and in men His
whole creation."47 God's fieedom is twofold: negatively, He lacks any sort of
constraint fiom the world, positively, He has the fieedom to assinne realities other
than Hirriself, "without becoming imlike Himself".43

Accordingly, divine absoluteness does not consist in ontological changeless-
ness. It consists primarily in God's lmchanging will for love, and secondly in His
ability to assume infinite individual variations in His relationship to the world
without ceasing to be the transcendent God. Barth argues in his Ekldrung des
Philipperbriefes, 1933, that the exaltation of Christ should be understood as the
disclosure of his hidden glory. In that case, kenosis does not entail any loss of
divinity; it is rather the afiinnation of God's lordship even when He is in the fomi
of a servant. Jesus Christ is the Lord even in hiddenness.

The way of the Son of God into the far coimtry, i.e., into the lowliness of crea-
turely being, of being as man, into unity and solidarity with sinful and therefore
perishing humanity, the way of His Incamation is as such the activation, the dem-
onstration, the revelation ofHis deity, His divine Sonship.49

The conception of kenosis as an affirmation of divinity rather than as a loss is
certainly a way out of the problems that besieged the nineteenth-century kenoti-
cism. How far it can go towards solving the problem is however debatable. At
best, it weakens the sacrificial nature of God's kenotic act, and at worst, it tends
to undermine the full humanity of Jesus Christ. For, as W. Pannenberg argues, if
kenosis does not mean a radical self-givirig, a sacrifice of "essential elements of
the divine being" there is either a loss of Jesus‘ full humanity or a lack of a living
unity between "divine majesty and human lowliness".5° Besides, Barth's interpre-
tation of kenosis as a revelation of divine nature exposes the dilemma of any ke-

47 1bid.,p. 351.
48 1bid.,,p.165.
49 1bid.,p.21l.
5° or w. Pannenberg, Jesus - God andMan, pp. 319 a 322.
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notic Christology, which on the one hand professes certain changes in God, but
which on the other, insists on following the patristic "incamational Christology
constnlcied ‘from above to below"'.51[

The trend towards seeing kenosis as a revelation of divine nature receives its
climax in the war-time theology of Dietrich Bonhoefler, who, conceiving the ke-
notic motif more radically than Barth, does not only perceive the ultimate mean-
ing of Jesus’ personality in his human self-emptying, but also contends that the
presence of the divinity is best expressed to us in the absence of God, in HIS
weakness and powerlessness:

God would have us know that we must live as men who manage our lives without
Him Before God and with God we live without God. God lets Himself be
pushed out of the world on to the Cross. He is weak and powerless in the world,
and that is precisely the way, the only way, in which He is with us and helps us
Matt. 8.17 makes it quite clear that Christ helps us, not by virtue of his omnipo-
tence, but by virtue of his weakness and suffering... Only the suffering God can
help... That is a reversal ofwhat the religious man expects fiom God Man is sum-
moned to share in God's sufferings at the hands ofgodless world.52

In the thought of Bonhoeffer, the kenotic motif becomes very dialectical, a real
paradox" God demonstrates His omnipotence in His weakness and suffering; He
shows His presence in His absence. He is immanent in the world, even when He
"lets Himself be pushed out of the world". And it is precisely in this self-
limitation, in this immanence in the world that He clearly demonstrates His tran-
scendence, which became yet more evident in the life of Jesus - a life lived only
"for others".

His (Jesus) ‘being there for others’ is the experience of transcendence. It is only this
‘being there for others‘, maintained till death, that is the ground ofhis onmipoterice,
omniscience, and omniprese.nce.53

Hence, for Bonhoeffer kenosis is not foreign to a transcendent God. It would
seem so only if we were conceiving God as an abstract, metaphysical idol, a
working hypothesis posited to serve as the boimdary of human knowledge. Bon-
hoeffer's main concem here is to correct our image of God, to show that the God
of the Bible is not a mere "problem-solver", a deus ex maehina, whose signifi-
cance appears only when there is success. It amounts to power-worship when
Christians seek their God only in the superlatives.54

5' lbid, p. 313. For details see pp. 312 - 322.

52 D. Bonhoeffer, Letters & Papersfi-om Prison,, p. 360 E

53 lbid., p. 381. See also R. G. Smith, Secular Christianity, p. 122.

54 See a similar argument fiom MacGregor in the next chapter.
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Our relation to God is not a ‘religious' relationship to the highest, most powerfiil,
and best Being imaginable - that is not authentic transcendence - but our relation to
God is a new life in ‘existence for others‘, through participation in the being of Je-
ms The transcendental is not infinite and unattainable tasks, but the neighbour
who is within reach in any given situation. God in human form - not, as in oriental
religions, in animal form, monstrous, chaotic, remote, and tenifying, nor in the
conceptual forms of the absolute, metaphysical, infinite, ctc., nor yet in the Greek
divine-human form of ‘man in himself, and therefore the Crucified, the man who
lives out ofthe transcendent.55

The Protestant use of the kenotic motif becomes yet most radical in the "Death
ofGod" theoIogy,56 where of course the death ofa particular image ofGod and
not the death ofGod is declared.57 The "death of God" motif represents a radical
form of kenotic Christology in most cases.53 Indeed, to say that "God is dead"
amotmts to saying that the incamate Word "empties itself of Spirit so as to appear
and exist as flesh",59 it is an indirect claim that "God is love".6°

In his attempt to deepen the idea of divine kenosis using Hegel's thought, T.
Altizer, a major proponent of the "death of God" theology, talks of a "kenotic
metamorphosis" in God.61 His representation of this view smacks of letting God
disappear in a continuous self-sacrifice:52 God annihilates Himself in the process
and metamorphoses completely to the finite. On this point, Altizer fails to bring
out the very best contribution of Bonhoeffer, namely, to see the absence of God,
His "death" in the world as a mode of His presence, which in tum could have
justified the talk about the suffering of God. The main weakness of the kenotic

55 11>,-4., p. 381-2.
56 It is true that the theme of the death of God began in the 19th century with Hegel (1820)

and J. P. F. Richter (1825), and was used by Nietzsche and Feuerbach to further their an-
thropological interests, but the immediate impulse to this movement was given in the 60s
by Barth's attack on "natural theology" and by Bonhoefi‘er‘s dictum that "God is weak and
powerless" in a secular world. And just as Barth and Bonhoefier were using their theolo-
gies to appeal to a revealed and biblical image of God in order to break the dominance of
a metaphysical notion of God in Christian theology, the death of God theology influenced
by their thought was meant to achieve the same aim.

57 See P. S. Fiddes, op. cit., the chapter on "the death of God“ pp. 175-206. There is no
doubt that for some radical theologians, influenced by Nietzsche and Feuerbach, the motif
of the death of God might denote the absence and non-existence of God; for such theolo-
gians the issue of divine suffering is definitely not a topic for discussion.

58 T. Altizer at w. Hamilton, Radical Theology and the Death 0/004, p. 135.
59 ibid., p. 154.
60 T. Altizer, The Gospel ofChristian Atheism, p. 67.

61 ibid., p. 92.
62 See P. S. Fiddes, op. cit., pp. 243-249.
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motif in the Altizer's death of God theology can be seen however as his rejection
of the concept of the Trinity.63 This fact makes his theology lack the basis for
maintaining the dialectical tension between divine transcendence and immanence.

This deficiency has been taken care of by Jzirgen Moltmann in his Trinitarian
conception of the kenotic motif. Explaining how God can sufier death, he prefers
to speak of death in God as opposed to the "death of God"54 He argues that the
attribution of the direct experience of dying to God (the Father) is to be avoided,
and prefers to say that the death of Jesus occurs in God. This view has two
weaknesses: firstly, it gives the impression that Moltmann, neither takes the di-
vinity of Jesus, nor the perichoretic unity of the Persons of the Trinity seriously;
secondly, it does not show the exact consequence of dying for God. Regrettably,
it lacks the dialectics of a God who can die and yet is not dead.

A clearer understanding and more precise articulation of the metaphor of divine
death is to be found in the work of his counterpart, E. Ji1ngel.65 The talk about
the death of God, Jtingel contends, should be understood factually and not "only
metaphon'cal|y".66 It has a theological meaning and implies "that God is the one
who involves Himself in nothingness".67 By involving Himself in nothingness,
and particularly by identifying Himself with the death of the man Jesus Christ,
God locates nothingness "within the divine life";63 He does not leave nothingness
to itself, He conquers it:

God is that one who can bear and does bear, can sufier and does sufiier, in His be-
ing the annihilating power of nothingness, even the negation of death, without be-
ing annihilated by it.69

The act of localising nothingness within divine being has the double efiect of
detennining being and non-being. Left to itself, nothingness is "chaotic" and
"undefined", but once taken into divine life, it "receives its own determination
and thus loses its abstract emptiness and its phantornly attraction".7° This is how
creatio et nihilo became a reality. The same act is an act of divine self-

63 ibid., p. 249; See T. Altizer, The new Apocalypse, p. 105-6. See also the critique on mdi.
cal kenotic Christologies by C. Duquoc, Christologie, L'HommeJ¢&1s, PP- 329-336.

J. Moltmann, The Cr-ucrfied God, p. 207. We defer a detailed analysis of Moltmann‘s po-
sition to the fourth chapter of this study.

65 E Jtingel, God as the mystery ofthe world, esp. pp, 184-224_

66 ibid., p. 217.
67 ibid., p. 21s.
68 ibid., p. 219.
6° [bid
7° lbid.

64
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determination; then, by subjecting Himself to nothingness, God determines Him-
self as the self-giving one, as the "one who exists for others". He defines and de-
termines Himself, by the same token, as the "one who suffers endlessly for the
sake of others" in a "peculiar dialectic of being and non-being, of life and death
which as pacified dialectic is called love".71 God is then the "overflowing being",
whose sovereignty or abundance is defined, first and foremost, not in self-
possession, but only in His overflowing nature. He constitutes Himself in
"Existence", in "Going-Out-Of-Himself into nothingness" and in "Self-
communication". In other words, "His ‘inner being‘ is itself a tuming toward what
is 'outside'", which occurs "without inner necessity, but with the innermost in-
volvement", in the "freedom of love".72 Divine lovc and freedom are thus co-
inclusive.

As a matter of fact, Jiingel‘s account of God's "struggle" with nothingness and
of its location "within divine life" can stretch one's comprehension beyond limits.
It does nonetheless seem to provide immense possibilities for further development
of the theology of divine suffering, especially if it implies, as we suppose, that
God's involvement in the finite is an expression of His fi'eedom. For if God does
not stand outside of nothingness but goes "etemally and inexhaustibly"73 out of
Himself into nothingness, into its most familiar and extreme form - death - and
instead of loosing His divinity defines and determines it, then the fulfilling aspect
of kenotic motif, its paradoxical and dialectical significance for the conception of
God begins to appear, and the talk about divine suffering receives a more serious
note.

In the realm of a Christology "from blow" and in the context of his universal
historical approach to the issue of salvation, W. Pannenberg pays more attention
to the eschatological significance of the kenotic motif than to its pre-existent root.
Accordingly, he declines to conceive the unity of God and Jesus as an a priori
phenomenon. The unity of God and the man Jesus, he contends, must be con-
ceived "only retroactively fiom the perspective of Jesus‘ resurrection".74 This
does not imply that there was no unity between the Father and the pre-existent
Christ before the Easter event; it does however denote that such a unity was hid-
den, not only to his contemporaries, but also to Jesus himself.75 This latent unity
was made manifest through the resurrection, which in itself consummates the

71 lbld, pp. 219-220.
72 ibid., p. 220
73 ibid., p. 224.

74 W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God and Man, p. 321.

75 mu.
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mutual dedication of the Son to the Father and of the Father to the Son.76 Thus,
for the purpose of the hicamation, Pannenberg argues, there was merely an inten-
tional unity a priori between the pre-existent Christ and the Jesus of history; the
actual personal unity is an a posteriori reality that emerged after the resurrection
and exaltation.

ln this way, Pannenberg seeks to ground the imity of God and man in Jesus
using the kenotic motif. By that measure, kenosis leads to the realisation, rather
than to the diminution of the divinity of Christ. For the more he lived according to
the will of his Father, that is to say, the more he stnrendered himself to him, the
more his personal unity with the Father was attaining its consummation.77 When
considered from a historical perspective, therefore, kenosis reveals, and in fact
constitutes rather than conceals the divinity of Jesus Christ.73 This a posteriori
unity between the Father and the Son, according to Pannenberg, presupposes a
Christology ”from below", which possesses the extra credit of retaining the
"element of newness" of the resurrection-exaltation.79 The exaltation of Jesus
Christ does not denote a retum to, but the attainment of, the divine status, which
was made possible through a kenotic life.

From the point of view of such a kenotic unity, Pannenberg feels that it is pos-
sible to conceive

...a God who is alive in Himself who can become something and precisely in so
doing remain true to Himself and the same. God's becoming and His sameness
must be considered more exactly in their relatedness. 80

Similarly, in his book Systematische Theologie published in I988, he argues that
the passion of Jesus Christ is an event, which does not leave the eternal calm of
the Trinitarian life of God untouched. Even as he says that, Pannenberg disap-
proves of any direct talk about the death of God in the Hegelian sense. Thus af-

76 Ibid., p. 336.
77 lbid.: "Through his dedication to the Father Jesus shows himself identical with the pre-

existent Son already implied in the pre-Easter talk of the Father." To justify his use of
"dedication" for the establishment of a historical and personal divine~human unity in
Christ, Pannenberg quotes the following sentence fiom Hegel "In fiiendship and love I
give up my abstract personality and win thereby concrete personality. The truth of per-
sonahty is just this, to wm it through this submerging, being aibmerged in the other." (G.
W. F. Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy ofReligion, Vol. III, pp. 24 £

W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God and Man, p. 336: "The mutual dedication of Father and Son
to one another, which constitutes the Trinitarian unity of God, also establishes thereby
first of all the true divinity of the Son."

7° Ibi'd., p. 321.
so

78

Ibi'd., p. 320. The influence of Karl Rahner is evident here, although he criticised the lat-
tei’s view on divine immutability.
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firming the authenticity of the traditional thesis that the Son of God suffered only
in his human nature, he contends that any direct talk about the death of God
would amotmt to a reverse Monophysitism; this should be avoided because, in his
view, the distinction of the two natures must be strictly maintained. Yet in con-
trast to this view, Pannenberg also claims that if God is love, we can justifiably
believe and say that the Father is equally touched by the suffering of the Son.3l
This looks like a contradiction. In any case, critics observe that Pamienberg's es-
chatological view of the relationship of the Son with the Father does not support
the idea that God is touched by the events in Jesus Christ. For, if God is con-
ceived as the power of the future and the realisation of the divinity is made a
matter of eschatology, as Pannenberg does, it would seem that God skips the hard
realities of suffering in history and thus abandons the sufferer to his fate.32

The Hegelian conception of reality as history, which characterises most of the
Protestant approach, is reformulated outstandingly in the American process the-
ology. Taking its cue from the process philosophy of Alfred Whitehead and
Charles Hartshome, and departing from the dialectic and kenotic approaches of
other Protestant theologies, process theologians attempt to crack the hard nut of
the paradox of divine nature through a "dipolar" conception of God, which uses
both empirical and a priori philosophical methods. While, from the perspective of
an empirical methodology, Whitehead suggests that a dipolar distinction must be
made between the primordial and the consequent natures of God, Haitshome
proposes a dipolar distinction between the necessary existence and contingent
actuality of God. Despite these variations in the formulation of the divine nature,

81 Cf Systematische Theologie 1, pp. 341-342.

82 Cf J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 78 n. 28. Pannenberg's excessive em-
phasis on eschatology has been variously criticised. Firstly, his views about the events of
the resurrection and God as power of the fiiture make the idea of divine intervention in
death and resurrection of Jesus seem impossible. (Cf J. C. DeYoimg, Event and Interpre-
tation of the Resurrection, p. 140). Secondly, his view about the retroactive significance
of the resurrection, makes the claim that God was present in Jesus during his earthly life
seem fake, just as it smacks of adoptionisin (Cf B. McDermott, The Personal Unity of Je-
sus and God, 292-294; R. E. Olson, The Human Selflkealiziition of God, 207-223. For
more criticisms on this see S. J. Grenz, The Appraisal ofPannenberg, pp. 36-45.
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all process theologies33 proceed from a common imderstanding of reality as con-
sisting essentially of processes and becoming.34

For process theology, therefore, God is not only the ground, but also part of
the processes of reality. In what is generally called a cosmological imderstanding
of God, Whitehead contends that "God is not to be treated as an exception to all
metaphysical principles" but rather as "their exemplification ".35 Reality follows
the same order which God embodies in His nature. In His “primordial nature”,
God is the etemal and absolute potential of all that exists, but by virtue of His
“consequent nature”, He is receptive to all actualisation. His dipolar nature has
two major implications with regard to His relation to the world: Firstly, He directs
the world not coercively but persuasively.“ Secondly, God affects and is also
affected by everything that happens - He is "the great companion - the fellow
sufferer who understands".37 Similarly, Hartshorne, interpreting divine perfection
in the light of His dipolar nature, argues for the asstunption of a dual transcen-
dence in God: God, who transcends all realities, is Himself surpassable by I-Iis
own future.33 In other words, God is absolute in His existence, but determined,
partly by His own choice and partly by the state of affairs in His creation. To-
gether with his conception of a "dual transcendence" for God, Hartshome em-
ploys his dipolar panentheistic concept of God in the revisions of divine attributes
- eternity, omniscience, omnipotence and impassibility. In that sense, God is be-
lieved to be, not outside of, but eminently within time; He knows all knowable,
but not unkriowable things; His power is persuasive rather than coercive. Conse-
quently, He is ultimately passible as much as He is active, sharing the joys, pains
and sufferings of His creatures in the world.

33 There are a whole lot of significant proponents ofprocess thought, whose work we can-
not consider in this study. It suffices here perhaps to only make reference to them Sq; fo;
instance, J. B. Cobb, Jr., A Christian Natural Theology; J. B. Cobb and D. R. Grifin,
Process Theology; S. M. Ogden, The Reality ofGod; D. D. Williams, The Spirit and the
Forms ofLove.

34 cr. D. A Pailin, God and the Processes ofRealii)', pp. 42, 466 BI; --, Process Theology,
pp. 467-470.

35 A. N. Whitehead, Process and Reality, p. 343.

3° lbid., p- 215.
37 ibid., p.

88 Cf. C. Hartshome, Creative Synthesis and Philasophtc Method, p. 243: "The transcendent
is etemally, independently, and maximally good and aware of whatever is true, but the
concrete beauty, the intensity, harmony and richness, of the divine life can reach no final
maximum . . . God is absolute and immutable ethically but open to increase aesthetically".
See also the same author, A Natural Theology for Our Time, pp. 17 ff 71 E; ---, The
Logic ofPerfection, pp. 40-44
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All these are seen as part of God's creative activity. And it is precisely this as-
pect of divine creativity that seems to undemiine the process conception of God.
In fact process theology, especially in the Whiteheadian approach, gives the
over-all impression that God rather than creating is being created Himself.39 An-
other serious objection which bedevils the process approach, despite its useful
insights into the paradox of divine suffering, is the general disregard for the sig-
nificance of the kenotic motif. And this no doubt separates their approach very
strongly from other Protestant and Hegelian theologies of divine suffering.

In summary, it can be observed that a strong Hegelian influence is characteris-
tic of the Protestant kenotic tradition, which, despite varied dialectical and para-
doxical approaches, is prone to making much more univocal affinnations of the
divine suffering.9° Though as Pannenbergs contribution shows, Hegelian influ-
ence must not necessarily lead to a clear assertion of the passibility of God. In
airy case, it is the strong Hegelian influence that differentiates the Protestant from
the Catholic approach. As we shall see below, the Catholic approach is much
more reserved about affirming divine suffering, and characteristically seeks the
middle position between Hegel and tradition on this issue.9l

3.2.2 The Roman Catholic Approach
From the last years of the Middle Ages down to the rnid-tvventieth century the

Roman Catholic theologies, in contrast to the Protestant theologies, were silent on
the issue of divine suffering. They were also reluctant to address the issue of ke-
nosis especially where it was evident that it connotes mutability on the part of the
deity. For that reason, the kenotic motif remained unpopular in the Catholic
theological circles from the counter-Reformation until recently, after it had be-
come customary to apply it to the Trinitarian Godhead and to interpret it in a
manner worthy of expressing the fullness of the divinity. Since its rediscovery
however, the kenotic motif has also become the main favourite principle for ad-
dressing the issue of divine suffering in the Catholic theology. To substantiate this

89 Cf 0. Pailin, The Anthropological Character of Theology, p. s9. Pailiri contends, how-
ever, that Whitehead does not in actual fact mean, as is implied, that creativity produces
God, though, God is not presented as being the author of creativity either.

90 This is typical, not only of the European, but also of the Asian Protestant theologies of
suffering. Cf K Kitamoii, Theology ofthe Pain ofGod; J. Y. Lee, God Suffersfor Us.

91 Cf T. R. Krenski, Passlo Carltatis, pp. 25 f. & 362 ff
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claim, we shall sketch the contributions of fotir Catholic theologians to our prob-
lcm in the light of the kenotic motif.92

ln his interpretation of the mystery of Incamation, Karl Rahner, one of the best
known Catholic theologians of this century, adopts an approach that draws sig-
nificantly from the kenotic motif. Kenosis is seen at once as that which consti-
tutes the human essence - "man is in so far as he gives up himself"93 - and also as
that act by which God became man. For this reason, Ralmer dares to approach
Christology, not "from above" as is characteristic of tradition, but "fiom below",
right from the horizon of anthropology, and precisely from the fact of human trari-
scendcnce. The human transcendence, which Rahner conceives as almost identi-
cal with the human kenotic act of self-surrender, "brings our existence and God's
existence together"94 in a very mysterious way. Htirnan nature is endowed with
the immeasurable opermess towards the mysterious reality of God and constitutes
itself in its ability to give itself to God; in fact, human nature is itself, the more it
reaches out to God and surrenders itself to Him. Consequently, humanity is iride-
finable and incomprehensible, except in reference to God.95

If the essence of the human nature is thus constituted, according to Rahner, it
all means that God, by becoming man, i.e. by assuming human nature, brings the
constitutive endeavour of humankind to a fulfilment, so that, this occurrence can
be termed "the unique, supreme, case of the total actualisation of human real-
ity"96 Therefore, by virtue of its "inmost essence and constitution", i.e. of its ke-
nosis or transcendence, human nature is endowed "with the possibility of being
assumed, of becoming... the paradigm (Grammar) of a possible utterance" of God
Himself.97 This explains precisely why the Word of God took human form and

92 On the theology of divine suffering in general, there are other significant systematic and
exegetical contributions, which we cannot consider in this connection: On the German
side see, K Lehrnann, God im Leiden, pp. 24-48; W. Kasper, The God of Jesis Christ,
pp. 189-197; H Riedlinger, Vom Schmerz Gottes; J. B. Brantschen, Gott is grdfler ab un-
ser Herz; G. Greschake, Leiden tmd Gottesfrage; --, Der Preis der Liebe; P. Koslowski,
Der leidende Gott, pp. 5622-565; A. Bodem, Leiden Gottes, pp. 586-611); H Vorgrim-
ler, Leiden Gottes", pp. 20-26. On the French side, the following works deserve attention:
J. Galot, Dieu-soujfie-t-il?,' ---, Le Dieu trinitaire et la Passion du Christ, 70-87', F. Varil-
lon, La Souflrance de Dieu; J. Kamp, Soufliance de Dieu.

93 K Rahner, On the Theology Oftlle Incarnation.
94 lbl'd., p. 108.
95 ibid., p. 109: "The indefinable nature, whose limits - 'definition' - are the unlimited refer-

ence to the infinite fullness of the mystery, has, when assumed by God as his reality, sim-
ply arrived at the point to which it always strives by virtue of its essence."

9° lbid.,p. iio.
97 lbtti,p. 115.
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not any other form of being. If God took human form, it does not mean, how-
ever, that He took up an already existent human being: hicamation is neither an
admixture of divinity and htunanity, nor a coating of human fonn with divine
form. "It is something that comes to be and is constituted in essence and existence
when and in so far as the Logos empties itself".93 Thus the basic occurrence of
the mystery of Incamation can not be explained with the concept of assumption,
but with .

the self-emptying, the coming to be, the kenosis and genesis of God Himself, who
can come to be by becoming another thing, derivative, in the act of constituting it,
without having to change in His own proper reality which is the uriorigiiiated ori-
gin_99

Thus, for Rahner, neither the Incamation nor the creation can be adequately
explained without the concept of kenosis. For "In the Incamation, the Logos cre-
ates by taking on, and takes on by emptying himself".l°° God calls creation into
existence out of nothingness, but in the Incamation He takes on the htunan reality
by emptying Himself - in a creative act of self-emptying. By so doing, He not
only gives the finite "an infmite depth" in Jesus Christ, but also opens in him "a
passage into the infinite for all the finite".

Seen from this point of view, self-emptying belongs to the very nature of God
and it is identical with the divine self-communication. As a mode of divine self-
communication, kenosis is not an "extraordinary" act for God: His imier-
Trinitarian mutual self-giving is presupposed in His kenotic relationship toward
the world in Jesus Christ. The kenotic act of Jesus is therefore the continuation of
that etemal process in God which constitutes His inner-Trinitarian relatedness
and distinctions. l°1Consequently, only Jesus Christ, the immanent Word of God
- not any other Person of the Trinity nor any other human being - could have be-
come the self-utterance of God in the world. This also explains the singularity of

98 ibid., p. 116.
99 lbid, p. 114-5: "By the fact that he remains in his infinite fiillness while he empties himself

the ensuing other is his own proper reality. He brings about that which is distinct fiom
himself in the act of retaining it as his own, and vice versa, because he truly wills to retain
the other as his own, he constitutes it in its genuine reality. God himself goes out ofhim-
self God in his quality of the fiillness which gives away itself He can do this. Indeed, his
power of subjecting himself to history is primary among his fiee possibilities And for
this reason, Scripture defines him as love - whose prodigal fieedom is the indefinable it-
Se]-£0

10° lbid, p. 111.
10] 1bl'd., p. 115; "The immanent self-utterance of God in his etemal fiillness is the condition

of the self-utterance ofGod outside himself".
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the Incamation in Jesus Cluist, who is by that means "the self-utterance of God in
its self-emptying, because God expresses Himselfwhen He empties Himself".l°2

ln view of the event of the Incamation it is evident for Karl Rahner that the di-
vine kenosis entails change. Yet he is of the opinion that the axiom of divine irn-
mutability, which he considers a postulate of philosophy, must be retained as an
ontological principle because of its methodological significance.1°3 Although,
Rahner would accept the axiom of divine immutability on philosophical grounds,
he is reluctant to affinn it on the ground of faith.l°4 In his attempt to combine his
philosophical conviction with his vision of faith, he declares: "God can become
something, He who is unchangeable in Himself can Himself become subject to
change in something else".1°5 He seeks here to account for the paradox of divine
nature by admitting on the one hand that the inner nature of God can have an ex-
perience of suffering and change, but denying on the other that God changes in
His inner nature. On account of what he believes to be a dialectical approach, he
maintains that God really suffered on the Cross and that the death of Jesus Christ
could also be understood as the death of God. 105

Rahner's dialectical interpretation of the doctrine of divine immutability in
Trinitarian tenns is fascinating. However, its appeal not withstanding, his conclu-
sion is ambiguous, at least in terms of the following passages:

since God is unchangeable, we nnrst say that God who is unchangeable in Him-
self can change in another (can in fact become man). But this ‘changing in another’
must neither be taken as denying the immutability of God in Himselfnor simply be

107reduced to a changement ofthe other.
If God's "changing in another" does not imply "a changement of the other", what
else can it mean except that God Himself underwent the change in Himself‘? This
is exactly what Rahner would not want to admit. And if, as he writes in another

101 ibid., p. 116.
103 lbld., p. 114.
'04 lbld, p. 113 n. 3: Here, he gives priority to faith, as he says, philosophy must "orientate

itself according to the message of faith and not try to lecture it".

l°51l>lcl.,p. 113.
I06 K Rahner, Sacramentum Mundi II (London, 1969) p. 207: "The immutable God in him-

self of course has no destiny and therefore no death. But he himself (and not just what is
other than he) has a destiny, through the Incarnation in what is other than himself .. 1n that
case, however, this death of God in his being and becoming in what is other than himself
in the world, must clearly belong to the law of the history of the new and etemal covenant
in which we have to live."

'07 K. Rahner, On the Theology of the Incamation, p. 113 n.3.
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connection, "The 'econorriic‘ Trinity is the ‘immanent’ Trinity and vice versa",l°3 it
becomes difficult to understand why he makes the distinction between God's
change in Himself and His change in another. Despite Ralmer's effort to interpret
the doctrine of divine immutability anew, from the point of view of a transcenden-
tal Christology, his conclusion does not seem to go beyond that of the High
Scholasticism as presented in the theology of St. Thomas Aquinas. ls the idea of
an "unchangeable God who changes in another not identical with Aquinas con-
cept of relatio rationr's1°9 - of a conceptual relationship?

Karl Rahner would certainly not accept this comparison. However, Kl1ng’s
criticism of Aquinas‘ concept of relatio rationis can justifiably be extended to
Rahner's view: namely, that "although this theory is able to explain that the Word
of God in becoming man remained completely what it was - that is, God - it can-
not show convincingly that the Word itself became man. For it is not flesh that
became the Logos, but the Logos that became flesh. It is a question of the self-
emptying of the Logos".l1°

There is no doubt, that by courageously speaking of God's changeability (albeit
in another), Karl Rahner has opened a new avenuel 11 for contemporary Catholic
theology in its struggle to reinterpret the doctrine of God satisfactorily. As a mat-
ter of fact, Karl Rahr1er's formula sets the framework within which every serious

108 lbid, p. s9.
109 Cf Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles H. 12; Summa Theologtca I. q.13 a.7; also A. Krem-

pel, Doctrine de la relation chez St. Thomas, 563, 570 and Kiing, op. cit., 531. Aquinas
uses this concept to describe the relationship ofthe divine Logos to human nature, accord-
ing to which the divine Logos is said to have remained unchanged in the Incamation while
the human nature alone changed. Explaining what the conceptual relationship means,
Aquinas gives an example of a situation where someone is sitting beside me. Assuming
this person was sitting at my lefl and I on his right, if he changes to my right, I would
automatically be sitting on his right, without having changed my position. Since it is the
other who made the move, 1 have not "really" changed my position, I have merely ac-
quired a new "conceptual relationship. In a similar manner, the Incamation brought
change to human nature but not to divine nature.

no H Kiing, The Incarnation of God, p. 532; H U. v. Balthasar has also criticised Rahner's
reinterpretation of divine immutability as insuflicient, because it tends to depict the inner-
Trinitarian life as unaffected by the event in the world (Cf Balthasar, TD II/2, 466, 479;
TD Ill, 300). Similarly, W. Pannenberg criticises Rahner’s idea of kenosis on the same
ground that it denies the "radicality of self-relinquishment". “lt will hardly suffice to speak
only of a becoming ‘in the other’ as if an inner being of God were to be distinguished that
remains completely untouched by such becoming.“ (W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God and
Man, p. 320.) These are all theologians who want to see kenosis having relevance in the
inner Being of God.

1 H See P. Schoonenberg, Au_/Gott hin denkeri, p. 69.
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Catholic solution must be presented. For it takes the middle course between two
extreme positions of tradition and modernism respectively. By maintaining that
"God is unchangeable in Himself", Rahner declines to follow the extremes of He-
gclianism and process thought which tend to allow the being of God to disappear
in the fluidity of continuous process.112 By adding that God changes in another,
he has on the other hand taken a bold step to improve on the classical doctrine of
divine immutability, without departing from the track set by the tradition.

However, P. Schoonenberg, who like Rahner makes a Christology “from be-
low" his starting point, fomiulates a much more radical theory of the kenotic
motif. The lattcr's concept of kenosis is perhaps the most radical within Catholic
theology Being reluctant to apply kenosis to any event in the celestial sphere, due
to epistemological reasons, he restricts the significance of kenosis to the earthly
life of Jesus Christ.1l3 Contending that the pre-existent Word, the pre-existent
Christ should not be made the immediate object -of our reflection,114 he declines
to use the kenotic motif in the interpretation of the Incamation.

For him, kenosis is not a divine occurrence that concerns the vertical relation-
ship between heaven and earth, nor that between the pre-existent Christ and the
historical Jesus, but rather a horizontal act, which occurred only in the earthly life
of Jesus Christ, in his choice and decision to renounce his heavenly glory. What
Jesus emptied was not his divinity, he merely renounced the people's miscon-
ceived notion of the Messiah: publicity, throne, kingship, political power and self-
regard. Since Schoonenberg only recognises the human kenosis, the Incamation
does not of course involve change on the side of the Logos.

This view is hardly acceptable, for if kenosis is reduced in this sense to the
level of being the mere renunciation of “misconceptions", it is doubtful whether
Christ actually emptied himself. Is kenosis for that reason not bereft of its theo-
logical meaning and significance?

In an article written after the death of Karl Rahner,115 Schoonenberg tries to
further develop Karl Rahner's thesis that the imchangeable God does not change
in Himself but "in another", in the human nature of Christ. Although in the be-

112 However, as Kiing has shown, Rahnerisin also has traces of Hegel's influence which he
combines with the influence of Heidegger. H Kilng, op. cit., p. 539; See also, K. Rahner,
On the Theology of the Incarnation, p. 113 n.3. According to Kilng, even Balthasar, de-
spite his consciousness of tradition, made more use of Hegel than he acknowledges in his
work. See op. cit., p. 544.

H3 P. Schoonenberg, Kenosis, p. 25.

114 ibid., p. 28 ff.
H5 P. Schoonenberg, Gott linden sich am andem, pp. 323-332. Or in his book, AufGott hin

denken, pp. 69-81.
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ginning of his article he sets out to justify Rahner’s claim, he ends his reflection
afiimiing the dialectical truth that "the immutability and mutability, being and be-
coming of God all obtain in the same Being". 1 16 Of course, we cannot assess his
views here in tenns of this last statement, which seems to be out of the way, but
rather in terms of his presuppositions. hi that sense, the criticisms of Rahnefs
view apply equally to him.

Hans Urs von Balthasar, who, perhaps like no other Catholic theologian in re-
cent times, makes use of the kenotic motif to develop and interpret the doctrine of
God, goes beyond Rahner without, however, leaving the framework set by the
latter. Combining his profound knowledge of the Catholic tradition with a deep
insight into the Scriptures, Balthasar makes kenosis the basis of a theology of the
Cross. And following the example of the Russian theologian, Bulgakov, who
applies kenosis not only to the event of the Cross, but also to creation and to the
understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity, Balthasar sees the earthly kenosis of
Christ presupposed by a primordial kenosis (Urkenose) in the Godhead, which he
interprets as the mutual "selflessness" of the divme Persons.

Balthasafs contribution is very significant for our study because he uses the
concept of kenosis in a manner that allows discussions on the very important as-
pects of a theology of divine suflering: the issues of a dialectical understanding of
divine immutability, of the Trinitarian dimension, and of divine omnipotence and
freedom feature prominently. Above all, he tries to reflect on this problem taking
a midway position between two extremes of irrmiutability and mutability in God
and, while illuminating the paradox of the divine nature, seeks to maintain the
tension between divine passibility and impassibility.117 Balthasar's contribution
will be treated separately in the sixth chapter.

Another significant contribution towards the application of the kenotic motif to
the doctrine of God in contemporary Catholic theology is provided by Heribert
Mzihlen In his short, but very provocative, article, 1 13 he proposes a reinterpreta-
tion of the old Christological dogma in the light of a Trinitarian theology of the
Cross.119 The cross-event reveals uniquely, he contends, both the unity and the
difference of divine persons, and is, for that reason, the beginning, the middle and
the end, not only of Christology but also of all theology. 12°

1 16 P. Schoonenberg, AufGott hin denken, p. 74.

H7 We shall dedicate chapter six of this study to an analysis of Balthasar's kenotic Christol-
ogy and passiology.

118 H Mfihlen, Die Verdnderlr'chker'tG0t1es.
119 ibid., p. 33.
'20 1brd., pp. 33 & 37.
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Mtlhlen argues that a new hermeneutic method is required because, in his view,
it is impossible to do a theology of the Cross today fi'om the background of a
static "substance-ontology". In place of the prevalent substance-ontology, there-
fore, he proposes the use of personal categories for the reinterpretation of the old
dogmatic statements. This, he believes, is in line with the biblical hermeneutiem
Consequently, he suggests that the Nicene formula of Homousia (one in being)
with the Father should no longer be understood in its substance-ontological terms
(as a spatial, object-like (dinghafie) unity, not as a unity of indivisrble and simple
substance),123 but rather in tenns of a personal unity (the unimaginable immedi-
acy and directness. of the presence of the Father in the Son),l23 occurring in the
"horizon of a personal dialectic".124

Thus mediating with the aid of personalism, between tradition and the Scrip-
tures, Milhlen comes to the following conclusion:

The Father and the incarnate Son are co-existential (gleichseiendllch) in so far as
they are a "We-community", absolutely exclusive but historically and economically
(heilsgeschichtlich) eflective. 125

The Father is for that reason, the "I", the Son the "Thou", the Holy Spirit, the
"We" of the relationship between the I and the Thou.

The personal unity of the Trinitarian persons is not of a later development; it is
a constitutive unity, which obtains a priori as perichoresis, as a prehistoric mutual
interpenetration of the divine persons.126 The "We-ness" of the divine being
should therefore be seen as intrinsic and original to the Trinity.127 This pericho-
retic unity does not however obscure the individuality of the persons, the Father
and the Son perpetually subsist in the mutuality of I and Thou. The dialectic of
divine love is such that, at the point of their most radical contrast (the Cross) the
depth of the neamess and unity of persons appears, and inversely, the identity of

'21 Arguing that the bible is composed in terms of personological categories, Mfihlen insists
for instance that the self-introduction of God as "l am who am" (Ex. 3,14) should not be
understood as in terms of "being" in the abstract-ontological sense, but primarily as
"being" in the sense of "being-with" (Mitsein), as being in relation, as being a person
(ibid., p. 21). Similarly, the Johannine passages speaking of Jesus‘ "oneness" with his
Father (Jn 10: I5,30,38; 14: ll; I7: ll,2l,22), would be best imderstood ifexplained on
personal terms.

-12 l'bia'., p. 22.
-23 lbid.,p. 13.
124 1bid.,pp. 13 &2s.
I-25 rm, pp. 22 at 23.
-I26 ibid., pp. 24 &33.

‘I27 ibid., p. 25.
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their personal unity is only a proof of their difTerentiation.123 Mtthlen sees this
differentiation in the Trinity as the only explanation for Jesus‘ cry of dereliction
on the Cross. 129

Although the personal and perichoretic unity of the Trinitarian persons is an a
priori reality, our knowledge of it, Mtlhlen adds, comes a posterior!’ through the
revelation; accordingly, no assumptions should be made about the imier nature of
God, which he believes lies beyond the reach of our intellectual endeavour.13°
The revelation of God, especially His revelation on the Cross, should be the
starting point of theology, though reference could be made to the prehistoric
Christ to illuminate what happened on the Cross. Focusing on the activities of the
economic Trinity in history, we learn therefore that the essence of God consists in
His self-giving, in His kenosis.131

The Father gives himself away by giving away the Son, that which is strictly
his own; and the Son gives himself away by his surrendering (Kph. 5: 2,25) and
emptying himself (Phil. 2: 7). Besides revealing the "sameness" of identity of the
Father and the Son, this double kenosis, according to Milhlen, shows the essence
of the divine being (das Wesen seines Wesens) as self-giving (Weggabe des Ei-
gensten).132

The fact that God is essentially self-giving and that He demonstrates this to us
through the giving away of His Son does not imply, however, that the Cross is a
part of divine nature. In order to retain the specific Christian significance of the
Cross, we must see the Cross as a scandal and as a painful occurrence for
God. 133 In other words, the Cross is not a part of God's course for salvation, but
it had to be, by virtue of God's fidelity to His plan and covenant. In this sense, the
event of the Cross occurred in the spirit of "being for us" of both the Father and
the Son.

This further demonstrates the procession of the Holy spirit and for that reason
also the Trinitarian structure of this event.13‘1 Thus pneumatologically speaking,
the event of the Cross is the real temporal (Zeitwerdung) epiphany of the proces-

128 ibid., pp. 32-33.
129 ibid., p 32.
13° 11m.-1., p. 31.
131 ibid., pp. 30-33.

132 ibid., pp. 30-l.

133 In the same score, he rejects Hegel's "qieculative Friday", which suggests that the Cross is
a process of God's self-realisation or self-development. Cf lbrd., p. 30.

134 lbid, pp. 33-4.
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sion of divine love constmimated in the strong identity of the Father and the Son.
lt is, as such, the divine mode of existence - that process, in which the a priori
divine unity becomes concretised in the third mode of existence. Hence, while the
Incamation is the temporal concretisation of the divine Thou, the event of the
Cross is the temporal epiphany of the divine "We".

At this point, M|'.'ihlen's argument seems to become ambiguous, and more so
when he insists that the Trinitarian activity (die geschichtliche
Selbstdurchsetzung des trinitarischen Wir-Aktes) on the Cross should neither
imply that the Father and the Son offered themselves together nor that the Father
himself suffered. 135 In any case, his effort to remain within the tradition of mod-
em Catholic theology is evident, namely, that of seeking a midway between tra-
dition and Hegel: Unlike the tradition, he wants to maintain that the Cross affects
God in the most intimate and unpleasant way. 136 But unlike Hegel he does not
allow the Cross to become intrinsic to divine nature.

Concretely therefore, he reinterprets rather than rejects the axiom of divine
immutability. According to Muhlen, divine immutability is not to be conceived
however as an ontological component of God, as a static self-identity on His part,
but rather as God's consistent fidelity to His promises,137 which derives from the
stability of His moral attitude.133 Muhlen‘s reinterpretation, however, leaves the
unfortunate impression that personalism is a direct opposite of ontology. This
view is highly questionable.

Mtlhlen's attitude to Hegelianism is similar. For although he is convinced that
Hegel's understanding of God as spirit is right, he rejects the lattefs thesis that the
spirit comes to be through the negation of negation. This process is tmacceptable
because it leaves no room for the reality of a "Thou". And it is precisely the lack
of "Thou" in Hegel's understanding of the movement of the spirit that explains the
circular movement of the spirit in his thought. In contrast, following the personal

135 ibid., p. 33.
136 ibid., p. 30 f.
137 ma, p. 29.
133 H Kfing also readily appeals to the biblical understanding of divine immutability as divine

resolute fidelity (Kiing, op. cit., pp. 538) It is, however, doubtfiil, as F. Meessen
(Unverdnderlichkeil, p. 336 f.) rightly points out, whether the biblical understanding of
divine immutability does not actually denote more than immutable fidelity. The reduction
of divine immutability to a mere moral stability and fidelity in history would certainly not
do. A stable morality must necessarily presuppose a steady ontic nature. Galot and
Balthasar have rightly insisted that the ontological understanding of divine imnnitability is
inevitable. (See Galot, Dieu soufl‘re-I-i1?, p. I56 E; see also Balthasar, Theodramalik IV,
p.200)
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principle, Muhlen sees the procession of the Spirit manifested in the events of the
Cross and the resurrection: The reality of the Spirit emerges in the mutuality of
the “I” of the Father and the "Thou" of the Son, and not through the spirits nega-
tion of its own negation. 139 hi this way, he evades the Hegelian inclination to see
the event of the Cross as part of the divine nature or to explain it away as a proc-
ess of “becoming” or of spiritualisation. On this score, he also rejects Hegel's
dialectic of love, which he considers to be at best pre-personal and at worst non-
personal, that is to say, a mere epistemological dialectic. Thus, Mtlhlen's per-
sonalist dialectic of love differs greatly from that of Hegel.

3.3 Summary
From the seventeenth to the twentieth century, the debate on the issue of divine

suffering has been carried on mostly in the realm of a kenotic theology. In both
theologies of the Cross and of the Trinity, the kenotic motif becomes the basic
category for the expression of the paradox of divine nature. The fascinating thing
about this category, and that is perhaps the reason for its importance, is its double
comiotation in the theology of divine suflering. For while kenosis denotes the im-
passibihty of God in some theologies, it implies divine passibility in others. It is
also significant, in that it is a principle commonly employed both in some non-
Hellenistic, philosophical conceptions of reality (e.g. Hegelian and Russian) and
in the bibhcal and Christian visions of God. It is noteworthy, that its renewed
apphcation in theologies of this era corresponds to a new consciousness among
theologians of thinking divine sovereignty and transcendence, not only in the su-
perlative but also in the conventionally negative experiences, i.e. in weakness and
suffering.

As is evident in this sketch, two systems of thought prove very fundamental for
the development of the kenotic theology of suffering: Hegel's and Kierkegaard's
philosophies. Hegel's influence is prominent in the nineteenth century kenoticism
and mediating theologies and continues to be predominant down to the twentieth
century theologies of divine suffering, especially in the Protestant approach. In
fact, it is the combination of Kierkegaard's notion of paradox with certain He-
gelian components that fomis the basic characteristic of the Protestant approach
to the problem: the attempt to see kenosis as God's self-manifestation. The
"Death of God" theology is, to some extent, the only exception to this rule; for its
radical conception of kenosis tends to prove God's absence more than His pres-
ence. The Hegelian influence in the Catholic kenotic theology of divine suffering
rs also obvious, especially in the Trinitarian and hicamation theologies of Karl

139 ibid., pp. 34-35.
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Rahner and Urs von Balthasar. That fact notwithstanding, the attempt to take the
middle course between Hegel and the tradition characterises the Catholic theol-
ogy of divine suffering.
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SECTION TWO:

THE KENOTICAND TRINITARIANMODELS OFDISCOURSE
11v THE MODERN-WESTERN THEOLOGIES OFDIVHVE

(IADPASSIBILITY

Chapters Four, Five and Six



4. THE IMPASSIBILITY OF GOD INA KENOTIC THEOLOGY
ACCORDING TO GEDDES DIACGREGOR

4.1 Kenoticlsm Reconsidered
While accounting for the failure of the nineteenth century kenoticism, J. A. T.

Robinson rightly argues that the principle of kenosis could become "a fruitless
expenditure of theological ingenuity" or "a marvellously rich vein for theological
exploration".1 All depends however on how it is interpreted and employed in the
explication of the divine nature. The kenotic theology of Geddes MacGregor,2 an
American philosopher of religion, seems to be such "a marvellously rich vein for
theological exploration". His approach is bold, provocative and fascinating.
Without taking to Hegelianism, he makes the radically philosophical afirmation
that "God is kenotic", an affimiation he sees as confirming the biblical statement
that "God is love"-

In his essays, MacGregor foregoes an elaborate exegesis of the kenosis-hymn
in Philippians 2. Subjecting the earlier kenoticisms to a critical evaluation none-
theless, he midertakes a religious and philosophical restatement of the kenotic
motif. He does this with the conviction that a kenotic theory, if revitalised, offers
a valuable concept for exploring the nattne of God, in a manner that is both bibli-
cally and philosophically accountable to a modem world.

He identifies three factors that are responsible for the failure of the kenotic
theories of the earlier centuries. These are factors, which, as he observes, must
definitely be overcome before an attempt should be made to revitalise this motif.
The first factor borders on the restriction of kenoticism to Christological discus-
sions of the Incamation. A larger theological context for the application of the
kenotic motif, he contends, is indispensable.

For if the kenotic theory ought to be applied to philosophical tmderstanding of the
nature ofdivine Being, the restriction of it to a narrow and dogmatic Christological
rescue operation would be more likely to distort than to express it.3

Hence it is more appropriate to speak of a kenotic theology than of a kenotic
Christology, because, as a matter of fact, kenosis is basic to Being itself.

1 ct J. A. T. Robinson, m Human Face pfopa, pp. 207-zoa.
2 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be. His kenoticism is most explicit in this book, but there

are traces of this idea in his other books: Introduction to Religious Philosophy, pp. 252-
88; Philosophical Issues in Religious Thought. For our purpose his other boolts on Gno-
sis, Karma, Immortality and Reincamation lie outside our scope.

3 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. 73.
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Another problem as MacGregor sees it is the wrong dogmatic context - irmnu-
tability tradition - in which earlier kenoticism was invariably developed. The
dominance of this axiom crippled its progress. The problem of nineteenth-century
kenoticism, therefore, lies in the adherence of its proponents "to an unexamined
tmderstanding of irnmutability".4 For fear of a possible confrontation with such an
axiom considered as "given", theologians were forced to express kenosis in the
most impossible way.

Tliirdly, earlier kenoticists erred by conceiving kenosis as the self-
abandonment of divine attributes. This notion clouded the kenotic theory even for
the most sympathetic observers. For if the self-emptying were to mean self-
abandomnent, the doctrine of the Trinity would be disfigured. MacGregor argues
instead that God retains all His attributes even at the time of His self-emptying;
He merely restrains Himself. Kenosis, he seems to argue, consists in self-
restraint, and not in the loss of self-identity. In his words:

Ifthese attributes were absent or even in any way quiescent, God would be unde-
pendable One could not usefiilly pray, for instance, to a divine Being whose
onmipotence was in any way capable ofbeing abandoned, for to the extent that he
abandoned it he might not be able to help; nor could one confidently pray to a God
who could in any way set aside his onmiscience, for he might lack knowledge at
the very point at which he needed it to help; and least of all would one be content
with a God who could be occasionally bereft of his omnipresence, for then, when
most needed, he might not be there. We might well ask also: if one set of attfibutes
can be laid aside, why not another?5

4.2 God is Love
MacGregor calls his kenotic theology a theology of love. By so doing, he

makes an analysis of love the starting point of his reflections, and thus lets his
version of kenoticism reflect the Johannine affimiation that "God is love". That
God is love should be seen as the centre of the Christian faith, he contends, be-
cause, although the affirmation "God is love" is stated categorically only in the
first letter of John, the nature of God as love is symbolised in many sections of
the Bible. God as a faithfiil husband (Hosea), God as shepherd (Psahnists), and
God as Father (Evangelists) are all images the Scripture uses to cormnunicate this
fact. Apart from this biblical testimony, there is also a simple philosophical proof
for God's love: our "bare existence".5 God is love simply by the mere fact that He
lets us be. The God of love is the God who lets us be. Letting us be is a sign of

4 lbid, p. 91.
5 lbid, pp. av-as.
6 ibid., p. .11.
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His love, and for that purpose, it is irrelevant whether we are blessed with good
living or not. The mere fact that we have been called into existence is "the sum-
mum bonum, the greatest possible good".7

MacGregor observes that this affinnation "God is love" has very rarely been
explored by leamed Christians. It is regrettable, he laments, that even when it at
all received an attention, it had been invariably treated like "alleluias and other
shouts of praise that are conspicuous for their exuberance rather than for their
logical explorability".8 That God is love is for MacGregor an ontological fact; it
is no mere emotional expression, but a fact that is both philosophically and theo-
logically explorable. Though he admits that the nature of love as emotion makes it
difficult to be grasped, he however suspects other reasons for the rare inquiry into
the affinnation "God is love" Hence, he attributes three factors to the lack of a
sound theology of divine love in the history of theology. These are a) idolatry of
power, b) the axioms of immutability and impassibility, c) the ambiguity of the
doctrine of the Trinity. MacGregor not only aims at overcoming these problems
through the use of the kenotic motif, he also proposes to give a kenotic interpre-
tation to the dogmas they are meant to protect. Thus, without renouncing the
significance of the classical formulas, he goes on to reinterpret them in the light of
the divine love.9

The first obstacle on the way to a proper conception of God as love is the ex-
aggeration of His power and omnipotence in Christian theology and practice.
MacGregor sees this as the direct influence of the dynamolatory, power-worship,
of the ancient religions, which especially characterised the mytho-poetic and
philosophical conception of the deity in the Greek culture.111 Undue preoccupa-
tion with the power and omnipotence of God has been obscuring the "specifically
Christian notion of Agape". 11 This seemed unavoidable as long as God was con.
ceived as a king whose omnipotence meant not only "the ability to do anything"
but also the "tmrestricted use of that ability".12 In contrast, MacGregor proposes
the interpretation of God's omnipotence in the light of His love. "To say that God
is omnipotent can only mean that nothing diminishes his love." 13

7 [bid
3 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. 3.

9 C£ibr'd., p. -ta
1° C£ibid.,p. zvr.
11 ibid., p. 114.
11 rm, p. 12.
13 lbid, p. I28. To illustrate this point he refers to W. D. Hudson, Philosophy, pp. 24-25.
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If we can subdue "the old models of power-worship", MacGregor argues, we
can revolutionise our notion of God and allow "a radically new vision of God" to
emerge.14 His argument here is made on kenotic-anthropological tenns: human
experience shows that it is easier to do what one can, than to restrain oneself
from doing that; it is empirically observable that in some situations human beings
find self-limitation more difficult than self-assertion. Similarly, it should be all the
more difiicult for a powerful Being like God to limit Himself and to make Himself
powerless for love's sake. His power is "the power of sacrificial love".15 It is a
kenotic power, a power that is derived from infinite self-emptying without being
exhausted. God is infinitely creative and infinitely self-sacrificial. His almighti-
ness is to be derived from His everlasting love. hi this case, one can see that
God's power is His love, and His love is His power.16 Consequently, in God
"love and power might be shown to be identical".17 Divine omnipotence should
not for that reason be understood as the "ability to do everything or to control
everything". It should rather be conceived as

the infinite power that springs from creative love. That is the power that is in-
finite, being infinitely creative and therefore infinitely sacrificial 13

For MacGregor, it would amount to making God a monster, if we were to as-
cribe tuilimited power to Him. Divine power must be seen as conditioned by
God's love; God does not exercise power "except in support of love". 19 MacGre-
gor does accept St. Thomas‘ dictum that God cannot do anything contrary to His
nature. But explaining this on kenotic terms, he goes beyond Thomas to maintain
that "God cannot do anything contrary to his nature of letting-be".2° In fact, it is
part of the paradox of divine omnipotence and almightirress that the God of love,
who, for love's sake, became the "all-powerless God", is actually and for that rea-
son the "all-powerful God".

14 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. I68.

15 ma, p. 15.
16 Cf ibid., p. 75. To substantiate this point, MacGregor cites Simone Weil, First and Last

Notebooks, p. 297: "If God had not been humiliated, in the person of Christ, he would be
inferior to us. " The view that divine humiliation reveals God's omnipotence has also been
defended by H. Fries, Fundamentaltheologie, p. 269; and W. KBSPCI, Der Gott Jesu
Christi, p. 242.

17 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. 75.

18 lbid, p. rs.
19 ibid., p. 120.
2° Ibid, p. 133.
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MacGregor also sees the classical conception of the axiom of divine in1rnuta-
bility and passibility as "a logical consequence of power-worship".21 The fonnu-
lation of the doctrine of divine immutability in the context of Greek cultural
thought presupposes a conception of power as the highest attribute for a being.
To the Greeks, gods were to be differentiated from mortals by the degree of
power they possessed. In comparison to mortals gods had more power: in con-
trast to mortals Zeus accomplished things with less vigour (Homer & Hesiod); by
mere thinking Zeus accomplished things (Xenophanes). Continuing on the same
belief, their philosophers argued that perfect being should have no movement
(Pannenides) and that gods must suffer no change (Plato). This conception of
power gave rise, MacGregor contends, to the doctrine of immutability, which in
tum raised the question of how a Being who suffers no change could move things.

For MacGregor, it is clear that Aristotle had this power-worship in his mind as
he writes that God "moves by being loved".22 The "Absolute Being" has become
an "unmoved mover", who in Himself remains unmoved but moves other beings
by virtue of His "magnetic" love. Such is Aristotle's conception of power that
"Absolute Deity " dare not move for the sake of love. So, not only can the God of
Aristotle not be moved by His creatures, He also cannot move His creatures di-
rectly; for it is not the divine love that moves mortals, but rather the love of these
mortals for the Absolute Being that sets them in motion-

In the light of the Aristotelian doctrine of God, MacGregor continues, there can
be no logical comiection between divine immutability and divine love. And re-
grettably this practice of setting a division between divine love and immutability
continued to be propagated in the Christian theology even after Augustine had
recognised love as the essence of God's nature, and tried, with the aid of the doc-
trine of the Trinity, to relate divine love to the "vital" doctrine of the immutability
and impassibility of God.23

ln contrast, MacGregor tries to conceive love and immutability together, not in
the sense of fitting the Greek notion of immutability into the pure love of God, as
had apparently been the case, but rather by thinking divine immutability in temrs
of His love:

the immutability of God must so far surpass any immutability we know in man
or Nature as to encompass the divine love, and the divine love must so excel even
the most sacrificial human love as to embrace what has been called the immutability
of God. The immutability is the love, the love the immutability. So also with the
omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence of God: they are not at all to be ac-

11 ibid., p. 31.
22 Symposium 207, cited in G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. 37.

23 ct. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us 13¢, p. 41.
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cotmted an infinite degree ofhuman power and wisdom and presence. IfGod is as
worshipful as Christians have always claimed, these attributes must be so far be-
yond their human analogues as to be firsed together with all possible divine at-
tributes in the Being of God, which as classical Christian thought has perceived
must be perfectly ‘simple’. The simplicity need not consist, however, in the impas-
sibility of divine Being. It might consist in the simplicity of love, which is simple in
needing no attributes other than itself“

hi effect, MacGregor does not condemn the immutability of God, he only says
that it consists in love. With Mackintosh, he concludes therefore, that "what is
immutable in God is the holy love that constitutes his essence".25 God can only
be said to be impassible, he argues, "if by impassibility we mean that God's love
cannot be undermined by anything outside itseli".26

The third factor that has been hindering the explorability of the Johannine af-
firrnation "God is love" is, according to MacGregor, the classical doctrine of the
Trinity. Recognising the fact that the formulation of this doctrine was itself moti-
vated by the need to reconcile two apparently contradicting attributes of God,
love and irmnutability, MacGregor’s viewpoint is that the doctrine of the Trinity
obscured that which it was meant to expose. St. Augustine had hoped to use the
doctrine of the Trinity to provide "a theological solution to the paradox that God
is both irmnutable and impassible on the one hand, on the other, pure love".17
This venture failed, however, because the Trinitarian formula could not perfomi
the miraculous "binding" of the two attributes. The philosophical idea of immu-
tability was thus left to predominate. hi fact, it is the bringing together of the
Greek notion of divine immutability and the biblical proclamation of God as pure
love, that perpetuates subordinationism in the classical Trinitarian formula. For
one "hearing that God the Father is the remote but necessary ground of all Being,
while God the Son is the One who is accessible and susceptible to encounter,
would hardly avoid the conclusion that the Son is, after all, somewhat less than
the Father, though the denunciation of such subordinationism was, at least in pfllt
what the Trinitarian fonnula had been designed to accomplish".23

However, insurmotmtable subordinationism, MacGregor argues, is not the only
weakness that the idea of immutability has implanted in the classical Trinitarian
formula. In addition, the view that only the Father is the ground of being and the
other personae are merely the Relatedness, which the classical Trinitarian for-

24 ibid., p. 92.
Z5 ma.
26 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. 184.

27 Ibid, pp. 41-42.
28 ibid., p. 46.
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mula connotes,29 makes the attribution of the work of the Trinity ad extra to the
whole persons of the Trinity very difiicult. It is for the same reason that tradition
has failed to explore John Damascene's theory of "perichoresis" - the doctrine of
the interpenetration of the persons of the Trinity - thereby missing the sole chance
to show the unity of God in all divine activities in Trinitarian terms. MacGregor,
on his part, wants to take perichoretic unity seriously, so that "what is predicated
of one persona, one hypostasis, must surely be predicated of all"; this would im-
ply that "the whole Trinity was incarnate".3° The cardinal difficulty of the doc-
trine of the Trinity is the "traditional notion that sufiering is incompatible with the
First Person of the Trinity".31 This has also led to the misrepresentation of the
"father-symbol" of the biblical literature. Rather than fall prey to this error,
MacGregor takes upon himself the charge of being a Patripassionist.32 The Fa-
ther’s suffering for love's sake can be represented, however, only in kenotic terms.
He therefore concludes that the valuable aspects of the doctrine of the Trinity
should be restated within a kenotic fi'amework.33

4.3 God's Love is Creative - "God as Creator is Kenotic Being"34
Love is basically self-giving. For MacGregor, this means that God's love has a

self-sacrificial character, and is thus only explorable in kenotic tenns.35 The ke-
notic nature of divine love is first and foremost, and perhaps most eminently re-
vealed in the act of creation, which, according to MacGregor, is primarily the
product of a divine act of self-limitation or self-giving love. In fact, "The kenosis,
traditionally understood as an interpretation of the incarnational mystery that ap-
pears at the heart of Christian dogma, may be considered in the larger context of
divine creation."36

Enunciating the process of divine creativity, MacGregor therefore goes on to
unfold the core of his kenoticism and also the true nature of kenotic love: letting

29 Cf 1'br'd,p. 48.
3° lbid.,p. 51.
31 lbid.
31 Cft'bid.,pp.4&5l.
33 This is in effect what the Russian kenoticists and contemporary Catholic theologians of

divine suffering do, as they locate kenosis in the inner life of the Trinitarian Godhead. See
chapter 3 of this study.

34 ibid., p. 104.
35 Cf. ibid., p. 9.
36 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. I07.
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creatures be. Creation, he argues, "... is a voltuitary self-diminution, a metaphysi-
cal kenosis",37 an act of restraint and rentuiciation for God, who, despite His su-
periority allows lesser, inferior beings to exist beside Him.33 He elaborates this
kenotic understanding of divine creativity using both philosophical and theologi-
cal arguments drawn mainly from other thinkers.

His conception of kenosis as belonging to the inner nature of God is definitely
influenced by S. Bulgakov and S. Weil,39 but it is F. H. Brabant's interpretation
of creatio ex nihilo, that is most decisive for his views on the kenotic import of
the divine creativity. For Brabant, if God creates ex nihilo, ‘out of nothing‘, the
nothingness out of which He creates "can only mean ‘nothing other than Him-
self'".4° MacGregor goes on to specify, accordingly, that creation "out of noth-
ing" means that God creates "out of God himself" - He creates by giving Himself
out. Love is His nature and the nature of His love is self-giving, self-limitation or
kenosis It is therefore logical for MacGregor that God cannot give Himself out
by expanding Himself. He does that through self-limitation. Hence:

To say that the biblical God is love is to say that his creation is an act, not of self-
expansion but of self-limitation For the biblical God, being ontologically perfect
himself as well as sovereign over and independent ofhis creatures, could have no-
where to go by way of expansion. He could have no ambitions to fiilfil or goals to
attain or projects to promote either for his aggrandisement or for his betterment.
The only way he could go in his creative act would be a way of self-limitation, self-
einptying, self-abnegation. That is what agape would entail.‘11

Since God, by virtue of His perfection, has no other possibility at His disposal
than to engage in self-renunciation in order to let creatures be, His kenotic crea-
tivity is a continuous process. Here, MacGregor sees creation, with Origen, as an
ongoing process: There was no time when God was not creating; He never began
to create, He has always been creating. His argument seems to be that since the

37 lbtd.,p. 104.
33 C£ibid.,p.73.
39 c1ii1>rai,pp_ 1o£,13rr:
40 F. H. Brabant, God and Time, p. 353, cited in MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. I05.

See the preceding chapter for E. Jtingel's similar view.

41 ibid., p. 19. He repeats this same proposition while enunciating the nature of divine om-
nipotence; "l am proposing that by ‘God’ we cannot mean Being that exercises omnipo-
tence as an act of selflexpansion, because there would be nowhere into which an infi-
nitely powerfiil Being could expand. Having nowhere to go by way of self-expansion he
would still have infinitely available to him the way of self-limitation, self-abnegatioi1'
(ibid., p. 107). The same argument is used to erqrlain God's attitude to suffering in the
world. See ibid., p. 98. By simply including the idea of expansion in his argument,
MacGregor shows his version ofkenosis to be too literal, too spatial, in fact non-personal
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essential nature of God is self-giving, there was no time in which God was not
giving and limiting Himself to allow the existence of lower creatures.42

Through this exploration of the nature of divine creativity, MacGregor comes
to the core of his thesis: Kenosis is in the very nature or being of God, who for
love's sake, and for the sake of His creation, has to lirriit Himself etemally. Crea-
tion implies that God is love, and that His love is kenotic. God however is not
kenotic just because He creates, He would also be kenotic even without the crea-
tion, MacGregor seems to argue. Creativity is but a product of His self-sacrificial
love. At the root of creativity itself and at the source of existence lies kenosis.
Thus, going beyond creation as the implicate of love, he locates kenosis at the
very heart of Being:

I wish to consider kenosis as the root principle of Being. To call God kenotic Be-
ing is to specify what we mean by saying ‘God is love'.43

In this way, he sees kenosis not only as that which joins the world to God, but
also as the very means of existence, "a law of life".44 Making use of S. Weil's
theology of creativity, MacGregor also sees true human life as kenotic. Kenosis
perfomis two roles for us: firstly, it makes us yield ourselves to God, and, sec-
ondly, it makes us co-creators with God. In fact, to be, in the real sense of the
word, is to be kenotic. The kenotic nature of being human is "the secret behind
the Gospel paradox that I must give up my life to gain it".45

4.4 Divine Permissiveness, Human Freedom and Suflering
MacGregor's particular and peculiar way of describing God's kenotic relation-

ship to the world is expressed succinctly in the term "letting-be". God lets us be,
not only in the sense of granting us existence, but also in the sense of allowing
creation to develop through an evolutionary process. God lets us be and allows
the necessity in nature to have its unrestrained course. Thus, God's relationship to
the world is characterised by pemiissiveness and providence. Divine pemiissive-
ness, as MacGregor conceives it, has both negative and positive implications.
While in positive tenns, divine pemiissiveness makes human freedom possible, in
negative temis, it allows not only moral evil to arise, but also the blind necessity
in nature, which is responsible for all the natural catastrophes (dysteleological
evil). However, God shows us, by virtue of His providence, ways to escape the

42 Cfibid.,p. 182.
43 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. I07.

'14 ibid., p I83.

15 /bid.
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gip of destiny. It is apparent, therefore, that for MacGregor providence is a cor-
rective principle that must accompany the necessity in nature.

At this point, MacGregor's intention becomes clear. Neither does he want to
explain evil without God, nor does he see the need to attribute it to Him. In this
connection, he objects to the conception of God as the first Cause, because con-
ceiving of Him as such would mean that He is the direct cause of evil.“ He re-
jects the idea of predestination apparently for the same reason. It is his finn con-
viction, that no matter to what extent theologians twist the idea of predestination,
it always conjures up the image of predetermination, the view that God had pro-
grarrrmed everything right fiom the beginning. Hence his view that the notion of
causation is incompatible with the fact of human freedom."

As at many other points he calls attention to Simone Weil's conception of God,
who, though accepting that God is the cause of all that exists, insists that He
"consents not to command it".43 This abdication, this pennissiveness, is the root
of human fieedom and the blind necessity of nature. God does not administer the
world in terms of causation but in terms of freedom. He abdicates His power of
control to two forces: to the "blind necessity" of matter and to the autonomy of
thinking persons.49 The course which the development of the world takes could
then be attributed to these two forces. The world of nature is moving irrevocably
in accordance with its God-ordained laws and God does not interfere, even when
its ways cross human situations. Such a necessity accorded to nature is blind to
morality, so that for example petrol, when set on fire, bums, not caring whether a
child happens to be sleeping nearby; and water necessarily rtms down slopes,
even when 20 bags of salt meant for refugees were to stand in its way. Thus natu-
ral catastrophes and earthquakes could be seen as expressions of this necessity.

But if the blind necessity of nature is so arbitrary, why does a God of love give
control to it? MacGregor's explanation for this is surprising: "... without a world
of blind necessity we could not know 'how to be free'".5° He sees ‘necessity’ as a
prerequisite for the realisation of freedom. What a paradox !

46 MacGregor is apparently rmaware of St. Augustine's conception of evil as the privation of
good. If that firct is taken care of thinking of God as the first Cause would then not nec-
essarily imply making Him the author of evil.

‘17 Cf ibid., p. I15: "divine causation and human fieedom do not sit well together at any
point".

43 Ibid, p. 134
49 ct. ibid,p. 121-124.
5° 1bid.,p. 121.
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Necessity and fieedom are correlative terms. Such is fieedom that it is meaningless
apart from the necessity within which it is exercised. We can neither choose any
course of conduct nor do any action except within a fiamework that presents us
with obstacles Necessity, then, firr fiom being a hindrance, is the indispensable
condition for the development of freedom.51

Necessity does not hinder freedom, it makes its development possible. For this
reason, it would be wrong to consider nature a human enemy. Necessity does not
hinder human freedom; the God who lets us be does not hinder it either. In fact,
necessity is advantageous in two ways: first, it makes fieedom possible; secondly,
it makes science possible.52 If nature were to be so unstable, so that fire would
only bum if it were not destructive, science would not have been possible. And if
there is no necessity and no confrontation in the world, human freedom could not
have been realisable. In other words, necessity must exist as a correlative of fi'ee-
dom because the former makes the latter possible. The only force that can hinder
human freedom is man's insufficient kenotic act.53 As a principle of Being, keno-
sis is a way to freedom. Its contradiction, i.e. the lack of a kenotic lifestyle,
causes grief for humanity.54

MacGregor subscribes to an evolutionary understanding of the universe. He
sees it also as implied by God's unconditional bestowal of freedom on His crea-
tures. For him the implication of divine perniissiveness and its resulting creaturely
freedom "is that creation must be evolutionary in the sense that everything that
Being creates must struggle to enter into the fullness of its potentialities, prestmi-
ably over the course of uillions of years as measured in our temporal reckon-
ing".55 Struggle and accidentality belong to this ongoing creation, they are im-
plied in the process of world development.

To this extent MacGregor concludes that "what we call evil is an integral part
of a cosmic process". Suffering, inflicted on us by nature and fiee agents, is the
price for the gift of human fieedom and God's love for us. God in His everlasting
love gives us freedom and pemiits the unrestricted use of that fieedom. Thus,
while moral evil results fiom the misuse of human freedom, natural evil oeeur-5

51 o. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. 125.
51 ct ibid., pp. 111-12s.
53 Ct 111111
54 Cf 11111, p. 121.
55 G. MacGregor, Issues, p. 455.
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because God restrains Himself from interfering in nature.56 Suffering could for
that reason be termed the price of our fieedom.57

4.5 Divine Passibility and Theodicy
With his theory of divine perrnissiveness, MacGregor accounts for the origin of

evil. But the question why a God of love should allow nature or misused human
fieedom to oppress innocent human beings remains unanswered in his model.
Why should so much sufi'ering be entailed in such a cosmic process? The creative
and evolutionary processes seem highly extravagant. Why must accidentality be
so arbitrary? What does it bring a sufferer when God adamantly refuses to inter-
fere in his destiny? MacGregor has no answer to these problems of theodicy. He
points however to another aspect of divine relationship to the world, which might
prove useful in our search for an answer. He points to God's own suffering and
providence. That God neither interferes nor interrupts the fi'ee running of His
creation does not mean that He abandons His creatures; He always provides for
them in a special way- He is providentially concemed about human suffering be-
cause He sufiers with us in our predicament. God suffers "in the sense of endur-
ing the consequences of his own self-renunciation and self-sacrifice"53.

Providence, as MacGregor understands it, is neither an occasional alteration of
human predicament nor God's whimsical change of natural happenings. God does
not change what we call predicaments because such occurrences themselves
"belong" to the cosmic process, which the kenotic God allows to be. Providence
should rather be understood as God's readiness to make us aware of better possi-
bilities that could make us escape certain accidentalities. "When we ask Provi-
dence ‘to come to our aid‘, then, we dare ask for help in directing us to oppor-
tunities we have overlooked".59 We know very little possibilities, but God knows
all. And He shows us these other possibilities, when, and only when we ask for it
in prayer.6° That is to say, providence comes on invitation - through prayer.
Providence so understood is not incompatible with human freedom. For God's

56 ct. ibid., p. 141
57 In a sense, it is also the price for God's kenotic love, since fieedom and necessity in nature

result fiom self-limitation. See a similar view in G. Greshake, Der Preis der Liebe.

53 G. MacGregor, Issues, p. I68.

59 lbid,p.l58.
5° C£ibid.,p. 156.
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intervention, not interference, comes only on invitation.61 God does not alter the
natural order. Instead He suffers with us.

From his theology of creativity, MacGregor again comes to the conviction that
creation has a self-sacrificial nature62 and that self-sacrificial love is an
"inalienable character of Being". He sees self-sacrifice and agony as common
features of creativity, both divine and human. With reference to the human expe-
rience of self-sacrifice in creativity, MacGregor argues that God's creativity must
likewise entail "an intrinsic sadness",63 because "in conferring existence on crea-
tures, God must somehow endue that existence with some reflection of, or some
potentiality for, his own self-limiting creativity, with all the anguish inherent in
ii".64

The nature of love is moreover such that it must entail suffering. In fact, "to say
that love is essential to the Being of God is to say in one way or another suffering
is essential to his nature".65 The experience of genuine human love shows us that
to love is to suffer. Hence MacGregor’s question: "If... we take seriously the af-
finnation ‘God is love’ how can we avoid the entailment that sufiering is essential
to the divine Being?".66 God suffers the consequences of His love, of His permis-
siveness, of His deterrrrination not to exercise His power absolutely. For love's
sake and in order to accord fieedom to His creatures, God refi'ains fiom interfer-
ing in the affairs of the world.67 The God of love suffers when His beloved crea-
tures fail to retum His love, and when they tum away fi'om Him.

For a creature to withdraw fiom God as we creatures do nnrst surely be infinite
agony for him who is the God of love ifGod is indeed as we have depicted him,
he too must know the pain of seeing the millions of creatures who absent them-
selves fiom him. The profound truth of this is dramatically presented in the Catho-
lie devotion to the Sacred Heart.“

MacGregor would want to go beyond the devotional creed of the Sacred Heart
of Jesus, by "putting the Heart not in the breast of Jesus but at the deep core of
him who has been traditionally designated the triune God".59 Suffering is at the

61 ct 1111.1, p. 162.
61 cr. ibid., p. 19.
63 ibid., p. 9s.
64 ibid., p. 19.
65 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. 4.

66 ibid., p. 4.
"7 This view is decisive for MacGregor’s version of theodicy. We shall expatiate on this later.

613 111111., p. 149.
69 1111111, p. I88.
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heart of God. The logic of MacGregor's argument is this: God created the world
and left it to develop on its own without interfering with its laws; He lets it be.
But wherever creation is in pain (Rom. 8:22), God nonetheless enters and
"endures that pain".7° Our God is "a God of anguish because (He is) a God of
love".71 This does not make Him face "conditions not of his own making"; He
merely takes suffering upon Himself in accordance with His love.72 It is abso-
lutely true that God "cannot suffer in the sense of being acted upon by another
agent", but He can "suffer in the sense of enduring the consequences of his own
self-renrmciation and self-sacrifice".73 Logically, God suffers freely, but He re-
mains ever-joyous even when He is in anguish, precisely because of His freedom.
Naturally, creativity entails anguish, but it also brings joy. "We may say, there-
fore, that God as Being is also ever-joyous in his self-emptying".74

Closely connected to his theology of divine suffering is theodicy, which he
fonnulates guided by three basic principles or assumptions:

a) God's love knows no jealousy, since He has no ontic rivals.75 For this rea-
son, God can afford to give His creatures unlimited room for growth and devel-
opment. Not even the intransigence of the creatures can make Him change His
plan or interfere at all in creation. He simply lets all creatures be. Human limita-
tions and encotmter with nature should not be seen, therefore, as God's interfer-
ence in nature; they are simply results of accidentality that is inevitably involved
in a process, where every creature has the 'fi'eedom' to move in its own course,
where even genns are granted unrestricted development in the human body.

b) Every creature, not just man, is "imago Dei".75 Every creature reflects the
proper image of God, each in its due measure. MacGregor does not however say
what this image consists of. It appears to have something to do with man's com-
mon nature of creatureliness with all created beings. Consequently, MacGregor
believes that human beings should have no preference or special treatment from
God; God's love, which lets every creature be, also allows man's struggle with
nature, even when such a struggle disfavours human beings. MacGregor takes

76 ibid., p. I55.
71 Ibid, p. 5.

71 cs ibid., p. 99.
73 MacGregor, Issues, p. I68.

74 G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, p. I87.

75 ct ibid., p. 140.
76 111111., p. 142.
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this to be the only way one can account for man's place in the evolutionary proc-
ess and for the origin of natural evil.

c) The third principle of MacGregor's solution to the problem of theodicy
specifies that all divine attributes should be reinterpreted on the basis of God's
divine |ove.77 This is meant to explain the fact that God is necessarily kenotic,
and that it is for love's sake that He "bestows on every creature an unlimited po-
tentiality for development". MacGregor believes that "when we take these three
points into accotmt, the evil in the universe is seen in a light that makes the stan-
dard critical objections irrelevant".73

According to his model of theodicy, God cannot be held directly responsible
for evil in the world, since His relation to the world is not detemiinistic; He is
nonetheless the initiator of those conditions of freedom and necessity responsible
for moral and natural evil. In other words, man is partly responsible for his suffer-
ing, and God is remotely responsible for the evil in the world, which results from
the nature of freedom and necessity. The only difference between their authorship
is that while man's misuse of his freedom and the eventual moral evil stem fi'om
his greed, the natural evil occurs by virtue of God's love, which takes the form of
letting creatures take their natural course unhindered.

This explanation is definitely provocative, but it does not answer the main iri-
tractable question of theodicy, namely, why the nature of divine love must be
such, and His creation so structured, that the suffering of the innocents cannot be
avoided?

4.6 Evaluation
MacGregor rightly identifies the problem of the earlier kenoticism as the tmdue

confinement of the doctrine of kenosis to Incamation and Christology and the
conception of kenosis as the loss or abandonment of some divine attributes. hi his
attempt to evade these shortcomings, he interprets kenosis as an act that not only
characterises God's creativity, but also His very nature; that is to say, he con-
ceives divine action and being in kenotic terms. All these do not constitute new
ideas,79 except of course his rmderstanding of God as being essentially kenotic,
and kenosis as the main characteristic of love.3° It is also novel that he expounds

77 ct ibid, p. 143.
78 lbrd
79 We have already met similar views especially among the Russian Orthodox theologies
80 ()£ ibid, p. I07: "To call God kenotic Being is to specify what we mean by saying ‘God is

love‘ ".



a kenotic image of God, not from a theological, but from a pure (non-Hegelian)
philosophical perspective.

The problem of his contribution however lies exactly at this point, namely at
his non-theological approach to kenosis, which makes his view about God's cs-
sential kenosis susceptible to the very problems the Hegelian proposal faces:
making God dependent. Although MacGregor does not give a detailed explana-
tion why the aflirmation "God is love" should be identical with the expression
"God is a kenotic Being", it is implicit in his thought that "letting-be" and "self-
limitation" mean the same thing as "self-giving". It is on this score that he makes
the afirmation "God is love" identical with his philosophical assertion that "God
is kenotic". Whereas his assumption can be seen as being logical, there seems to
be a substantial diificulty latent in the view that God is essentially kenotic. That
God is essentially self-giving would mean that He must always be giving Himself
out in order to be and that His being is dependent on giving. Does such a view
not enslave God? Does it not make Him dependent on His creation?

There is unfortunately nothing in MacGregor's philosophical approach to cor-
rect this impression. He would definitely have been able to avoid the problem of
making God a "slave" to His nature of self-giving, if only he were ready to ex-
potmd his kenotic theory in the context of a Trinitarian theology. To the extent
that he disparages and avoids the doctrine of the Trinity, MacGregor misses the
basis on which kenosis can be seen as constituting the being of God without put-
ting Him under compulsion.31 His kenotic God is thus compelled to always be
emptying Himself in order to remain God. We must, for this reason, consider the
lack of a Trinitarian theology the basic weakness of MacGregor's model of keno-
tic theology. The doctrine of the Trinity carmot be replaced by a mere philosophi-
cal theory of kenosis without making self-giving seem a constraint on God's pan.
If the claim that God is kenotic should have any justification at all, it must neces-
sarily be developed in the context of a Trinitarian theology, because self-giving
can only be eternal for God if it has been occurring in His inner-Trinitarian life,
before ever the world was made. Of course, MacGregor mentions the doctrine of
perichoresis favourably, but he fails to incorporate it into his kenotic vision of
God.

Another major weakness of MacGregor's kenoticism, as far as we can see, has
to do with his very "spatial" conception of kenosis. He conceives the divine self-
emptying in the same material categories with which one would describe the
emptying of a container. His concept of kenosis is so literally conceived that it is

31 In this connection, Bulgakov, Lossky and Balthasar make a better claim, since they see the
place of kenosis in the Godhead only on the basis of the Trinity. C£ H. U. v. Balthasar,
Mysterium Paschale, pp. 149-153.
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non-personal and non-dialectical. This weakness shows itself more in his inter-
pretation of the divine act of creation and human freedom, especially at the point
where he tries to show that God is a kenotic creator (Being). On this he argues
that God (even though He creates ex nihilo) does not create by expansion, be-
cause as a perfect Being, nothing can be added to His Being: there is no plus side
to perfection. "Having nowhere to go by way of self-expansion he (God) would
Sllll have infinitely available to him the way of self-limitation, self-abnegation".32
The mere fact that MacGregor had to negate self-expansion, shows that he con-
ceives kenosis materially and spatially - as the emptying of material entities in a
given space. MacGregor certainly does not intend this, but his conception of ke-
nosis nonetheless conjures up the image of a God who must withdraw in order to
make room for man. Such a notion of kenosis or self-emptying so physically con-
ceived gives the impression that God and man are vying for space.

MacGregor's theory of divine pemiissiveness, his understanding of the divine
relationship and his notion of divine freedom are all logical consequences of his
non-personalistic conception of kenosis. In his view, God must limit His freedom
in other to allow the freedom of His creatures. This view immediately leads one
to ask how MacGregor relates human freedom to divine sovereignty? Is a crea-
ture free only to the extent to which it is independent of God? Do the scriptures
not show the opposite, namely that a creature is only fi'ee to the extent to which it
depends on God. In other words, is human freedom directly or inversely propor-
tional to divine freedom?

MacGregor's conception of divine kenosis and freedom in terms of divine per-
missiveness and self-withdrawal from creation does not represent the biblical
concept of freedom. We dare not conceive divine self-renunciation as the limita-
tion of divine freedom. Nor should divine pennissiveness mean withdrawal from
creation, to the extent that the question of "re-entering" should arise at all. ls it
not possible to visualise God's relationship to the world in a manner that sees Him
as always being present in His creation to the extent that the need to enter anew
does not arise?

If divine self-emptying is to be correctly understood, it should not involve
God's withdrawal from His creation; it should rather mean that God can be there
even in the most wretched state of His creatures without in any way sacrificing
His sovereignty. God is not in a competitive relationship with His creatures. For
as Rahner rightly observes, "being at God's disposal and being autonomous, do
not vary for creatures in inverse, but rather in direct proportion" .33

32 rm, p. 107.
83 K Rahner, Foundations ofChristian Faith, p. 222.
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Thus while we agree with MacGregor that God is a kenotic Being, we insist
that kenosis does not consist in pemiissiveness or in self-withdrawal. Kenosis
does not entail a minimised immanence, but a total irmnanence in transcendence.
MacGregor's theory of divine non-interference therefore tends to deny God's
continuous presence in the world, and is for that reason not convincing. God does
not hinder evolution, but He can be seen as being present in evolution, without
Himself being evolutive.

The third major problem of MacGregor's conception of kenosis is its lack of a
Christological background. His attempt to take kenosis beyond the realm of
Christology, right in the heart of God is laudable, though he exaggerates it. For by
that means, he overlooks the significance of Christology for the kenotic motif.
The price for this negligence is paid with a one-sided view of kenosis. He sees
the sacrificial aspect of kenosis, but fails to represent the fulfilling aspect of it,
which the idea of exaltation stands for. In other words, he fails to realise that ke-
nosis and plerosis - self-emptying and self-fulfilment - are complementary. By
this very fact, MacGregor's view makes kenosis loose its fulfilling aspect, and
thus sacrifices the transparency of the paradox of divine self-emptying (i.e. self-
fulfilment through self-emptying) to the gods. Thus, his conception of kenosis
misses the newness, the fulfilment, which kenosis should entail if it is to be seen
as a "law of life".

The lack of a kenotic Christology is indeed the Achilles‘ heel of MacGregor's
kenotic theology. He makes very little reference to the event of Christ, and when
he does at all, he invariably propagates a Christology ‘from above‘. MacGregor
rarely uses his very penetrating insight on human kenosis34 to illuminate the na-
ture of divine kenosis. The historical personality of Jesus Christ thus plays little
or no role at all in his thought. L. Richard rightly points out that in order for a ke-
notic theology to be worth its salt, it has to begin as a Christology "from below‘,
taking its point of departure from a humanity in which God is already present.
Only by making Christology its point of departure can a kenotic theology avoid
working either with an a priori understanding of man or an a priori understand-
ing of God. Both extremes would definitely merit Karl Barth's criticisms against
"natural theology", against the absence of a revelation theology. This means that
philosophical kenosis can hardly do if it is not rooted in Christology, i.e. in reve-
lation.

His kenotic theology has yet other problems, precisely at the point where his
contribution is expected to be most significant, namely, in his solution to the
problem of theodicy. With the image of God as a kenotic Being, a Being who

34 His positive contribution lies more in his understanding of human kenosis as the law of
life. This will be shown later.
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suffers because of His love, MacGregor certainly fonnulates one of the most ex-
citing and inspiring theodicies in contemporary theology. His explanation for the
origin of evil in the world is certainly satisfactory. Yet his theodicy has the weak-
ness of making God indifferent to the problem of the sufferer. The thesis that God
does not interfere can hardly provide solace to a sufferer. Besides, it rather gives
the impression that the individual human beings are insignificant and that they are
victims of the struggle in the evolutionary process.

He does of course argue that God suffers Himself, but he fails to conceive di-
vine suffering in a marmer that it can contribute towards alleviating hinnan stiffer-
ing. There is no indication that God sufl'ers with the sufferer; rather, he alludes
invariably to the suffering of God in Himself God suffers for having to limit Hirn-
self, on the one side, to allow existence, and on the other, to let the order in the
world run its course. Although MacGregor mentions that God enters to endure
our pain only on invitation,35 he does not allow this thought to lead to an elabo-
rate view of God's co-suffering with the (irmocent) sufferer. MacGregor's God
suffers, but He suffers more from His own problem of creativity than from a con-
cem for His creatures. As W. McWilliams aptly observes, "MacGregor is so con-
cemed to keep God from disrupting nature and infiinging on creaturely freedom
that he borders on totally detaching God from the course of history".36 For this
reason, MacGregor's theology of divine suffering fails to show the aspect of di-
vine empathy, which other theologians of this motif have always fruitfully em-
ployed in defence of theodicy.37 That he misses this point certainly has something
to do with the absence of a theology of Christ's passion in his model. If he did
evolve a Christology, his theory of divine non-interference would have looked
different.

Similarly, if MacGregor had taken the event of Christ seriously, he would not
have called God "a laissez-faire God",33 who, without leaving His creatures
"utterly alone nevertheless leaves them perfectly free, so that they may work
out their own salvation".39 The God who reveals Himself on the Cross of Christ,
who gave away His own Son for our sake, can certainly not be called a laissez-
faire God. The theology of the Cross shows that the God in Jesus Christ is a God
who gets involved, a God who does not abandon human beings to "work out their
own salvation" as MacGregor would want us believe. In fact, rather than distance

35 cf. ibid., p. 155.
86 W. McWilliams, The passion ofGod, p. 92.

87 cr. c. Y. Lee, God Suffersfor Us.
83 G. MacGregor,lssues, p. 140.

39 Ibrd.
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Himself fiom His creatures, He gets involved in their predicaments all the more.
This is another proof of MacGregor's misconception of divine kenosis. Kenosis
conceived as self-limitation does not necessarily have to imply withdrawal, it can
only mean that God is present in the lowliness of the world, without in any way
tamishing His transcendence. That is the paradox of kenosis. God can be kenotic
(self-emptying), He can still be seen as restraining Himself, but this should not
warrant our conceiving Him as a laissez-affaire Being. God's kenosis does not put
a division between Him and His creatures; it is rather the bond that connects Him
to His creation- This point seems to have escaped MacGregor's very penetrating
insight.

Moreover, he also neglects the significance of eschatology for the problem of
theodicy. It is certainly right not to defer every solution to theodicy to the escha-
ton as in John Hick's soul-making theodicy,9° but it is also wrong to ignore the
cschatological dimension of theodicy. As W. McWilliams likewise observes,
MacGregor could significantly improve his theodicy, if only he could relate his
eschatology, which he develops amply in other connections,91 to the problem of
suffering.

Besides, if God does not interfere and prefers to suffer His non-interference,
for the simple reason that He values human fieedom, and if for that reason, hu-
man suffering could be seen as the price for human freedom, the question arises
whether human fieedom is worth all the suffering in the world, which God could
have been able to forestall through the slightest use of His omnipotence. This
problem, however, does not only arise for MacGregor's model, but for all models
that see suffering as the price of divine love or human freedom.92

MacGregor’s kenotic theology might not offer a satisfactory theodicy, but it
does provide a fruitful basis on which the relation between theodicy and anthro-
podicy becomes visible. His kenotic theodicy does not satisfactorily justify God
in the face of suffering, but it does appeal to human kenosis as a theodicy in
praxis. His understanding of kenosis as "the law of life"93 could be seen as a plea
for the integration of anthropodicy to theodicy. What improvement could the
motif of a suffering God bring to theodicy, if it did not imply an incentive for hu-
mankind to modulate its way of life so that moral evil could be reduced? If the

9° cr. J. Hick, Evil and the God 0fL0ve.
9| C£ W. McWilliams, The passion ofGod, p. 94. See also G. MacGregor, Issues, pp. 289-

309; ---, (editor) Immortality and Human Destiny, esp. pp. 72-84

92 ct 0. Greschake, Der Preis derLiebe.
93 G. MacGregor,l.ssues, p. 183.



suffering of God with the sufferer does not generate a sense of corrective activity
in the believer, it would be good for nothing except for arousing self-pity.

His conception of the human kenosis as the way of life could be seen as a pos-
sible answer to the issue of theodicy. This would mean that God justifies Himself,
not only by suffering with us, but also by showing humankind how to overcome
suffering through a kenotic life-style. This view is also implied in the philosophi-
cal theology of Simone Weil, the Jewish lady, whose work constitutes MacGre-
gors source of inspiration in this regard.

God denied himself for our sakes in order to give us the possibility of denying our-
selves for him. This response, this echo, which it is in our power to refirse, is the
only possible justification for the folly oflove of creative 31.1.94

Even though MacGregor does not emphasise the significance of the Cross for
theodicy, on the basis of his idea of human kenosis, one can argue that by virtue
of the event on the Cross, God reveals to us how we overcome suffering by
emptying ourselves for love's sake. That is perhaps the only way we can justify
God, who, by emptying Himself for our sake, calls us to do the same for 0111'-
selves and neighbours, for kenosis is the only means of salvation and self-
redemption. Only by justifying ourselves in the kenotic act, can we justify God,
who justifies Himself by getting involved in our suffering. This is the implication
of MacGregor’s conception of kenosis as "the law of life",95 the law of existence
and the principle of being.

Tnie, MacGregor’s kenotic theology does not offer a definite solution to the
problem of theodicy, nevertheless his kenotic anthropology points to a genuine
road in the exploration of the mystery of God and human suffering.

4. 7 Summary
The first thing MacGregor undertakes while evolving his kenotic theology is a

coiuteous examination of the errors of the earlier kenoticisms. Building on his
findings, therefore, he makes three significant corrections to revitalise this motif:
firstly, he extends the scope of kenosis beyond the realm of Christology, sec-
ondly, he reinterprets it to imply, the self-restraint of God and no longer the re-
duction or elimination of the divine attributes, and thirdly, he explicates divine
immutability in tenns of love. And making the Johannine aflinnation that "God is
love" his main point of departure, MacGregor goes on to demand a reinterpreta-
tion both of the omnipotence and of the Trinity itself in tenns of love; that means,
in tenns of kenosis.

94 S. Weil, Waiting on God, p. I02.

95 G. MacGrcgor,1ssues, p. 183.
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Kenosis, which he perceives mainly as divine pennissiveness or self-restraint is
considered to be characteristic of divine being and activities. In line with His na-
ture, therefore, God permits human freedom and the blind necessity of nature to
take their full course in the world. The evil in the world, both moral and natural,
arise, MacGregor maintains, when human freedom and necessity collide in the
open space of their own non-liinitation. To that effect, he maintains that God is
not the cause of evil and suffering. Suffering is the price of freedom. Due to His
perrnissiveness, God does not interfere to redress the hann caused by the blind
necessity of nature or unrestricted freedom of personal agents. ,

And since God obliges Himself not to interfere, MacGregor contends, God suf-
fers; He suffers precisely " in the sense of enduring the consequences of his own
self-renunciation and self-sacrifice".95 In that case, His suffering is not imposed
on Him, He suffers freely. His suffering arises out of His kenotic nature. God is
essentially kenotic, and therefore, He suffers essentially. Kenosis is also creative,
for it is the principle with which God grants existence to beings.

MacGregor's kenotic theology of divine suffering definitely makes some sig-
nificant contributions, by understanding kenosis as a principle of life and inter-
preting it in terms of love. However, some conceptual problems arise out of the
fact that it is conceived almost exclusively in a philosophical context, outside the
realm of a Trinitarian theology, and bereft of a Christological basis. This leads to
his additional error of conceiving kenosis spatial and non-personalistic, in a man-
ner in which even divine suffering loses its empathic dimension. Consequently,
God suffers, but He does not suffer with the sufferers. Besides, since he sees ke-
nosis as God's withdrawal, the paradox of a God who can be immanent and yet
transcendent is lost.

96 MacGregor,lssues, p. I68.
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5. DIVINE IMPASSIBILITY INA TIUNITARL-IN THEOLOGY OF
THE CROSS ACCORDING TO JURGEN MOLTMANN

5.1 Trinitarian Hermeneutics
Moltmann develops his theology in two phases. The first phase consists of his

first three major works] dedicated to the issues of eschatology, crucifixion and
pneumatology. Each of these themes which he took from the history of salvationz
is elaborately and separately discussed in a monograph. The three monographs
however form a unit and could rightly be called a trilogy. They are united both in
style and purpose: they are outstandingly set within a Trinitarian framework and
designed to illustrate the significance of these subjects for our tmderstanding of
God. Moreover, Moltmann contends that each of these themes can be a sufiicient
starting point for a genuine Christian theology.3

The second phase of his theological construction, which began with the publi-
cation of The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod4 in 1980, shows a diflerent meth-
odology. Whereas he earlier tried to discuss concepts and doctrines in isolation,
he now seeks to illustrate them in a broader systematic sequence.5 Besides, at
this stage, as the title of the above mentioned book suggests, he goes further to
construct and consolidate his Trinitarian approach which was initiated in the first
phase. So he argues accordingly that only a Trinitarian conception of God, that is
to say, Trinitarian henneneuticsfi can be made the starting point of theology. In
his view, one cannot perceive the context and correlation of concepts without
such hemieneutics.7 Neither can we make dialectical judgements,3 get into

1 J. Moltmann, Theology ofHope; -----, The Crucified God; and ---, The Church in the
Power of the Spirit.

2 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. XI.

3 In the process however he imconsciously outlines a one-sided theology, which has been
massively criticised C£ Michael Welker (Hrsg.), Diskussion fiber Jilrgen Moltmanns
Buch "Der gekreuzigre Gott". In his answer to his critics, Moltmann says he would no
longer continue the method he employed in the trilogy, not so much because of the criti-
cisms as for the fact that the earlier method has served its purpose. It was merely meant to
prepare the ground for a wider theological system, which begins hereafter. Cf J. Molt-
mann, Antwort auf die Kritik an ‘Der gekreuzigte Gott’, pp. 165 E.

4 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod.

5 ibid., preface.

6 lbtal, p. 19.
7 ct ibid, p. xi
8 ct J. Moltmann, The Crucrfied God, pp. 2s-21.
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"dialogue in history"9 and represent God and the Trinitarian history of God as
proclaimed in the Bible if a Trinitarian framework is lacking.

For Moltmann, the doctrine of the Trinity should be seen, therefore, as the
authentic representation of the biblical image of God,1° irrespective of the fact
that as a doctrine, its formulation has a philosophical origin. 11 He distances him-
self accordingly from the claims made by some liberal Protestant theologians“
that the doctrine of the Trinity is a mere philosophical speculation devoid of
authenticity- In contrast, he argues in defence of the authenticity of the doctrine of
the Trinity and for the adoption of the "Trinitarian thinking".13 He goes on to
contend, not only that the stories of the New Testament are told in Trinitarian
terms, but also that the biblical history itself has a Trinitarian origin. 14

In this comrection, Moltmann perceives a dialectical relationship between the
doctrine of the Trinity and Christology. For in a sense, the doctrine of the Trinity
has "Christology as its premise",15 and in another sense, it is itself "the theologi-
cal premise for Christology and soteriology".16 In accordance with the percepti-
ble intercomiection between the doctrine of the Trinity and Christology, he con-
tends that every aspect of the Christ-event has a corresponding resonance in the
inner-Trinitarian life, and that the history of salvation is a display of the inner-
Trinitarian relationship. Strictly speaking, therefore, a genuine Christian theology
is for him a Trinitarian theology.

5.2 Divine Unity and Self-di/ferentiation
Moltmann observes that the issue of the unity of God, which characterised the

Christological controversies of the third century still constitutes a problem for to-

9 J. Moltmann, The Trtnity and the Kingdom ofGod, p.

1° cr: ibid, p. 62.
11 ct ibid, pp. or-96.
12 Perceiving a visible "hermeneutic difference" between the patristic dogmatisation of the

Trinity and the New Testament proclamation of God, these theologians, in the manner of
Kant and Schleiermacher, declare that the Trinity is imbiblical. [bid , p. 61.

13 Ibid.,p. 20.
14 C£ibid,p.64.
15 Ibid.,p.97.
16 Ibid. , p. 129. Concretely, Moltmann gives his dialectical judgement of the relationship

between Christology and Trinity thus: Christology makes the theology of the Trinity nec-
essary, but it is only in the context of a theology of the Trinity that Christology gains it es-
chatological significance - its openness towards the tranafiguration of the world.
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day's theology and that the modalistic thinking which lead to the failure of the
Arian subordinationism and the Sabellian modalism still lurks behind even the
most meaningful Trinitarian theology Today.” This means that the doctrine of
the Trinity has not yet solved the problem which led to its formulation, namely
the problem of the Arian subordinationism and the Sabellian modalism." The
characteristic problem of the theologies that make modalistic thinking their start-
ing point is the inability to account for the unity and self-diflerentiation of God.
This problem is aggravated by the fact that they take the unity of God as given,
instead of allowing it to develop in the history of the Trinity and the world.

In fact, the earlier attempts to account for the unity and multiplicity in God in-
variably led to modalistic conclusions, because, as Moltmann sees it, where
philosophical starting points were adopted, the unity of God was taken as given,
and the task was to merely account for their differentiation. In the light of the
biblical history, however, the direction should be reversed: Theology should first
afiimi the differentiation of the Father, the Son and the Spirit in their activities in
the world, before the task of searching for the unity of God can even begin. The
unity of God should be posed as an "cschatological question" awaiting an answer
that is to come at the consummation of the Trinitarian history of God, when the
unity of the three Persons is being expected and hoped for. 19

lfthe unity of God should at all be presupposed, it must be conceived as an es-
chatological unity open to the world and to the future, a unity that is inviting, irr-
clusive and capable of integration.3° This is different from the traditional notion
of the divine unity, which, by adopting the concept of one substance and identical
subject, remains an exclusively closed unity leading constantly to a monadic

17 Moltmann argues that idealistic modalism is veiled in modem terminologies in the Trinitar-
ian theology of Karl Barth and Karl Rahner (See Ibid., pp. 139- I48). Following the ex-
ample of German Idealists, Barth rightly replaces supreme substance with absolute Subject
(I39), but by making divine Lordship his starting point and putting it before the Trinity he
could not avoid the monotheistic conclusion "that all activity proceeds from the Father,
both within the Trinity and in history"(l43). The origin of Rahners own error, he claims,
has to do with the use of a concept of person which conveys a form of "extreme indi-
vidualism"( 145). Rahner adopts this form of "personalism" because he is not keen to allow
three different "centres of activities" or "subjectivities" in the Trinity. And in order to at-
tribute only a single consciousness to the Trinity, Rahner denies the possibility of "mutual
Thou" and interpersonal relations of the trimre God. See Ibid, p. 156), and K Rahner,
Der dreifaltige Gott als transzendenter Urspning der Heilsgeschichte", p. 366, esp. foot-
note 29.

'3 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, pp. 129-I36.

'9 ibid., p. 149.
2° ct. ibid.
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premise. In contrast, an cschatological unity does not express a condition but a
relation, a "imitedness",21 a fellowship which presupposes the self-differentiation
of the divine persons.

At this point, Moltmann emphasises that the unity of God can neither be con-
ceived as the homogeneity of divine substance nor as the identity of an absolute
subject; neither should the Father, the Son and the Spirit be distinguished from
one another merely by their character as Persons. The three Persons should rather
be thought of being "as much united with one another and in one another".22 "The
Trinitarian Persons subsist in the common divine nature; they exist in their rela-
tions to one another".23 Indeed, in this connection, he claims that the unity of
God "must be perceived in the perichoresis of the divine Persons" .24 An eschato-
logical unity is therefore a "perichoretic unity",25 a social unity which enables the
Persons to constitute themselves in an etemal mutual interrelation and inter-
penetration, "without reducing the threeness to the unity, or dissolving the unity in
the threeness".26 The etemal perichoresis excludes subordinationism and mo-
dalism.

This has consequences for the traditional distinction between the economic and
immanent Trinity, between the triune God in the works of salvation and for the
differentiation among the Persons themselves. Such a distinction inevitably leads
to a contradiction in God,27 as it introduces a polarity between a self-sufiicient
God and a God who gets involved. God in Himself cannot be different from God
for us, since His works reveal precisely His go0dness.23 With regard to this,
Moltmamr agrees with Rahner that "the economic Trinity is the immanent Trin-
ity", especially as it helps to remove the impression that there is an "inwardness“
and "outwardness" in the triune God.29 The economic Trinity must be wider-

21 It has been observed that Moltmann replaces "unity" (Einheit) with "unitedness'
(Einigkeit) to show that divine unity is cschatological and open to the world and com-
munity. CE F. Meessen, Urrverdnderlichkeit, p. 345.

22 J. Moltmann, The Trinityandthe Kingdom o_/God, p. 151.

23 Ibid, p. 113.
24 lbtd, p. 150.
25 Moltmann borrows this idea from John Damascene. The concept ofperichoresis under-

stands the Persons as existing in their relations to each other. That which divides them
holds them together - their relation.

26 1btd., p. 178.
17 cf. ibid.,p. 158.
23 C£ibid,p. 151.
29 Cf ibid.,p. I61.
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stood for this reason as the pure revelation of the irrrmanent Trinity, even though
we, for lingual convenience, dare to continue qualifying them with different
tenns. However, what needs to be noted is that the "outward" activities of the
Trinity must then have a retroactive effect on the inner-Trinitarian process itself.
ln that case, the retroactive effect of the opera trinitatis ad extra on the triune
God should be termed the opera trinitatis ad intra.

Based on this assumption, Moltmann argues in favour of the suffering of God:
"the opera trmitatis ad extra thus corresponds to the passiones trinitatis ad in-
tra".3° For this reason, the Cross of the Son and the history of the Spirit are be-
lieved to have their impact on the inner-Trinitarian life.31 If it is accepted that the
actio of God has a corresponding passio in Him, Moltmarm says, we can go fin-
tlier to give two classifications of the opera trinitatis ad extra: firstly, as the op-
era dei ad extra intema, and secondly, as the opera dei ad extra extema.32

5.3 God-world Relationship
With the above reclassification of the works of the Trinity ad extra, Moltmann

mtends to show that there was a continuity of the imier-Trinitarian life, even din-
ing the earthly life of Jesus. God's relationship to Himself is different from His
relationship to the world; but this difference cannot be conceived in such a way
that the latter has no significance for the former. The immanent Trinity must be
seen as "part of eschatology as well", awaiting its consummation at the end of
time when everything will be in God and God will be in everything.33 In this ca-
pacity, God is not the sole actor in His relationship to the world: between Him

3° lbrd, p. 160.
31 Cf ibid, p. 161. Moltmann's main concern here is to see that the different Persons of the

Trinity are recognised as independent subjects, initiating actions relevant to the inner-
Tiinitarian life. Ifthat is achieved, the fact that God directs His action not only outwards
but also inwards would be evident. The Son reveals the triune God concretely (ibid., p. 61
ff), the Spirit is the subject, who unifies and glorifies the Godhead (Ibid, p. 125; J.
Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit, p. 57 £) God varies the pattem of I-Iis
relationship to the world, therefore, depending on which Person of the Trinity initiates at
particular Trinitarian action in the world. (J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of
God, p. 95, 127).

32 Here Moltmann follows K. Barth and E. hingel, who according to him also took over this
expression fiom the early Protestant orthodoxy. (Cf J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the
Kingdom ofGod, footnote 2, p. 99).

33 Cf J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 161.
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and the world actio and passio are reciprocal. The God-world relationship is a
living one; it must be reciprocaI;34 it cannot be one-dimensional.35

Just as God goes out of himself through what he does, giving his world his own
impress, so his world puts its impress on God too, through its reactions, its aberra-
tions and its own initiatives It certainly does not do so in the same way; but that it
does so in its awn way there can be no doubt at all. IfGod is love, then he does not
merely emanate, flow out of himself; he also expects and needs love: his world is
intended to be his home.36

By insisting that God's relationship to the world is retroactive and reciprocal,
Moltnrann aims is to think of the world process and the inner-Trinitarian process
as one, without mixing them up. It should be possible, he contends, to see "God
in the world and the world in God"37 and yet be able to avoid the extreme posi-
tions of the Christian theism33 and panentheism.39 In fact, "in order to under-
stand the history of mankind as a history in God, the distinction between the
world process and the inner-Trinitarian process must be maintained and empha-
sised".4°

There is thus a continuity in the presence of the Uiune God in the world, just
as the history of the world is part of the Trinitarian history of God: the Father is
particularly present in the creation, the Son in the Incarnation and the Spirit in the
indwelling. Renewing the doctrine of creation, hicamation and eschatology in the

34 lbr'd,p.98.
35 1bid.,p.l60.
36 Ibid,p.99.
37 ibid., p. I05. Here Moltmann tries to borrow fi'om the Jewish theology of Shekinah and

the panentlreistic ideas ofthe process theologians.

33 According to Moltmann, Christian theism depicts the world in such a way that it has no
significance for God. For this tradition, creation is merely the work of God's fiee will;
God abides in I-Iis self-sufliciency, exercising absolute liberty and unlimited power - His
action is arbitrary and His image deqrotic. This is the view that makes the world appear
merely circumstantial and the following questions inevitable: “Is the question of the crea-
tion of the world necessary for God Himself; or is it merely fortuitous? Does it proceed
from God's nature, or from His will? Is it etemal, or temporal?” See J. Moltmann, The
Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 105.

39 "Panentheisrn understands itself as a form of theisrn, but it criticises traditional theisrn for
depicting the world as extemal to God." See J. Cobb, Panentheisrn Process theologians
"are the main advocates of this tradition in the twentieth-century. For seeing the world in
God, this tradition also appeals to Moltmann, but he condemns its unrestrained "will to-
wards synthesis" which weakens its capacity to make distinctions.

4° ibid., p. 101

164



perspective of a Trinitarian history, Moltmann therefore speaks of a "Trinitarian
creation",41 a "Trinitarian lncamation",42 and a "Trinitarian glorification".43

Moltmann understands creation as an open system,44 an rmcompleted proc-
ess45 awaiting a messianic future.46 Through the mediation of Christ and the
glorification of the world in the Spirit,47 the consummation of the Trinitarian
process of creation will follow at the end of time, when God will be "all in all" (1
Cor. l5:28). Until the alienated world is united with God, creation remains in-
complete. Moltmann's main concem here is to maintain that creation is a Trinitar-
ian act involving all the Persons of the Trinity. All the activities of the different
persons of the Trinity are unified by a common cschatological purpose. Conse-
quently, all the events of the salvation history could be subsumed wider the one
continuous creative process running from the initial to the new creation. Creation
and redemption are for that reason not isolated divine activities in the history of
God with the world.43

This obliges Moltmann to not only accormt for the relation between the crea-
tion and Incamation, but also for the implication of the two for the concept of
God. Historically, i.e. from the point of view of the history of salvation, the crea-
tion is prior to the Incarnation, but intentionally, i.e. as far as the pre-existent Lo-
gos is concemed, "the Incamation precedes the creation of the world".49

The creation and the Incarnation are thus dialectically inter-connected works of
the Trinity, which deeply affects the inner relationships of the triune God. If both
works are so much rooted in the inner-Trinitarian process, the questions must
arise as to how significant they are for our conception of God. Are they neces-
sary for God Himself or are they merely fortuitous? How can such temporal

41 Ibid,p. rir.
42 lbid.,p. r2r.
43 lbid,p. 126.
44 cr. ibtd,p. 115 at
45 Cf. J. Moltmann, The Future ofCreation, p. I19-

46 ct. J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 102.
47 ct. ibid., p. r04 tr.
48 Moltmann supports this point with the "soteriological understanding of creation" from the

Old Testament theology, which shows how Israel's historical experience of divine hbera-
tion led to their belief in creation. The cschatological and soteriological understanding of
creation implies that theology must conceive the creation of the world, as having a be-
ginning, a history and an end. J. Moltmann, The Future ofCreation, p. 118 ff; See also G
von Rad, Old Testament Theology I, p. I36 E; L Kbhler, Old Testament Theology, p. 88.

49 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. ll.
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events be located in the etemity of God? In other words, are they necessary prod-
ucts emanating from His nature, or are they the results of an extraordinary divine
decision? Moltmann attempts an answer to these questions in his analysis of di-
vine love and freedom.

5.4 Divine Love and Freedom
While discussing the suifering of God, Moltmann pays special attention to the

implications of divine love and fi'eedom for the Christian conception of G0d.5°
The Johannine statement that ‘God is love‘ (I Jn. 4:8) is for him a basic assump-
tion, which he goes on to interpret ontologically and functionally. The triune God
is basically love, because the three persons are constituted ontologically in their
inner-Trinitarian relations. The three persons constitute their beings in the love
which they have for themselves. This is its ontological component. Besides, it
belongs to the nature of this love, which he qualifies in the Platonic temiinology
as the love of like for like, to cormnunicate itself to the other, so that "it is no
longer addressed to the Other in the like, but to the like in the Other".51 It would
be a contradiction and insufficiency for the divine love to remain a love of like for
like,52 because love is the good that needs to be communicated. Love, as "the
self-communication of the good",53 is thus necessarily creative, and remains in-
complete if it does not communicate itself creatively. This is its ftmctional com-
ponent.

As an expression of divine love, creation therefore owes its existence to this
self-communicating aspect of divine love and for that reason cannot be fortui-
tous.54 It is etemally presupposed by God's etemal love.

From etemity God has desired not only himself but the world too, for he did not
merely want to communicate himselfto himself; he wanted to communicate himself
to the one who is other than himself as we1L That is why the idea of the world is al-

5° C£ibt'd,p. 5202,5711:
51 lbid.,p. 59.
52 Frank Meessen considers this one of the three most important thoughts of Moltmann,

namely that there was insuficiency on the part of the immanent Trinity, before it ex-
pressed its creative love in the creation. Cf. F. Meessen, Unverdnderlichkeit, p. 342.

53 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. sv.
54 Moltmann takes this idea fiom I. A Domer: ‘The world is a goodly purpose, in corre-

spondce with God's love, not a fortuitous one’. See J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the
Kingdom of God, p. I07, footnote 20; see also I. A. Domer, System der christlichen
Glaubenslehre II, 1, p. 358.
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ready inherent in the Father's love for the Son. The eternal Son of God is closely
related to God's idea of the worId.55

With his understanding of love as the self-communication of the good,56
Moltmann explains the significance of the Incarnation for the conception of God
even further. The Incamation is part of God's etemal commimication of I-Iis
lovc;57 it is as such not necessitated by human sins,53 but by ‘God's own natine.
lt must be admitted however, that whereas the reason for the Incarnation is to be
sought in the nature of divine love, its concrete occurrence was occasioned by the
human conditions.” In other words, although the Incarnation was intended eter-
nally, the concrete form it took in history is an emergency measure. In this way,
Moltmann tries to steer the middle course between the extremes positions of the
"functional" and the "intention" Christologies. Hence, his paradoxical statement:
"The Incamation of the Son is neither a matter of indifference for God nor is it
necessary for his divinity".6°

lfthe creation of the world and the Incamation of the Son are expressions of
the divine love as such, according to Moltmann, it then follows that God is
touched intimately by the events in this world, and that I-Ie cannot be indifierent
to the problems and suffering of His creatures.

The creation of the world and the Incarnation of the Son out of love further
prove that God's love is kenotic. The divine works ad extra and divine presence
in the world are characterised by divine self-limitation. For if there should be no

55 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 108.

56 ct: rm, p. 51 I-I
57 Cf ibid, p. 114. This view is also influenced by I. A. Domer, System der christlichen

Glaubenslehre ll, I, pp. 422 £ According to this notion the incarnation of the Son was
intended by God from etemity. His intention is formed together with the idea of the
world. For this reason Moltmann considers the fimdamental theological question whether
the Son of God would have become man if the human race had remained fi'ee of sin, ir-
relevant.

53 Moltmann rejects the claim of "functional Christology" that incamation is merely an
‘emergency measure‘ on God's part, taken in order to counter the emergency of sin in the
world" (J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of God, p. 114). This sotgfiologicgl
approach makes the human sin its starting point. Consequently incarnation is itgglf Q
means to an end and looses its significance as soon as the end - redemption - is a[tgin¢d_
This view leads to the unavoidable, and certainly unacceptable, conclusion that the person
of the incarnate Son of God would be superfluous once the world is reconciled with God
Moltmann criticises the Christology of Calvin, A. von Ruler and D. Solle precisely on this
point. Cf J. Moltmann, The Crucified God, pp. 256-266.

59 Cf. I. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. I16.

6° ibid., p. 117.
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reality outside God, we must assume that He relates to the world kenotically.
Moltmann finds the kenotic motif particularly relevant to the interpretation of the
omnipresence and omnipotence of God in a manner that does not suggest a parti-
tion of God into outward and inward sectors. Atfirming the panentheistic and
dialectic view that the world is in God, Moltmann therefore contends that God
created the world "'in himself, giving it time in his eternity, finitude in his infinity,
space in his omnipresence and freedom in his selfless love".5l ln a manner remi-
niscent of MacGregor's kenotic theology, he maintains that creation is a work of
God's withdrawal; God withdraws into Himself to let other realities be.52 The In-
carnation thus followed a kenotic law:53 "The outward Incamation presupposes
inward self-humiliation".54 Consequently, creation is not so much an actlo as it is
a passio Dei. That is how the Incamation of the Son affects the inner relations of
the Trinity.

The kenosis does not, however, constitute weakness on the part of God, it
rather shows the strength of God's love. "God is nowhere greater than in his hu-
miliation- God is nowhere more glorious than in his impotence. God is no where
more divine than when he becomes man".65 By arguing that God is truly God,
when He becomes the "human God" and that "The divine kenosis which begins
with the creation of the world reaches its perfected and completed form in the In-
camation of the Son",56 Moltmann formulates his central idea of the paradox of
the divine kenosis.

Yet, his claim that the divine love is necessarily self-communicating, logically
creative and kenotic, does suggest that he places God under a compulsion: God is
compelled to perpetual self-limitation. In his view, this danger does not arise, be-
cause "if God's nature is goodness, then the freedom of his will lies in his will to
goodness", to an extent that one can say that "in God necessity andfieedom co-

6l rm, p. 109.
62 However, he borrows this idea of God's Self-limitation in the creation process from the

Jewish kabbalistic tradition, to be precise, from Luria's doctrine of Zimsum. He believes
that a refonned version of this doctrine would offer us "the chance to think of the world in
God without falling victims to pantheisrn, and to see the history of the divine self-
humiliation and the history of human fieedom in a continual relationship of reciprocity‘.
lbid., p. 110.

63 C£ ibid, p. 118 if Moltmann favours kenoticism as a better way of conceiving God's re-
lation to the world, but he is not willing to develop it in the framework of the Christology
of the two-natures. J. Moltmann, The Crucrfied God, p. 205-206.

64 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. II9.

65 lbid.
66 lbid, p. 118.
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incide".67 At this point, Moltmann tries to relate divine love to I-Iis freedom, by
hannonising His nature and will. Hence, God's love is God's freedom, "the self
communication of the good".53 Freedom is not the Lordship of one and the servi-
tude of the other.69 God does not make "the choice between being love and not
being lovc";7° He has not got a "tomient of choice".71 Through I-Iis self-limiting
love, He gives freedom to His creatures. His consistency in love assures His own
freedom. "Through his freedom he keeps man, his image, and his world, creation,
free - keeps them free and pays the price of their freedom".72

Consequently, divine suffering is the price God pays for letting human beings
be free. This does not imply a restriction of His own freedom; His suffering is an
expression of His own freedom based on "friendship", "mutual and common par-
ticipation in life".73 Moltmann thus concludes, that only a passionate God, who
suffers by virtue of His passion for people, can indeed be the foimdation of the
human freedom, in a manner that no immovable and apathetic God can be.

5.5 The Trinitarian Suffering ofGod
5. 5.1 The Cross as a Trinitarian Event

Having established the unity of the triune God to be cschatological and
perichoretic and understood God, out of His self-communicating love, to have
allowed the state of the world to have a retroactive and kenotic etfect on I-Iim,
Moltmann sees his road to a Trinitarian theology of the Cross adequately pre-
pared. The Cross must be interpreted in Trinitarian terms " as an event concemed
with a relationship between persons in which these persons constitute themselves
in their relationship with each other".74 On the basis of this relationship what

67 ibid., p. 101.
68 lbid, p. ss.
69 Moltmann vehemently rejects the nominalist concept of freedom, which understands tree-

dom merely as freedom to choose and possess power. He criticises Barth's interpretation
of God's fieedom for adopting this nominalistic and formalistic notion of &eedom' it led
the latter to the attribution of absolute power on the "God the Lord". J. Moltmanh, The
Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 54 f

70 lbid, p.54.

7‘ Here, Moltmann refers to the German proverb: "wer die Wahl hat, hat die Qual" - me pa.
son who chooses has the torment of choice.

72 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 56.

73 lbid
74 1. Moltmann, The Crucrfied God, p. 245.
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happened to Christ is believed to have happened to God; his suffering is the suf-
fering of a "crucified God".75

In the light of the above, it is also impossible to develop a Christian concept of
God, Moltmann contends, without incorporating the theology of the Cross,76 just
as there can be no reasonable theology of the Cross outside the context of a
Trinitarian theology.

That is why we must say. the material principle of the doctrine of the Trinity is the
Cross ofChrist; the formal principle of the theology of the Cross as theology is the
doctrine Oflhe Trinity.77

By perceiving a close relationship between the doctrine of the Trinity and the
theology of the Cross, Moltmann improves on the theologia crucis from Luther,
his mentor, whose theology, he says, regrettably lacks "a developed Christologi-
cal doctrine of the Trinity".73 A theology of the Cross must primarily tmderstand
the event of the Cross as the self-revelation of God, because, in his view, Christ's
entire experience on the Cross is more "a statement about God" than it is "an as-
surance of salvation".79

In this light, he sees the "God-forsakenness" experienced by Christ on the
Cross, as God's special revelation. The cry of Jesus - "My God, why hast Thou
forsaken me?" - therefore reveals "a dichotomy in God".3° He sees this view en-
dorsed by the earlier claims that the Cross was an event "between God and God"
(Luther), that "God himself is forsaken by God, God himself rejects himself"

75 ibid., pp. zoo-290.
76 Moltmann accuses the Christian tradition of having compromised the position of Christ's

passion in our doctrine of God in favour of a metaphysical tradition of Greek philosophy.
Consequently, he wonders whether Christian theology has not, for that reason, inevitably
"failed to develop a consistent Christian concept of God". Cf J. Moltmann, The Future of
Creation, p. 59.

77 ibid., p. 14.
78 J. Moltmann, The Crucrfied God, p. 235. The reason why Luther could not develop 11

Trinitarian theology of the cross is, according to Moltmann, that his Christology was de-
veloped within the context of the doctrine of two natures, a doctrine that makes the
thinking of the cross as an event relevant to God Himself impossible. For as long as the
division between the human and divine natures are invariably maintained, the cross can not
be conceived as touching the being of God, who is supposed to have been living self-
sufliciently "untouched by evil and death". This is the main criticism Moltmann levels
against Rahner’s and Barth's theology of the cross. CE J. Moltmann, The Future of Crea-
tion, p. 62 if

79 Moltmann distances himself from the claims of the early Protestant theology that the suf-
fering of Christ on the cross has a solely salvific role to play.

8° J. Moltmann, 1118 Crucrfied God, p. 1s 1.
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(Helmut Gollwitzer) and that no one is against God except God Himself - "Nemo
contra Deum nisi Deus ipse" - (Goethe).31 For Moltmann, the paradox of the
theology of the Cross consists in conceiving the "God in God-forsakermess" of
Jesus as an event of love. This, he believes, is "a revolution in the concept of
God",32 which cannot be achieved through an analogical principle of knowledge
of like by like, but only through a dialectical principle of the knowledge of God
"in his opposite".33

The claim that God reveals Himself in the God-forsakenness of Jesus could be
tenned the central theme of Moltmann's Trinitarian theology of the Cross. It is the
climax of the paradox of divine revelation, and carmot be excluded in the search
for a true Christian concept of God. For the Cross, according to him, is the sole
source of the Christian identity,34 which itself consists in the "act of identification
with the crucified Christ".35 The failure of theology to understand the Cross of
Christ as the unique revelation of God inevitably leads the Church to "a double
crisis" which he identifies as "the crisis of identity and the crisis of relevance".35
In the face of this danger, the God-forsaken death of Jesus is for us "either the
end of every theology, or else the beginning of a theology that is specifically
Christian".37

5.5.2 The Nature ofthe Trinitarian Suffering
Out of this background, Moltmann goes on to affirm that both the Father and

the Son suffered the God-forsakermess, albeit differently, for both were involved
in the act of stnrender - in the paradidonai - in the "delivering up" (Rom. 8:32;
Gal. 2:20). "The Son endures the being forsaken by the Father...the Father en-
dures the being forsaken by the Son whom he chose and loved" 33 The claim that
the Father and the Son had the same experience of self-surrender is significant for

81 See J . Moltmann, The Future ofCreation, p. 65.
*1 ibid., p. 15.
33 ibid., p. 78. Moltmann is however quick to add that "the dialectical principle of revelation

in the opposite" does not substitute "the analogical principle of knowledge of what is
similar", just as theologia crucis should not replace theologia glorrae. Both should sup-
plement each other.(J. Moltmann, The Future of Creation, p. 79; J. Moltmann, The Cru-
cified God, p. 27.

84 Cf J. Moltmann, The Crucified God, p. 24.

85 Ibid, p. 19.
86 Ibtd, p. 1.
87 J_ Moltmann, The Future ofCreation. p. 60.

33 Ibid, p.73-
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Molnnann‘s theology; he employs it not only for asserting the suffering of God,
but also for the interpretation of the Filioque. For as he writes: "The forsaking
God and the forsaken God are one in the Spirit of surrender. The Spirit proceeds
from the Father and the Son, for it has its source in the derelictio Jesu".39 There
is a tmiformity of Will and Spirit among the Father and the Son, Moltmann con-
cludes, because in the same Spirit the Father willed to deliver up his Son, and the
Son willed to deliver up himself. Thus, whereas there is a unifonnity of Will and
Spirit among them, there is also a difference in the type of suffering each expen-
enced. lr1 other words, the Father and the Son suffered together, but differently.

At this point, one sees Moltrnarm struggling to avoid the heresy of Patripassian-
ism, thereby suggesting that Patripassianism can be avoided even as one asserts
divine suffering in a Trinitarian framework. He prefers to speak of
"Patricompassianism"9° in this regard: "The Son suffers and dies on the Cross.
The Father suffers with him, but not in the same way".91 He therefore rejects the
claim of the ‘God-is-dead‘ theologies in which the death of Christ means "the
death of God", and rather maintains that the death of Christ is a "death in God,
but not "the death of God".92 For while "The Son suffers dying, the Father suffers
the death of the Son" .93

lr1 the light of this Trinitarian theology of the Cross, Moltmami feels justified to
say that a form of divine suffering necessarily belongs to a Christian concept of
God.94 This, he continues, would further imply that we should consider the ten-
dency to regard impassibility or apathy as the essence of God in some theologies
as unchristian. For, not only does such a claim disregard the Christian proclama-
tion and devotion of the crucified Christ as God, it also fails to recognise the
'dialectic'(the logic) of divine nature. The traditional argument for divine apa-
thy,95 he says, has the inherent tendency to behold only a "single altemative": ei-
ther God is essentially impassible or he is fatefirlly passible. For Moltmann, how-
ever, God is neither essentially impassible nor helplessly passible. The logic of

89 Ibid, p. 12 £; cf also J. Moltmann, The Trinity andthe Kingdom ofGod, p. 11s tr
90 J. Moltmann, The Future ofCreation,, p. 73.
91 J. Moltmann, The Crucrfied God, p. 203.
91 ibid., p. 201.
93 lbid, p. 243.
94 Cf J . Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 23.

95 According to Moltmann the patristic claim for the axiom of divine impassibility was moti-
vated by the need to differentiate God's essence fiom that of the word, and also to show
that eternal life is different fiom earthly life. For him these concerns could still be taken
care ofwithin the context of a dialectical understanding of the Trinity.
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divine nature accommodates what he calls "active suffering - the voluntary laying
oneself open to another and allowing oneself to be intimately affected by him;
that is to say, the suffering of passionate love".95 God who suffers voluntarily and
actively, suffers out of love.

In accordance with this line of argument, it would be right to say, that Molt-
mann is not so much rejecting as reinterpreting the axiom of the divine im-
passibility. He is rather of the opinion that, if this axiom is properly imderstood, it
should be seen, not as an attribute of God but as a statement of comparison,
merely stating that God does not suffer the same way as transient creatures. Con-
sequently, God, whose essence is love, is for Moltmann both pathetic and apa-
thetrct

God does not suffer out of deficiency of being, like created beings. To this extent
he is ‘apathetic’. But he suffers fiom the love which is the superabimdance and
overflowing ofhis being. In so far he is pathetic‘. 97

5.5.3 Sources ofInspirationfor Moltmann ‘s Theology ofDivine Su_fl'ering
The development of Moltrnann's theology of divine sufl‘ering and of the Cross

were influenced by some primary sources, which need to be mentioned here for
better perception of his own contribution.

Hegel occupies the first position of importance. From his Philosophy ofRelig-
ion, Moltmann learnt not only the use of dialectics to understand the Trinitarian
implication of the Cross, but also its application to the history of God.93 His the-
sis that the eschatological consummation of the Trinitarian relations will only
follow when the redemption of the world is completed at the end of time99 is di-
rectly derived from Hegel's philosophy of history. However, in locating the Cross
within the Trinity Moltrnami is tmder the influence of Schelling and I(ant.1°°

Besides, he also pays homage to Origen, who, so unusual for his time, was
able to recognise Christ's suffering as divine suffering, and divine sufl'ering as the
suffering of love. 101 Origen's Trinitarian approach is for him a testimony that "we

96 Ibid.,p.23.
97 lbid.
98 cf. J. Moltmann, The Crucified God, pp. 253-254
99 Cf. J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 74 £ According to Frank Mees-

sen this should be termed one of Moltmann's most important thoughts Cf F. Meessen,
Unverdnderlichkeit. p. 345.

'00 Cf. J. Moltmann, The Future ofCreation, p. 74 f.

'0' CfI J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 24.
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can only talk about God's sufiering in Trinitarian te11ns".1°2 Similarly, in conceiv-
ing of the unity of God, Moltmann makes elaborate use of I..uthe1’s doctrine of
communicatio idiomatum and John Damascene's doctrine of Perichoresis.

The Johannine theology of love and Pauline kenotic theology are also signifi-
cant. His analysis of John's "God-is-love" motif leads Moltmann to the conclusion
that only a suffering God can love. He also uses a lot of Paul's kenotic theme in
Philippians 2, without however absorbing the weakness of earlier kenoticists,
who remained within the framework of the doctrine of two natures. In fact, he
goes beyond this doctrine to locate Kenosis in the Trinity and in the whole crea-
tion.103

Moltmann cherishes the contributions of the Jewish tradition towards a theol-
ogy of divine suffering. He is most indebted to Abraham Heschel's theology of the
"pathos of God",l°4 whose interpretation of the covenant relation between God
and Israel satisfactorily accotmts for the connection between divine freedom and
pass1on.1°5 By freely committing Himself to a covenant, God is disposed to suf-
fer with His par1:r1ers. Moltmann sees Heschel's covenant theology perfected i11
the early rabbinical theology of divine self-humiliation and the kabbalistic doc-
trine of the Shekinah.1°5 God lives with Israel in I-Iis Shekinah, goes to exile with
her and consequently suffers hard times together with her.

Adopting this view, Moltmann supplements it with eschatology,1°7 and there-
fore insists that the Shekinah should be understood here not only as God's in-

101 Ibid, p. 25.
103 Cf. J. Moltmann, The Crucrjied God, pp. 205-206.

104 Cf A_ Heschel, The Prophets.

105 Cf. J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of God, p. 27; ----, The Future of Crea-
tion, p. 70. Heschel's dipolar theology makes God's pathos (concem) and human sympa-
thy interdependent. His theology of covenant shows that God, out of concem (pathos) for
human beings, freely enters a covenant with Israel, taking upon Himselfher suffering

106 Cf J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of God, p. 27; see also: P. Kuhn, Gottes
Selbsterniedrigung in der Theologie der Rabbinen, Munich I968; A. M. Goldberg, Un-
tersuchungen fiber die Vorstellung von der Shekinah in der frfihen rabbintschen Litera-
tur; G. Scholem, Von der mystischen Gestalt der Gottheit, pp. I35 ff On Moltmann's use
of these ideas see J. Niewiadomski, Die Zweideutigkeit von Gott und Welt in J. Molt-
manns Theologien.

107 We have to be suspicious of the use of Shekinah here as a justification for an eschatologi-
cal understanding of the Trinitarian history of God, because it is doubtful whether rabbini-
cal understanding of Shekinah involves the eschatological aspect Moltmann wants. The
texts he refers to in P. l(.uhn's book do not make such a suggestion. The text merely
shows that through the Shekinah Israel is assured of God's presence in hard as well as in
good times- C£ P. Kuhn, op. cit., pp. 82 - 92.
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dwelling in Israel, or as "the condescension of the Etemal One", but most impor-
tantly as the "anticlpations" (living in hope) of the universal indwelling of God's
etemal glory.|°3 Developing his own idea of the eschatological unity of God,
Moltmann keenly refers to a passage in the work of Gershom Scholem, where it
is said, that according to the Kabbalistic conception of "the exile of the Sheki-
nal1", God will "be one and his name one" only after the restoration of the original
harmony m the act of redemption. '09 Even for his theory of "God against God",
Moltmann finds a corollary in the Jewish mysticism, especially at the point where
Franz Rosenzweig speaks of the descent and indwelling of God among human
beings (Shekinah) as "a divorce which takes place in God hi1nself"."° All in all,
Moltmann adopts many ideas from the wealth of Jewish tradition and supple-
ments them with his eschatological and Trinitarian thinking.‘ 11

He also cherishes the Anglican theologies of divine suffering from the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, which understandthe Eucharist sacrifice as a ‘self-
sacrifice of love’ and the Cross as a revelation of God's etemal nature. The most
1rr1pressive contribution to this theology was made by C. E. Rolt,112 who, accord-
ing to Moltmann, developed a doctrine of the Trinity open to the world,l13 and a
dialectical theory which enables us to understand "that God's etemal bliss is not
bliss based on the absence of suflferingi On the contrary, pain is not avoided in
the etemal joy of the Trinity but "accepted and transmuted into glory."114 Rolt’s
view became something of political importance in the practical work of G. A.
Suddert I(ennedy,115 whose attempt to connect theopathy and political theology
inspired Moltmann in the development of his own theology of the Cross.

Another interesting contribution comes from a Spanish writer and philosopher,
Miguel de Unamuno, who developed a theology of God's universal sorrow.115
Unamuno follows a particular dialectic which Moltmann identifies as "the contra-

IO3 Cf J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 28.

'09 Cf ibid., p. 29; see also G. Scholem, Diejiidische Mystik in ihren Hauptstrommungen, p.
253.

i-:0 F. Rosenzweig, Der Stern der Erldsung III, pp. I92 fll

ii-1 Cf. J. Moltmann, The Crucified God, p. 275.

I-12 ct c. E. Rolt, The World's Redehipiieii.
1-3 Cf. J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p, 33,

if-4 ibid., p.34.
--6 ct. o. A Studdert Kennedy, The Hardest Part.
i-:6 C£ M. de Unamuno, The Tragic Sense o_/‘Life in Men andNattons.
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diction in the correspondence and the correspondence in the contradiction".ll7
This dialectic says more or less that if one is aware of what one is or does, one is
also aware of its contradiction. IfGod loves, He suffers too, and when He sulfers,
He suffers for us, and if He suffers for us, He is a God of sorrow. Though M011.
mann appreciates this dialectic, he criticises it for its lack of eschatological di-
mension. It fails, he argues, to mirror the joy of Godl 13 which should overcome
His sorrow. 1 19

Again, the influence of the Russian-Orthodox philosophy of religion on Molt-
mann is obvious. He particularly appreciates Berdyaev's philosophy of historyl1°
especially as it is able to think the theology of history and the theology of free-
dom together.121 Berdyaev speaks of the tragedy in God based on two assump-
tions: God longs for man as His "Other" to whom He can express His love; see-
ondly He desires the freedom of His "Other" so that the latter can retum His
love.122 Berdyaevs positive thoughts were imforttmately overshadowed by
Moltmann's conception of dichotomy in God.

5.6 Evaluation

Two points are emphasised in Moltmann's Trinitarian conception of God:
firstly, that God constitutes Himself in the "social" or relational life of the Trinity,
and secondly, that it is intrinsic to this Trinitarian social life to be open both to the
world and its future and to the eschatological fulfilment or unity of God Himself.
Apart from being an altemative rather than a modalistic thought pattem, these
views have the merit of thinking about the God-world relationship (in the crea-
tion, Incarnation, redemption etc.) in terms of its relevance to both God and hu-

117 J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 37.
118 This shows that Moltmann is not opting for a solely sorrowfiil image of God as his critics

argue. The complaint fiom R. D. Zimany, that Moltmann does not incorporate joy in his
concept of God is not completely true. C£ "Moltmann’s crucified God" in: Dialog 16
(1977)p.56.

I 19 Ci J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGoa’, p. 42.
120 Cf. N. Berdyaev, The Meaning ofHistory, ET Geofiey Bles and Scribnefs 1939.; also --

-, Spirit and Reality, ET Bles and Scribnefs 1939 and 1946..

121 C£ J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 47.

122 Cf N. Berdyaev, The Meaning ofHistory, p. S7; ----, The Spirit and Reality, p. 98. At»
cording to Berdyaev, if the mystery of the human freedom is to be located in God, We
must also assume a movement, a passion in God Himself God preserves human fieedom
through the suffering of His love. Movement belongs to God's triune nature. -God's long-
ing for the Other is therefore no sign of deficiency, but rather an expression of the supera-
bundance ofHis creative ftl].lI16SS. C£ ----, The Meaning ofHistory, p. 51.
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mankind.|23 To this effect, Moltmann has undoubtedly fonnulated a praxis-
orientcd doctrine of God. However, there are some conceptual problems concem-
ing his notion of God and God-world relationship, which tend to diminish the
merit of his theology.
a) "God against God”.' a problem ofdouble identity.

In his interpretation of the event on the Cross, especially the God-forsakenness
of Jesus, Moltmann gives the impression that there is a tension, a dichotomy be-
tween God and God, that God the Father forsakes God the Son, and that God is
against God. This view is problematic, especially as he does not see the tension
of God-forsakenncss as an event that took place once and for all on the Cross of
Jesus, but as a permanent event in the very heart of the Trinity.124 By locating a
permanent tension in God, Moltmann conceives God as divided and contradic-
tory, a God of double identity, who is both the executioner and the victim at the
same time. By implication, God is the source of good and evil. As a matter of
fact, Moltmann feels too good for the world and too bad for God, that, instead of
seeing the world as the battleground of good and evil, he transfers the battle
ground into God. Such a God, as Niewiadomski rightly observes, is a "tragic
God"_l25

If this should mean Moltmann's conception of the dialectics of the divine na-
ture, then it is wrongly conceived, because, as Walter Kasper observes, the dia-
lectic which Moltmarm employed for the conception of God has in the end turned
out to be God's own identity.125 Placing contradiction in God Himself is defi-
nitely a misuse of dialectics, which has no precedence, not even in Hegelianism.
lndeed, dialectic in the Hegelian sense does not make God incorporate His con-

‘-’-3 This aspect ofhis view has been widely acclaimed for its pastoral relevance. According to
Douglas Meek assessment, Moltmann's conception of God is praxis-oriented and provides
a means for reconciling "theology and church practice". C£ D. Meeks, Moltmann's conni-
bution to Practical Theology, pp. S8 8:. 63. See also Yannms, Rel. J. Moltmann, Der
gekreuzigte Gott, p. 374; G. 0'Collins, Rez. J. Moltmann, Der gelrreuzigte Gott, p. 160.
On the same acclamation from the point of view of his theology of the cross see R J.
Himter, Moltmann's theology ofthe cross and the dilemma of contemporary paaoral care,
p. 75 f; J. M. Lochmann / H. Dembowski, Gottes Sein ist im Leiden, p. 31; D. L
Migliore, Der gekreuzigte Gott, p. 41 f; R. Bauclrham, Moltmanns Eschatologie des
Kreuzes, p. 53; H. H. Miskotte, Das Leiden ist in Gott, p. 90; A Blancy, ‘Der gekreuzigte
Gott‘ von Jiirgen Moltmann, p. 124; M. Barth, Aus einem Brief an Jilrgen Moltmann, p.
I62.

'24 CE H. H. Miskotte, Das Leiden ist in Gott, p. 89.

'25 "Der Gott Jfirgen Moltmanns ist ein zerrissener, widersprllchlicher und somit auch ein
tragischer Gott”. J. Niewiadomski, op. cit., p. 144.

‘Z6 C£ W. Kasper, Revolution im Gottesverstt"mdn.is?, p. I44.
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tradiction, it rather states that God comes "in the fiillness of self-identity in the
overcoming of the contradiction between himself and the worId".127

Besides, Moltmann's theory of dichotomy in God practically contradicts the
kenotic motif, which he theoretically adopts.123 It is dificult to see how his
avowed "Trinitarian understanding of kenosis"l29 could have led him to profess
the theory of "God against God". ln line with his Trinitarian notion of kenosis,
one would have expected him to understand the issue of God-forsakenness as a
sign of divine self-withdrawal, rather than as a dichotomy in God. It would defi-
nitely have made more sense if Moltmann believed that in the God-forsakenness,
Jesus is allowed to kenotically experience the worst thing that could happen to
htnnan beings, namely, abandoned to be abandonment by God. ln that case, one
would have had the courage to argue that by the God-forsakenness, Jesus de-
scended into hell, a descent that meant liberation for the Godless.
b) God's needfor redemption and the impossibility oftheodicy.

Moltmann proposes his theory of divine suffering as a practical solution to the
problem of theodicy. In his view, the faith in a suffering God should lead a Chris-
tian to a better life, based on sympathy and compassion, because just as the faith
in God's suffering "preserved Israel against desperate self-destruction and self-
surrender" in exile, "we cannot become apathetic" if we afiirm the suffering of
God.13° There is no doubt that on pastoral level the belief in God's suffering can
influence Christian life positively, since it gives the assurance that God cares for
us and that what we do affects God in a certain way. However, since Moltmann
does not stop at saying that "suffering affects God extemally",l31 but rather
claims in addition that suffering - "the negative element" - is in God,132 his di-
vine-passibility theodicy has conceptual problems also.

Even if God can be justified before the suffering in the world, for being a "co-
sufferer" the claim that suffering is in Him raises doubt as to whether He can save
the sufierer at all. ln this case one would agree with K. Rahner and A. Jager that
a God who has suffering engrafted in His being cannot save, because He is Him-

127 or o. Tumer, Dialectic.
128 cr. J. Moltmann, The Crucrfied God, p. 204 £
129 ibid., p. 205. Moltmann is even recognised as a kenotic theologian. Cf. L. Richard, Keno-

tic Christology in a New Perspective, p. 14 £

130 Cf J. Moltmann, The Passionfor life, p. 23.

131 Cf J. Moltmann, The Cruct/ied God, p. 274.

132 ct ibid., p. 277.
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self helpless and in need of salvation. 133 Moltmarm does not even deny that God
Himself is in need of redemption.134 If God Himself can be in need of redemp-
tion, how can He still be a redeemer? Does this not mean an implicit rejection of
the traditional theory of redemption?135 Does it not mean compromising the om-
nipotence of God, without due effort to reinterpret it? If Moltmann wants to
tackle the problem of theodicy with the affimiation of divine suffering, he has to
reinterpret the concept of divine power and other divine attributes.136 Besides, he
has to go into dialogue with the tradition to re-examine some basic doctrines,
namely the doctrine of providence137 and the doctrine of atonemenL133 Until he
does that, it seems to us, that his theory of divine suffering, in spite of its laudable
practical solutions, fails to formulate an acceptable theodicy.
c) The common history ofGod and the world." God's dependency.

For Moltmann, the history of the world is engrafted in the history of God, to
such an extent that the Trinitarian life cannot come to its fulfilment and self-
realisation without the world- By that means the destiny of the world is conceived
as forming a part of the tritme God. This would not only mean that God suffers
with the world essentially by the simple fact that the world is a part ofHir11, but
also that He does not suffer freely. This view is problematic. For if God suffers
necessarily and not out of His free decision, that is to say, as a logical conse-
quence of His nature, of what merit is His sufl‘ering to himiankind? This is only
but one implication of Moltmann's conception of the God-world relationship.

Basically, the problem with his notion of the God-world relationship borders
on an insufficient differentiation between God and the world.139 Moltmann's God
is so much part of the world and entangled in its weaknesses that He cannot tran-
scend this world. This does not mean that he has no idea of divine transcendence.
He attributes transcendence to God, but only as an eschatological reality:14° God

133 Cf K Rahner, Probleme der Christologie von heute, pp. 169-222 bes p. I99; A Jiger,
Gott. 10 Thesen, p. 150 E

134 He quotes the thesis of the kabbalistic doctrine of Shekinah approvingly, which argues
that if God suffered with Israel in exile, the deliverance of Israel also meant His own de-
liverance J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p, 28 £

:35 Cf J. Niewiadomski, op. cit., p. 147 £

:36 Cf W. McWilliams, The Passion ofGod, p. 48

37 cr. ibid, p.49.
-33 Cf C. E. Braaten, op. cit., p. ll4.

1-39 Cf F. Meessen, p. 363; M. Barth, Aus einem Brief an Jilrgen Moltmann, in: M. Welker
(editor), Diskussion, p. 161.

140 Cf J. Moltmann, The Future ofCreation, p. l-7.
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is seen as temporally loosing His transcendence, so as to regain it at the end of
time, when He might have realised Himself. Apart from the impression such a
historical and eschatological conception of divine transcendence creates, namely
that God was not fully transcendent at a given time - a problem that ruined the
kenoticism of the mediating theologians141 - it is hardly conceivable that there
can be an historical transcendence for God, if there were no prior ontological
transcendence for Him. Judging from this point, therefore, it is evident that de-
spite his dialectical method, Moltrnann does not succeed in representing the dia-
lectic relationship between divine transcendence and immanence; for, the more he
emphasises the immanence of God, the more he looses sight of the divine tran-
scendence.

This problem also amounts to an implicit denial of the divine freedom.142 By
identifying the history of the triune God with the history of the world and by cou-
pling the "self-realisation" of the triune God to the events in the world, Moltmann
makes the inner-Trinitarian reality dependent on the historical process of the
world. His aim to conceive a reciprocal relationship between God and the world
fmally tums out to be an ontological interdependence, which essentially affects
God. Consequently, God no longer directs history, the history of the world directs
Him and conditions His inner-Trinitarian reality. By this fact, God's aseity and
freedom, as well as His power over creation is losL143 Of course Moltmann tries
to conceive divine freedom in personal terms, not as if God has limitless power
to perform. 144 Divine freedom is for him rather a sort of liberty which emerges in
the context of an inter-personal relationship, in friendship, where mutual accep-
tance enables self-communication.145 While freedom can undoubtedly be con-
ceived in this way, it must be observed that it represents only a type,146 which
can only occur between God and personal agents. In the God-world relationship
however, where the relation of God to personal and non-personal creatures is
concemed, another type of fieedom, which might be called ontological, must be
conceivable in God. And it is precisely because Moltmann's system has no place
for such a notion of freedom, that it lacks a proper differentiation between the
divine and the world processes.

141 ct: 3.1.1. ofthis study.
142 Cf also F. Meessen, Unverdnderlichkeit, p. 364.

143 Cf Meessen, op. cit. p. 355; see also J. Niewiadomski, op. cit., p. 145

144 Cf J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 55.

145 c£ J. Moltmann, Antwort.
146 or F. Meessen, Unverdnderlichkeit, p.359.
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Again, Moltmann conceives the self-coniimmicatiiig love of God in a sense that
implies the denial of the divine fieedom. By insisting that God is necessitated to
create because self-communication is intrinsic to His nature, Moltriiann gives the
impression that creativity is a compulsory act for God, indispensable for the fulfil-
ment of I-Iis inner-Trinitarian life. God is accordingly put under a creative com-
pulsion, as His love is made to function as a ”self-conirnuriicating automatic", to
use the words of Meessen.147 By this means, the significance of grace in God's
creative activity is apparently lost. 143

Besides, by interpreting the being of God eschatologically, Moltrnaim implies
that God is ontologically dependent on the development of the world. This claim
has two negative consequences for his notion of God. First, it means, as we had
seen in another connection, that the triune God is insuflicient in Himself and
awaits an eschatological fulfilment Secondly, an eschatological concept of God
suggests that God Himself needs salvation, and cannot save Himself either. His
salvation comes through the redemption of the world, whose lot He shares. This
view of God, which Moltmann made up through his interpretation of the Jewish
notion of Shekinah, conjtnes up a miserable image of God. This is definitely the
price his theology pays for insisting that the God-world relationship is reciprocal-
d) Methodological Inconsistency

Moltmann's language and method have been observed as being inconsistent149
and ambiguous. 15° This is to a great extent attributable to the difficult task he sets
for himself - wanting on the one hand to do a practical-narrative theology and on
the other to construct a metaphysically well-argued theology.151 This is evident
in his analysis of divine love. For, whereas he assigns an ontological role to di-
vine love while discussing the unity of God,152 he speaks of divine love in other
cases as if it were merely a good passion to be differentiated from other

'47 or ibid., p. seo.
1'13 Cf. ibid., p. 358; J. Galot, Le Dieu Trinitaire et la passion du Christ, p. 86.

149 C. E. Braaten, A Trinitarian Theology of the Cross, p. 117: Despite his condemnation of
Modalistic tendencies in the concept of God Moltmann “reverts time and time again to
simple concept of God, where as such is the subject of the sentence without any
Tnnitanan differentiation". For similar criticisms see F. Meessen, Unverdnderlichkeit, p.
349.; Roland D. Zimany, Moltmann's crucified God, p. 53 £

150 Cf. J . Niewiadomski, Die Zweideutigkeit von Gott und Welt in J. Moltmanns Theologieri

151 Cf. F. Meessen, op. cit., p. 350. This dilemma characterises his whole theological work,
according the judgement ofNiewiadomski (op. cit. 136 f).

151 ct. 1. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom ofGod, p. 148 ii
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"destructive passions".153 His attempt not to commit the heresy of Patripassian-
ism and yet affirm "Patricompassianism goes in the same direction. 154 His incon-
sequential avoidance of Patripassianism raises further doubts as to how real he
considers the divine nature of the Son.155 This suspicion becomes obvious in his
distinction between "the death of God" and "death in God".156 He is ready to
admit that Jesus died in God, but not that God died on the Cross. Does the dis-
tinction between "the death of God" and "dying in God" actually make a differ-
ence for a Trinitarian theology, which conceives of perichorese and communicatio
idiomaturn in the triune God?

5. 7 Summary
Moltmann begins his Trinitarian theology of the Cross with the basic assump-

tion that every Christian theology should be modelled according to a Trinitarian
framework, that is to say, defined in terms of the Trinitarian history of God. With
such Trinitarian hermeneutics, he elaborates on three biblical themes - eschatol-
ogy, crucifixion and pneumatology - which, as he contends, had hitherto received
little attention in theology- In this framework, he brings these themes to bear on
the classical issue of God's unity and differentiation, and on His relationship to
the world.

He notes that despite the attention given to the doctrine of the Trinity in the
tradition, theologies had often tended towards modalistic conclusions and subor-
dinationism. This, he argues, follows from the habit of making philosophy, rather
than the biblical proclamation, the starting point of theology. Such conclusions
are the inevitable results of the theologies that assuirre the unity of God a priori,
that is to say, ahistorically. To evade such conclusions, Moltmann - just like Pan-
nenberg, as discussed in the third chapter above - adopts the stance of a Christol-
ogy from below and proposes the conception of the divine unity in terms of es-
chatology. By that means the unity of God is not given, but attained eschatologi-
cally through the perichoretic social life of the Trinity, which encompasses all the
divine activities in the world.

153 Ibid, p. 54.
154 Cf C. E. Braaten expresses surprise at Moltmann's view on this issue as he asks: "Why be

afraid ofPatripassianism? Why not meet it head-on if one seriously hopes to challenge the
old Greek philosophical concept of God that placed restrictions on the more passionate
language of God in the Bible?". Op. cit., p. 1 18.

155 See also P. S. Fiddes, The Creative suflering ofGod, p. I96.

156 J. Moltmann, The cmeifiea God, p. 201.
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Reminiscent of Barth's thesis that God is no other than who He has revealed
Himself to be in history, Moltmami also echoes Rahner's dictum that the eco-
nomic Trinity reveals the immanent Trinity perfectly, to an extent that the works
of the Trinity ad extra correspond to its work ad intra. Although the Persons of
the Trinity perform different works, they are unified in all of them through a
common cschatological purpose of consurnrnating the Trinitarian processes of
creation and redemption at the end of time. The Trinitarian love, Moltmann em-
phasises, is essentially self-conirmiriicative. By its very nature, it cannot be ex-
hausted within the inner-Trinitarian relations; it has to be expressed "outside" the
Trinitarian sphere. This is how creation and Incamation came to be. Creation, In-
camation and the works of redemption are for that reason expressions of divine
love and freedom. Moltmami emphasises this point as he tries to show that God
did not become man for the purpose of redemption, but because of the nattne of
His love to communicate itself.

Therefore, the reason for the creation and Incamation must be traced back to
the nature of divine love as self-communication. However, this is also the root of
the divine suffering. While God's love is kenotic and self-less, He grants both ex-
istence and freedom. Out of His love, He grants freedom to humankind, and suf-
fers the consequence of this freedom. Like MacGregor, Moltmann argues that
God suffers His kenotic nature, but unlike the fonner, who maintains that God
suffers His withdrawal, Moltmann contends that God takes up the suffering upon
Himself. This is the basis on which the Cross affects God.

In their mutual self-surrender, both the Son and the Father stiffer the Cross and
the God-forsakenness: the Father suffers the loss of the Son and vice versa. In
that way God reveals Himself in the contradiction of the Cross. With this point,
Moltmann also illustrates his claim that all the persons of the Trinity suffer with
one another, albeit difierently. By this means, he tries to avoid the heresy of Pa-
tripassianism and rather speaks of Patricompassiariisnr. In contrast to common
opinion, Moltmami maintains that God is both passible and impassible. If passi-
bility means a state whereby God is acted upon, he agrees that God is impassible,
but if it means the ability to take up suffering on oneself and suffer voluntarily,
he contends that God is passible. God, he agues further, suffers actively. He nei-
ther suffers passively, nor out of insufficiency. But much as Moltriiarm would be-
lieve that God suffers actively, he is careful not to make God seem subject to
suffering. He rather makes the much disputed claim that God inflicts suffering on
Himself. This is entailed in his thesis of "God against God".

Moltmaim has definitely made a significant contribution towards the develop-
ment of a divine suffering with his Trinitarian henneneutics, which has the credit
of illustrating the inner Trinitarian life and the relation of God to the world. On
this point, his theology supersedes that of MacGregor. However, his inclination to
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perpetuate dichotomy and weakness in the Godhead, and to make God's self-
reahsation dependent on the world-process must be registered as the major weak
points of his Trinitarian theology of the Cross. In the next chapter, we shall see
how Balthasar, who uses more or less the same Trinitarian and kenotic principles,
overcomes the pitfalls of Moltmarm's approach.



6. DIVINE IMPASSIBILITYIN A TRINITARIANAND ANALOGI-
CAL CONCEPTION OF GOD ACCORDHVG TO HANS URS VON
BALTHAS/IR

6.1 The "Christological Analogy ofBeing" as a TheologicalMethod
Balthasar's basic theological assumption, as the titles of his monimiental tril-

ogy1 demonstrate, could be stated as follows: the logic of the triune God
(Theologik) is revealed primarily in the glory (Herrlichkeit) of the creationz and
ultimately in the divine drama (Theodramatik) of Christ's person and work on
earth.3 For him, this means in effect that the divine revelation (divine logic) must
be seen as the material principle and reason (human logic) as the fonnal principle
of theology. With this conviction, he tries to avert the dichotomy, which most
theologians of the Cross put between revelation and "natural theology",4 between
faith and reason (metaphysics). Believing though that it is not epistemologically
impossible for the human intellect to grasp the genuine reality of God - since the
creation radiates the glory of God5 - Balthasar sees in Jesus Christ the highest
and most exact vision of God. St. John testifies to this point as he calls Jesus the
"way" and "truth" of God (Jn. 14: 6). So, although the human intellect is intrinsi-
cally open towards the reality of God, it cannot, for the above reason, discover
God, except when the latter reveals Himself to humankind.6 For Balthasar, plii-

1 H U. von Balthasar, Herrlichkeit: Eine theologische /fsthetilt, Einsiedelriffrierz
Herrlichkeit I (I960); Herrlichlteit II/1 (1965); Herrlichlreit I1]/2 (I966); Herrlichlteit
III/2,2 (1969). Theodramatik, 4 Bfinde, Einsiedelnffrier. Theodramatik I (1973);
Theodramatik H/I (I975); Theodramatilt II/2 (I978); Theodrmnatilt III (I980); Theo-
dramatik IV (1983). --, Theologik, 3 Binde, Einsiedelnffriert Theologilc I (1985); The-
ologik II (1985); Theologik [II ( I987).

2 When Balthasar speaks of creation he mostly refers to that of humankind in the "image
and likeness of God" (Gen I726).

3 Here, the Johannine theology ofLogos is the main source of reference.

4 He distances himself significantly from Barth's denial of "natural theology". And this con-
fiontation, to a great extent, determines his understanding of "being". Cf L. Roberts, The
theological Aesthetics, pp. 42 & 43; see also, W. Loser, Im Geiste des Origenes, p. 29.
He seeks to integrate the methods of philosophy and theology in the search for a genuine
Christian image of God (Theologik I, xv). Only an integrated method co-ordinating all
philosophical systems, even to the extent of uniting "errrpiricism and rationalism, idealism
and realism, objectivism and existentialism" (xiv) - can be a real "theo-logic", ie. "the
logic of the worId" that respects the analogy and the revelation ofbeing in nature. A sense
for synthesis rims through his whole academic works. See also a similar assessment in the
article by Meinrad Walter, Die Ffille des Glaubens geistlich verstehen, pp. 127 E, esp. I33.

5 Theologik I, p. xi

6 Theologik II, p. 286.
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losophy and metaphysics must be put at the service of divine revelation, so as to
open up reason to faith, and hrnnan logic to divine truth.7 His whole theological
career is indeed one consistent attempt to explore the logic behind divine revela-
tion, the logic which is believed to be lying behind the history of salvation.3 Thus,
with the conviction that God allows the "totality" of reality become expressible
even in "fiagments"9 - as the revelation of the triune God in creation and the his-
tory of salvation and lncamation suggest1° - Balthasar adopts a theological her-
meneutics, which seeks to make a double movement from God to the world, and
from the world back to God.11 This double movement, or "epistemological cir-
cle",12 is inseparable and inevitable for our theological inquiry, because, as
Balthasar contends, the first movement, which begins with God's own act of de-
scending from above (Katabasis) through a process of self-disclosure (kenosis),
especially in the lncamation of His Son Jesus Christ, is indeed the "ontic presup-
position" of the second movement (of theology) upwards (Anabasis), from the
concrete, historical Jesus to the Christ of faith in the sphere of the immanent
Trinity.

Consequently, Balthasar obliges his theology to an upward and downward
(circular) movement between economic and immanent Trinity, between the Jesus
of history and the Christ of faith, between Christology "from above" and "from
below". Concretely, this would mean supplementing the "analogical"13 with the
"katalogical"14 routes of the knowledge in Christology, so that the ontic presup-

7 This must be done, he contends, so that theology can avoid narrow and erroneous anthro-
pomorphism Theodramatik 11/ 1, p. I73.

8 Theologik II, pp. 27-113.
9 One of Balthasafs work bears this as its title: Das Ganze im Fragment. Aspekte der

Geschichtstheologie. In this book, however, Balthasar warns against greed for synthesis
and against the claim to know the totality of the Absolute through our fiagmentary his-
tory. We can neither reconstruct the future nor know the exact nature of God merely
through human reason (a critique ofHegel's philosophy ofhistory). See especially p. I3.

10 Theologik II, p. 155.

11 Theologtk I, p. xviii; Theologik II, pp. I55 & 171.

12 01: r. R Krenski, Passio Caritatis, p. 122 ti:
13 Taken alone, this method, which Balthasar considers typical of natural theology of relig-

ion, can only lead to a faint knowledge of God, when it does not give room to divine
revelation. Thus "analogical" thinking must be supplemented and perfected by
"katalogical".

14 See eqi. Theologik I], p. 159 fll Even the reality of the world can only be properly uri-
derstood in the light ofGod's explicit revelation.
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position of theology revealed in Jesus Christ becomes obvious.15 Jesus Christ is
in that sense the meeting point of divine self-disclosure and human inquiry. This
lI1lUl'I1 proves that Christology is the authentic startiiig-point of theology.15

If God has opened the curtain to His inner-Trinitarian mystery in Jesus
Christ,17 it then means for Balthasar that the theological method must be mod-
elled according to God's own self-revelation in Jesus Christ.13 He perceives the
God-man personality of Jesus, not only as an expression of the inner-Trinitarian
relationship, but also as a model of God's relationship to humankind,19 that is to
say, as the right "proportio" between God and I-Iis Cl'63l10l1.20 As a matter of fact,
Christ proved himself to be the proto-humankind, the human nature as God wants
it, by living the truth of God in human nature. Thus, in thinking the paradoxical
imity of Jesus Christ, Balthasar, unlike Moltriiarin, does not hesitate to follow the
doctrine of the two natures. He rather tries to deepen its meaning. For although he
would accept that the Chalcedonian formula21 expresses the paradoxical per-
sonality of Jesus Christ adequately, he would nevertheless want to get beyond
Chalcedon by locating the paradox of the hypostatic rmion in God himself, whose
Trinitarian nature, as he believes, is constituted in a rmity-in-difference.

Just as there can be no rriixture in the Persons of the Trinity despite their tmity,
the paradoxical personality of Jesus Christ must be thought of as a imity-in-differ-
ence, neither confused nor separated (DS 302). Thus, according to Balthasar, the
popular practice of using the idea of communicatio idiomatumzz to argue the
unity of Persons should not lead to the error of forgetfing that there is always a
persistent difference between the created human and the imcreated divine nature
in Christ, between God and the world.23 Expressing the paradox involved in the
personality of Jesus, who proportionately syrichroriises the divine and hinnan na-

15 Cf. T. R Krenski, Passio Caritatis, p. I25.
16 Theologik I, p. xvii.
17 Theologik n, p. 117 1:
18 cr. A Schilson / w. Kasper, Christologie im Prdsens, pp. 62-70, esp. p. 69.
I9 Theadramatilt n/2, p. 206.
20 Theologik H, p. 288.

21 For Balthasars view on Chalcedonian formula see Theadramattk I1/2, pp. 191-202, and
also H. Heinz, Der Gott des Je-Mehr, I975, pp. 261-262.

22 Theodramatik II/2, p. 203. The doctrine of Communicatio ldiomatum, according to
Balthasar, can not express the paradoxical personality of Jesus adequately, because it
tends to explain away the insurmountable difference between divine and created natures

23 Balthasar emphasises this point against Moltmann's denial of the distinction between the
two natures.
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ture, without mixing or separating them, Balthasar therefore speaks of ur1ity-iii-
difference, of a great likeness within a greater unlikeness.24 This relation of
unity-in-difference between the two natures in Christ is for him an "analogy", a
model of the God-world relationship, made possible by a pemianent analogous
imity-in-difference in the Trinitarian nature.

He sees this analogy, which he terms a "Christological analogy of being"25, as
a modification of the classical concept of analogia entis,-215 classically used in ex-
pressing the peculiar relation of similarity-in-difference between the absolute and
contingent beings. The analogia entis, he contends, must be understood tlieologi-
cally as a double concept, which, on the one hand, demonstrates the tuiparalleled
uniqueness (Unvergleichbarkeit) of God in relation to His creatures,27 and on the
other hand, expresses the frmdamental and indestructible "irnage-character"
(Bildcharakter) of man's spiritual nature, whose reason (Vemunfi) and freedom
find their archetype in God.23 Getting beyond its classical application, therefore,
Balthasar sees Jesus Christ himself as this "analogia entis",29 the measure of be-
ing,3° who manifests that analogy between God and His creation; he thus be-
comes the "analogy of all analogies".31

The point of emphasis in this reinterpreted scholastic concept of analogia enfis
lies in the fact that in spite of the great similarity between God and creatures -
created after His image and likeness -,_a permanent, prehistoric and infinite dis-
tance between God and His creatures remains.32 This primordial distance forbids
the attribution of any univocal concept to God.33 In stunmary, Balthasar con-
tends, that since the Christological analogy unveils to us both the God-world re-
lationship and the inner nature of the Triune God, we must allow our God-talk to
be regulated by the event of Jesus Christ, so as to not end up in the impasse of
empty and abstract statements.

24 Cf G. F O'Hanlon, The immutability ofGod p. 44; J. Saward, op. cit. p. 18.

25 Theodramatik [I/2, pp. 202-210; Theologik H, pp. 284-288.

26 The Munich philosopher, Erich Przywara, influenced Balthasar on this point. See Theo-
dranratik ll, p. 202.

27 Theodramatik 11/2, p. 204.
18 ibid., p. 205.
29 Ibid, p. 203.
30 Theologik I, p. 35.

31 ibid., p. 263.
32 Theologik n, p. 2sa.
33 Theologik I, p. 263 f
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6.2 God-world Relationship
Balthasar sees creation as a forum for divine reveIation.34 The God who cre-

ated creatures, especially humankind, in His "image and likeness"(Gen. 1:26) also
made human beings serve as gongs (Klangkorper) to resound His glory.35 By
that fact alone, any type of negative theology which conceives the God-world re-
lationship solely through the principle of infinite negation is disqualified.35 The
world is not the negation of God, he argues, neither does nature constitute the ab-
sence of the supematural. The sphere of the supernatural iriterpenetrates the
world of nature, so much, that there is no "neutral groimd" without divine im-
print.37 This should not imply however that God is part of the world process:
God, who is at once partly veiled and partly unveiled,33 remains a mystery39 be-
yond the confines of the world. We meet in God the obscurity of the revealed (die
Verborgenheit des Geofi$1eten),4° for just as an image differs from and yet at the
same time resembles its archetype, the world stands in a primordial relation and
distance to God.41 The relation of the world to God cannot be thought of without
the corresponding distance to Him.

Balthasar likens the relationship between God and His creatures to that be-
tween an Archetype and its copy. However, the fomier differs from the latter in
that it is not rigid and stereotype. The God-world relationship is rather a free and
lively relationship, corresponding to the all-embracing nature of divine Being,
who is able to encompass all contingent beings, even at the point of their greatest
distance. It belongs to the nature of a divine Being to encompass finite beings:
secular time in the etemal movement of divine etemity, secular space in God's
rmending space, secular Becoming (weltliches Werden) not in a motionless divine
Being, but in God's etemally eventful life.42 This means for Balthasar, as O'Han-
Ion rightly comments, that "the decision to create is not taken in time, and the

34 F0!‘ details see ibid, pp. 257-27s.
35 Theologik II, p. 76.

36 111111., p. 91.
37 Theologik I, p. xi.

33 This mysterious aspect of divine revelation applies equally to truth; the mystery of truth as
transcendental, consists in its simultaneous unveiling (Enthilllung) and veiling
(Verhtillung) of reality (Theologik I1, 233 f).

39 The0logikI,p.

40 Theologik Il, p. I09.

4| 111121., p. so.
11 111111., p. 7s, Theodramatik w, pp. 87- 102.
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space occupied by creation is not outside God but is rather within the divine,
etemal life".43 This fact does not entail any sort of compulsion on God's part, be-
cause, for Balthasar, creation is itself an out-flow of the divine love.44

The emphasis Balthasar places on the "irnage-character" (Abbildlichkett) of
creation is purposeful. It enables him to establish that the contingent and finite
beings are created as "self-transcendirig iimiianence", ever reaching out for
God.45 Creation is thus seen as a "copy" (Abbild) which points to God as its
"orignal". Again, it provides the means for explaining how the divine-triune
logic can find its adequate expression in the world through the incamating Lo-
gos.46 And because the Incamation of the Son presupposes the "irnage-character"
of the creation, Balthasar, in contrast to Karl Barth, maintains that the incarnate
Word, by the lncamation, did not go into a foreign land (in die Fremde), but into
a Iaiid whose "language" he understands, for the logic of God is not foreign to the
h1nnanlogic.47 Balthasar bases this claim on the simple assumption that "images"
cannot be the direct opposite of their "orig'nal".43 This means that if creatures are
made according to the image and likeness of God, they cannot be the contrast of
God; there must be something in them which reflects the nature of God.

Making this point, Balthasar does not stop at malcing a simple assiunption
about a possible Trinitarian analogy in the world. He goes further to show that the
world has a triadic structure reflecting the Trinitarian Being of God.49 This, he
believes, had been sensed by some thinkers like Augustine, Hegel and the phi-
losophers of dialogism, who have tried, consciously or imconsciously, to recon-
struct this imago Trinitatis in the created reality.5° Their attempts remained un-
successful, however, because they lacked the vision of the creative aspect of a

43 G. F. 0'Hanlon, The immutability of God, p. 51; See also Theodramatik III, p. 304;
Theodramatik H/l, pp. 233, 236, 238.

44 Balthasar maintains this fact with maximum care, avoiding the approval of the emanation
theory and shunning the Hegelian idealism at the same time.

45 Theologik n, p. 76 1:
46 115111, p. 155.
47 111111., p. 7s.
48 Theodramatik IV, p. 99.

4° Theologik I1, pp. 35-40.
50 For Balthasar, Augustine was trying to depict the imago Trinitatis on the structure of the

world in his "De Trinitate"; Hegel was doing the same thing in his account of triadic
movement of all beings, and also the philosophers of dialogism - Rosenzweig, Buber and
Ebner - in their "I-Thou" pattem of thought, which always presuppose a third, the eternal
Thou. But it was impossible for them to reach the totality of reality through their triadic
patterns. Cf Theologtk II, pp. 35-56.
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triadic structure.51 For a structure to bear the imago Trinitatis and be able to as-
sure the place of the Spirit, it has to portray the procreative aspect of nature. Ap-
parently, Balthasar sees the Hegelian synthesis as lacking the creative newness
that the objective third of a triadic structure should entail. Dialogism was near to
getting this structure, he admits, but it failed to see "fruitfuh1ess" as the "objective
third" part of the Triad of an inter-personal relationship. It therefore got no further
than being a "double monologue" of "I-Thou", and thereby failed to provide the
basis on which the Spirit can be presented in the world. The image of God in the
world must be able to portray the dynamism of the Spirit, which drives the "I" to
the "Thou" and enhances the "fruit of every encounter.

For Balthasar, the woman-man-relationship in marriage (including its possible
procreative component) is the best natural analogy to the Trinitarian God. The
natural imago Trinitatis in humankind does not mean however similarity with
God, it merely shows that hinnanity has the potential to receive the "primordial
image" of God (das gottliche Urbild). With the possession of the "imago", hu-
manity is prepared to attain the "similitudo" with God, but not through the dia-
lects of its own development, but through grace, which makes us "children of
God". Through grace, we participate as fmite beings in divine natine, so that the
created imago can be raised to similitudo.52

6.3 The Economic and the Immanent Trinity
Balthasar closely follows the Christian tradition wl'1ile developing his own

doctrine of the Trinity.53 However, his mediation between unmanent and eco-
nomic Trinity is anything but conventional. This is largely due to his marmer of
perceiving the hypostatic union - the relation of similarity in dissimilarity of the
two natures in Christ - as a model for the relation between the immanent and the
economic Trinity.54 In this light, the immanent and the economic Trinity should
neither be separated nor confused.55 On this, Balthasar is particularly critical of
the theologians who confuse the economic and immanent Trinity,56 because, as

51 ibid., pp. 54-57.

52 Theodramatik II/2, p. 482.

53 For details see, 161a, pp. 141-14s, 207-2011, 463-4116; Theologik 11, pp. 117-170; o. 1=.
O'Hanlon, The lmmutability ofGod, p. 110-144.

54 Theodramatik n/2, pp. 141-14s & 466-467.
55 Theodramatik in, p. 298.
5" Theodramatik I1/2, p. 466; Theodramatik Ill, pp. 298-302. He considers Rahnefs popular

thesis - "The economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity, and vice versa" (Myster1'u1nSalutis
ll, pp. 328,336) - misleading. With this axiom, Rahner perhaps wanted to show nothing
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he contends, if the distinction is blurred, the door is opened wide for an turre-
stricted and tmivocal attribution of suffering to God.

Going against the popular tendency in the contemporary theologies, Balthasar
insists that God in himselfmust not be confused with Godfor us. God's transcen-
dence must be related to His immanence in the world, in such a way that we can
say, God is "above" and "beyond" (fiber) the drama of the world. He is not en-
tangled in it, but He is in it, because He is wholly engaged in the world,57 direct-
irig its drama, which is definitely not His own. God is not part of the world proc-
ess.53 For Balthasar, we can not identify the inner-divine process with the proc-
ess of the salvation history since this would God drown in the happenings of the
world; it would make him appear as a "tragic and mythological god".59

There must be a way, he insists, of interpreting the immanent Trinity so that it
can always stand as the groimd of all processes in the world (including even the
event of the Cross), without either appearing as a mere "formal process of divine
self-commtmication" (Ralmer) or as hopelessly "entangled in the world process"
(Moltriiarm). Such a model must be able to show how the triime God remains
ontologically the same in himself, without loosing His "liveliness". So that, it
could be made evident that God neither needs the world process nor the Cross in
order to become or to commimicate himself: God's free self-givirig to the world is
an act of love, not a necessary development.“ "God is love" already in himself,
the Father and the Son loving one another in the Spirit, before, "above and be-
yond" the world.61 In this context, one could see the economic Trinity as an ex-
tension of the immanent Trinity. The former is certainly not identical to the latter,
but there is no cessation between them.

In arguing for the continuity between the immanent and the economic Trinity,
Balthasar settles for the single identity of the pre-existent Cluist and the Jesus of
history, which he sees rooted in the processio and missio in the Trinity. Using the

more than how diflicult the differentiation can be (op. cit. 329) given the fact that through
the principle of appropriation all the Persons are affected by the activities of each single
Person of the Trinity. But his concept of "divine self-communication" gives more impor-
tance to the economic Trinity, says Balthasar (Theodramatik III, p. 300). The confiision
however becomes glaring in Moltmann, who, arguing imder the umbrella ofHegel and the
"Process Theology’, totally reduces the immanent Trinity to the economic Trinity. See
also J. Saward, The Mysteries, p. I0.

57 Theodramatik II/2,p. 471.

53 Ibi'd,p.484.
59 Theodramatik n1,p. 300.
6° lbid.
61 Theodramatik II/2, p. 466; See J. Saward, The Mysteries, p. 11.
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doctrine of kenosis,62 he contends that the generation and sending of the Son
from the Father constitute one single act of self-emptying, so that, there is in fact
a "paradoxical identity of person and mission";63 the Person of Jesus in the inner-
Trinitarian life is one with his Person on mission.54 This explains why Jesus
identified himself with his mission.65 Even though, Balthasar differentiates be-
tween the Person of the Son in the immanent Trinity and the historical Jesus - the
fonner he calls "supra-personal" (l1berpersonaI)55 - he warns against the danger
of splitting the personality of Jesus into two, diiferentiating between the one on
mission, who suffers, the other, who, is immutable and pre-existent, as if there
were double consciousness and identity in Jesus Christ. The one sent is the eter-
nal One, who operates in time. So, if we are at all justified to refer to them differ-
ently, we must do that in terms of the "difference-in-identity" between the eternal
One, who proceeds (processio) from the Father, and the One, who, by virtue of
the procession, is sent (missio) into the world.67 In that case, we must not fail to
see the mission/sending as an "extension" of the generation/procession of the Son
from the Father.53

Balthasar, for this reason, maintains that the participation of the economic
Trinity in the world drama neither constitutes a "qualitative rise" (Uberstieg), nor
a new beginning of the divine activity in the future; it is not a "successive" reve-
lation of the activities of the Persons in time. Rather, the Trinitarian economy in
Jesus life should be seen as an "ongoing revelation of the Trinity" in the world,
which continues even after the resurrection, as the "etemal aspect" of the mis-
sion". It is necessary to note, Balthasar argues, that there is nothing like
"reversal" or "inversion" in the activity of the Trinity even when, through the res-
urrection, the economic Trinity had to be taken into the immanent Trinity. By that
measure the "temporal" activities of the Trinity regain their "eternal" significance
without of course being suspended.59 The distance between heaven and earth
remains secondary (economic), but it is now preserved in the primary (immanent)
distance between Father, Son and the Spirit.7° Thus, given the activities of the

61 lbid.,p. 209.
63 lbid.,pp. 143,144.
64 1bl'd.,p.468
65 lbid.,p.208.
66 Ibid.,p.468.
67 lbid.,p.2llf.
68 Theodramalik lll, p. 304.
69 Theodramalik II/2, p. 479.

7° /bld.,p.484.
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Spirit in the world, who sustains the post-Easter activities of the economic Trinity
concretely in the world,71 the mission of Jesus could definitely be considered
consummated in time, but nonetheless, the content and implications of this mis-
sion obtain infinitely.72

Balthasar's claim here that the Son's missio is a modality of his processio from
the Father is significant for his doctrine of divine "passibility". On the basis of this
fact, he goes on to argue that divine suffering is not something foreign to God, but
something that is intimately connected to inner-Trinitarian nature.73

6.4 The Paradox ofIdentity-in-d(fl'erence
as the Constitutive Principle ofthe Trinitarian Love and Nature

As should have become evident in the foregoing, Balthasar emphasises the is-
sue of unity and difference in God,74 as that paradox which Jesus Christ embod-
ies in his Personality and which he discloses to us.75 In his earthly life Jesus
Christ revealed his relation to the Father as consisting of a real distinction be-
tween him and his Father and also of a prehistoric identity with him. He identifies
this inner-Trinitarian relationship of identity-in-difl'erence as the logic of love it-
self. Love, as constituted in unity and diflerentiation, is the ontological explana-
tion for the relation of the Persons to themselves. Balthasar then argues accord-
ingly, that the Persons are constituted in the relationship of identity and difference
to one another: there has never been a divine substance, he argues, without the
"Fatherhood, Sonhood and Spirithood" of God.75

The coexistence of unity and difference in God is a mystery, but we dare to in-
terpret it since the Persons are always revealed to us in the modality of this iden-
tity-in-difi'erence.77 And it is precisely in the attempt to understand this mystery
as the essence of the Trinitarian love, that Balthasar comes to recognise it as a
pointer to the very nature of every love: love, whether divine or human, is only

71 Ibrd, p. 364.
72 ibid., pp. 469-471. Note: "Die missio ist nunmehr zeitlos in die processio des Sohnes auf-

genommen, und vom Sohn her gilt das Analoge fir den Heiligen Geist" (ibid., p. 47]).

73 Ibid, p. 203.
74 Theologik H, pp. 117-170.

75 Ibid,pp. 119-138.
76 Ibid, pp. I26-128; Theodramatik Ill, p. 304. The Trinitarian drama has an etemal dura-

tion.

77 With Barth he counts it as an error on the path of the earlier Christian tradition that tilt
essence of God was always being considered first and in isolation from the inter-personal
relationship ofthe Persons (Dreieinigkeit). Cf Theologik H, p. 129.
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possible in the paradoxical relation of identity and differentiation. It is however so
typical of the Trinitarian life as the love in perfection, that it defines its ontology
and attributes. To bring out the full significance of this paradox for the Trinitarian
being, Balthasar calls it the "event in God",73 and goes on to trace the paradoxi-
cal divine attributes - like transcendence and immanence, omnipotence and re-
ceptivity, freedom and relationality - back to it.

6. 4.1 Kenosls In the Triune God
For Balthasar, kenosis represents the core of this inner-Trinitarian event. It is in

the kenotic motif that the mystery of the divine identity-in-difference opens itself
to us theologically. He thus conceives "a real kenosis" in the inner-Trinitarian
nature of God,79 as that event which intrinsically belongs to God's inter-personal
nature. Apart from noting the exegetical and dogmatic difiiculties associated with
the kenotic motif,3° Balthasar, just like MacGregor and Moltmann, tries to iden-
tify the problems that led to the theological debacle suffered by the l9th century
kenoticisms. Like others, he also believes that the confinement of this motif to the
Christological context is one of the major problems of the earlier kenoticists.“
Another serious problem was the kenoticists’ tendency to forget that the pre-
existent and the incamate Christ are of one identity, an error, which in his view,
invariably led to the suppression of the Trinitarian dimension latent in their
Christological theory of kenosis.32 For Balthasar, however, a fully developed
doctrine of kenosis must entail a Trinitarian dimension, within which the thinking
of the paradox of the divine nature - the processions, relations and missions of the
Persons of the Trinity33 - becomes possible.

Thus employing the kenoticism of Bulgakov - which as we saw earlier inter-
prets creation and the inner-Trinitarian life kenotically - Balthasar goes f1.rrther to
interpret the generation of the Son as a primordial kenosis (Ur-kenose) on the
part of the Father, who selflessly gives himself to the Son, making him consub-
stantial with him.34 The Son on his part reciprocates this donation of divine na-
ture with an etemal eucharistia, an etemal "tliankfulness" which takes the form of

73 H. U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 144.

79 115111., pp. 143-154.
8° lbid, p.143.
3| ibid., pp. 143-147; See also G. MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be.

32 H. U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 147 f.

33 ibid., p. 147.

84 115111., pp. 152-153.
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an eternal obedience to the Father, as selfless as the Father's primordial self-
giving to the Son.35

Since the Son obediently and thankfully retums the donation as selflessly as the
Fathers primordial kenosis, Balthasar contends that the self-renunciation of the
Son is identical with that of the Father who begets him. In the same way, the
Spirit shares in this "Ur-kenose" (primordial kenosis), inasmuch as he does not
want to be anything for himself other than the "We" that personally confirms the
self-renunciation of the Father and the Son, nothing other than being the procla-
mation and donation (Verschenkung) of that love between the Father and the
Son.36 Balthasar thus sees the primordial kenosis, the "supra-kenose", as an act
that does not belong to the Father alone, but as an event of the whole Trinity.
The root of this ftmdamental Trinitarian kenosis lies in the "selflessness" of the
Persons who are pure relations in the inner-Trinitarian life of love.37

The "primordial Kenosis" in the immanent Trinity gives rise to three other
kinds of Trinitarian kenosis evident in the economic Trinity, that is to say, in the
activities of the Triune God to the world. The triune God exercises "self-
restriction", first, in the process of creatingfree beings, next, in the institution of
His covenant with the world (of humankind), then, in the Incamation of the Son
and in all the Christ-events (from the conception to resurrection). In this connec-
tion, Balthasar makes it clear that the Q_hrist-events should not be seen as having
only a Christological relevance; they belong fundamentally to the Trinitarian
economy.33

Balthasar interprets the primordial kenosis as a self-restriction of the divinity:39
In his love for the Son, the Father absolutely forgoes to be God alone, a divine
"Godlessness" (of love) which, though it diifers from the inner-worldly
"Godlessness", overtakes the latter and makes it possible. The divine act of self-
giving in the generation of the Son has yet another implication: it is at the same
time a "separation" of the Father from the Son; by generating the Other, the Fa-
ther was at the same time positing an "infinite difference" between him and his
Son.9°

35 Theodramalik 111, pp. 301, 303, 307.
86 1b1'd.,p. 30s.
37 H U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 153.

88 Theadramalik III, p. 308.

39 H U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 151; Theadramatik II], p. 30].

90 Theodramalik 11], p. 301. Here Balthasar is struggling, as usual, to make sure that there is
no reality outside of God. But at the same time he wants to maintain the aseity of God.



Balthasar sees this primordial separation, difference and distance between the
Father and the Son as an essential part of the act of love. Influenced by the dialo-
gism of Martin Buber, he sees love as consisting of primordial distance and rela-
tion. God's love consists infinitely of this primordial distance and relation, and it
is in this capacity that God accommodates every relation and every distance, in-
cluding sin. In this coimection, he describes the kenotic generation of the Son,
whereby God (the Father) gives His divinity consubstantially (gleichwesentlich)
to God (the Son) as an "incomprehensible and unsurpassable separation of God
from himself", within which every possible separation, even the darkest and most
bitter of all separations (hell), can occur; generation is, by that, no less a self-
communication of absolute love as it is the institution of a creative differentia-
tion.9'

The nature of God is such that, it presupposes and surpasses every separation,
pain and alienation in the world, as well as every self-giving of love, every fruitful
encounter and holiness. In other words, the presupposition of every relation and
division is in God's own triune nature. This does not mean, however, that God is
divided or that He is awaiting an eschatological unity as Hegel and Moltmann
would like us to believe.92 The irmer-Trinitarian division already persists in an
accomplished unity,93 which is wrought in the unifying Person of the Spirit: The
Spirit proceeds from both the Father and the Son, as their subsistent "We" and
keeps his seal on the infinite difference between them as the Spirit that unites
both.94

All said, one must always bear in mind, that even though the Father expresses
and surrenders himself without retaining any thing for himself, since the whole
essence of God is in the self-giving, He does not loose Himself in the process ei-
ther, His inner-divine kenosis consists of infinite power and powerlessness, that
nrn simultaneously.95 One must also note that the etemal separation in God is
neither "tragic"96 nor is its reconciliation through the Spirit a "comedy".97 Ac-

91 ibid., p. 302.
92 Balthasar vehemently distances himself here from the Hegelian "process theology’.

Whereas God realises himself in history in the Hegelian dialectic, the whole history pre-
supposes the (kenotic) self-giving of God himself

93 Even the worst of all separation - hell - owes its ontic possibility to the absolute and real
separation between the Father and the Son. Cf. lbid, p. 303.

94 ibid., p. 301. The unity of Persons in their separation could be seen here as the essence of
love. We shall see more of that later.

95 11»d., p. 303.
96 At first sight it seems as if Balthasafs theory of separation in God resembles Moltmann's

theory of dichotomy in God, as discussed above. Both believe that there is a perpetual
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cording to Balthasar's theology, the "Trinitarian drama" of the divine powerless-
ness, is not that God needs to go through the contradiction of the world in order
to realise Himself. The contradiction of the world is itself made possible by the
paradox of His own nature.93

In exploring the paradox of the divine kenosis, therefore, Balthasar carefully
avoids being driven to extremes. He thus approaches the Trinitarian mystery from
two sides: on the one side, he adheres to a negative theology that excludes every
mythological involvement of God in the world process, on the other, he conceives
a world drama, which must have God as the reason (Bedingung) for its existence
(Mo‘gIichkei't).99 In this way, it is possible for him to argue that God does not
"risk" anything by allowing His Son to take up the Cross upon himself, precisely
because the "powerless power" of the divine self-giving already encompasses
every "risk" that God can take.1°° This means, in effect, that while one cannot
say that suffering contradicts divine nature, it must be admitted that suffering is
possible only when and if God allows it in the wider context of His etemal self-
giving.

But unlike other modem kenoticists, Balthasar is against the identification of
divine substance with kenosis. That the origin of kenosis should be traced back to
the nature of God Himself, as its "ontic possibility"1°1 does not mean that the

separation in God, which makes the self-differentiation of the Persons possible. But while
Moltmann sees this separation as an act of "God against God", as a tragic event, Balthasar
sees the separation as that prime distance that belongs to the act of give and take in love
and relationship. Such a notion of separation in God can not be conceived outside of love,
it is a kenotic component, not a competitive event. In other words, whereas separation or
differentiation is creative and enriches the being of God in Balthasar, in Moltmann, it de-
tracts fiom God's image, because it makes God seem like an aggressor, and at worst a
sadist, entangled in a tragic situation.

97 As we shall see, the kenotic act that institutes human freedom affects God seriously, es-
pecially when the creaturely freedom leads to sin. This is perhaps the source of "pain" in
God.

93 It is noteworthy, that Balthasar only uses "paradox" to designate the divine logic. He does
not see it as implying contradiction, but as a mystery, as a secret, partly revealed in the
structure of creation. Divine logic is mysterious, but it is not contradictory to the human
logic; that is why a faint notion of it can be read in the structure of the world. For
Balthasar, mystery, divine logic and paradox signify the same thing. Cf. H. U. von
Balthasar, Man in History, p. 210.

99 Theodramatiklll, p.304.
100 1bta'., p. 305. Far from being a risk, the steadfast suffering of the Son in the world of sin.

lent credence to the everlasting thankfiilness of the Son to the Father for the consubstan-
tial generation.

101 H. U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 147.
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substance of God is univocally kenotic.l°2 Balthasar considers this the error of
modem kenoticism.

6.4.2 Divine and Human Freedom
In a Relation ofInclusiveness-In-opposition

Balthasar also secs the nature of divine freedom defined by the mystery of di-
vine identity-and-differentiation. In the second voltmie of his Theodramatik,
where he extensively discusses the relation between infinite and finite free-
dom,1°3 he makes it clear that the triune God exercises "self-restriction" in order
to let created freedom have its full realisation. This "self-restriction" does not,
however, entail any constraint on God or any restriction of I-Iis own freedom and
"sovereignty". There is a paradoxical relationship between the divine and finite
freedom, which is untypical of both mythological and philosophical conceptions
of freedom. 194 In contrast, Christianity sees the compatibility of finite and infinite
freedom, without denying that there is an "opposition" between them. Though
there is a real opposition between them, they do not relate exclusively to one an-
0ther.l°5 From the perspective of the "philosophy of revelation",1°5 human free-
dom is only possible within the divine freedom. This is a "double and irrevocable
postulate" of Christian theology: that the "Absolute" can contain the freedom of
the finite beings, without being hampered nor reduced to human level.

This inclusiveness-in-opposition is for Balthasar a modality of the inner-
Tnnitarian difference (a Christological opposition) between the Father and the
Son which is not exclusive but inclusive.1°7 He therefore maintains that this

1°? Ibid, p. I48.
103 Theodramatik II/I, pp. 110-zss.
104 According to Balthasar the mythological and philosophical approaches to the reality of

God are unaware of the paradox of divine fieedonr Whereas the isaie of divine freedom
was suppressed and at worst denied in the pre-philosophic era due to incessant conflict
between the gods and other powers, in the philosophic era (from Socrates till neo-
Platonism) the freedom of the individual was at stake because it was seen as contradicting
the freedom of God as the imapproachable "One". In both cases divine and human free-
dom are conceived as incompatible realities. See ibid, pp. 170-170.

105 The relation between divine and finite fieedom must be thus conceived, "so, da,B un-
beschadet der Unendlrchkelt der Freiheit Gottes etne echte Opposition der Frerheiren
entsteht". See ibid., p. 171.

106 H. U. von Balthasar, Man in History, p. 69.

107 Employing the motif of a Christological analogy, Balthasar reiterates that even though Je-
sus lived the will of his heavenly Father harmoniously on earth, he never blurred the dif-
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"Christological opposition" simultaneously expresses two dimensions of freedom:
on the one hand, it reflects the type of freedom prevalent between God and the
fallen will of sirmers, and on the other, it stands for the type that marks the inner-
Trinitariari, the inner-imending difference of the divine mode of being.l°3 Hence,
it is a biblical paradox that God can be free without depriving humankind of its
real freedom, it is equally an expression of divine omnipotence that God can
communicate genuine freedom to His creatures.l°9

The implication of the paradox of divine freedom, which philosophy perhaps
fails to see is this: Humankind and its freedom can no longer be interpreted within
the area of its own mystery, but "within the space prepared by God's love".ll° lt
has to be interpreted in the light of the irmer nature of God. In this connection,
Balthasar does not see the rationality behind calling God the "total other".1" He
rather acclaims the perception of Nicholas of kues, who calls God "Non-aliud",
the "non-otlier". Yes, God is such a pure imity, that He cannot have finite beings
as His "other", as that which is His opposite. The fact that God encompasses us
to this extent obliges us to engage ourselves in a double-talk: whereas we must
call ourselves the "others" before God, by virtue of our finite freedom, we dare
not conclude that we are for that reason "others" to God.11-2 We are "others in
non-others".113 This must be understood, he repeats, in terms of the Trinitarian
opposition. Q

Balthasar goes to this extent in order to maintain the fiill sovereignty of God's
will while making human freedom a reality. This is particularly necessary for his
theology of sin. But above all, his notion of divine freedom helps to strengthen his
theology of covenant. By entering a covenant with man, God suffers a "self-
restriction" which does not detract from His sovereignty. His partner to the cove-
nant, humankind, affects Him essentially, but only in a manner presupposed in his
being, that means, in a manner that He Himself dictates. In all, the "reciprocity"
of the covenant, which guarantees the identity of free creatures, whose will can-

ference between his "will" and that of his Father (Lk. 22:42), he rather made the differ-
ence sharper at every stage ofhis life. Theodramatik H/I, p. I72.

108 115121., p. 172.
109 115111., p. 1'13.
H0 H- U. von Balthasar, Man in History. p. 69.

1 ll 77reodramatik u/1, p. 114.
112 1111a.
113 1b1'd., p. 115.
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not be merged in the absolute will of God, is a Trinitariari mystery, and can only
be expatiated within a Trinitarian framework.114

6.4.3 Omnipotence as the Power ofDivine Love and Self-limitation
Balthasar develops his views on divine omnipotence based on the biblical, es-

pecially Pauline, understanding of power as an expression of love and kenosis.
From this perspective the omnipotence of God appears in its proportionality to-
wards human power: "His omriipotent power neither overwhelms nor crushes the
little power of the creature";l15 the absoluteness of the divine power is believed
to enhance rather than diminish the human power. Balthasar sees this fact testi-
fied to particularly in Jesus words: "Apart from me you can do nothing" (Jolm
15:5) and in Paul's statement: "I can do all things in him who strengthens me"
(Phil. 4:13). The intricacy of the relation between the divine and human power,
Balthasar contends, can only be tmderstood in the context of divine love, which
shows itself kenotically in God's covenant relationship to His creatures.

However immeasurably the power of God is above all creaturely power in its sov-
ereign independence, God still seeks to preserve in the working of his grace the
covenant mystery of mutualness, as he laid down in his creation and he reveals as
his inner Trinitarian secret. 1 16

In line with His covenant commitment, therefore, God chooses not to exercise
His power absolutely. This "self-restriction of His absolute power", which is evi-
dently an expression of love, is in itself, a demonstration of divine power.117
While interpreting St. Paul's conception of power in wealcriess, Balthasar says:

Since "in this self-limitation of divine power in love there lies the absolute removal
of limits and, thus the revelation of the divine omnipotence before the world (Eph.
1:19) one must say that the self-limitation of the potentia absoluta of God for
love is therefore itself onmipotence, because it is compelled by nothing outside
God his absolute power is pure inner selfldetcrmination and, therefore corre-
sponding to the divine inner being, proves to be absolute fieedom of selflgving,
humility, and loving selflessness. Hence, the mystery of the weakness of God, that

H4 ll U. von Balthasar, Mari in History. p. 204.

"5 ibid., p. 201.
"6 115111., p 204.
1 17 Balthasar makes ample reference to the expressions of the mystery of the power of divine

weakness in the New Testament; John speaks antithetically of Jesus‘ "power of laying
down" his life and "of taking it up again" (Jn. 10,18); similarly, Paul writes that "... God's
weakness is stronger than human strength" and that "God chose what is weak in the world
to shame the strong" (l Cor. l:25,27), and that the power of God "is made perfect in
weakness" (2 Cor. 12:9). Cf. H. U. von Balthasar, Man in History. pp. 210- 211.
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appears in the life and suffering of Jesus is actually the mystery ofhis manifested
orrmipotence. 1 13

Thus on the one hand, the limitation of the divine power is necessitated by
God's covenant commitment, and on the other hand, it is detemiined by the para-
doxical and mysterious nature of divine nature of expressing power in its opposite
(weakness or powerlessness). In other words the divine self-limitation is itself an
expression of immense power of divine love, which can transcend all bounds,
finding expression both in power and powerlessness.

In thinking about the omnipotence of God, therefore, Balthasar appeals to the
nature of the inner-Trinitarian love and kenosis. Accordingly, the divine "power"
is so constituted that it makes provision for such limitless "self-emptying" as in
the lncamation and on the Cross, without implying any contradiction on God's
part. 1 19 Kenosis is essentially the revelation of the Trinitarian God,12° who is not
primarily "absolute power" but "absolute love". His sovereignty does not consist
of absolute "self-possession", but is revealed in that limitless "self-giving" beyond
all inner-worldly power and powerlessness. 121 Thus the divine power as it is re-
vealed in the Bible and as it appeared in Christ is the "power of love". 122

Accordingly, the power of God is best demonstrated among human beings, es-
pecially at the point of their weakness and htnnility, at the point where "the weak
man offers less resistance to the power of God's love".123 For Balthasar, this ex-
plains St. Paul's dictum: "when I am weak, then I am strong" (2 Cor. 12:10). This
is a summary of what is already obvious in the entire Bible.

The ‘poor and little ones‘ of the Old Testament are those who are called blessed in
the first beatitude of the Sermon on the Mount, because they offer empty room for
the Holy Spirit, just as Mary, who was empty for God, praises in her song ofpraise
the ‘lowly ones’ whom God raised, while he put down the mighty fi'om their seats.

This view fiuther implies that human beings must meet God's self-limitation
equally with a kenotic life-style, so that the power of God can shine. God mani-
fests His presence in this dual kenosis, as God encounters humankind in His
Spirit.

The creature is no longer just a vessel for the presence of divine power, nor is he
now only the occasion for the epiphany of the sovereign majesty of God, but is

113 111111., pp. 209-210.
119 111111, p. 209 r
12° 115111., p. 149.
121 lbid.,p. 147.
122 115111, p. 205,208.
123 111111., p. 211.
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iuiited directly in his impotent self-giving with the absolute self-giving of the triime,
absolute ground of all being. 124

6. 4.4 The Logic ofthe Cross - the Logic ofLove.
ln accordance with his imderstanding of the divine omnipotence as the power

of love, Balthasar goes on to interpret the Son's weakness on the Cross as the
"self-presentation of the innermost secret of the Trinity".125 He sees this point
already presupposed in some earlier interpretations of the weakness of the Son on
the Cross. according to him, St Francis and Tauler speak of the “poverty of
Christ” which manifests the “poverty of God” and Catherine of Sienna says the
weakness of Christ on the Cross gave expression to the very heart of God. Even
Origen, the Platonic thinker, Balthasar says, sees it as an indication that “the Fa-
ther (as the ‘supreme God’) is perhaps not free of suffering”. The same thing
could be said of the whole Godhead, he claims, if one accepts that St. Paul's idea
of the kenosis of the Son of God gves an “adequate expression of his divine atti-
tude of love, and, hence of divine being itself’. Illustrating this point, he goes on
to write:

In the weakness of the poverty of the Cross (in all its forms), there appears finally
the Spirit of God, as the original in the copy; the Spirit of absolute love, which in
its freest self-limitation exists beyond strength and weakness, dominion and humil-
ity Accordingly, the Holy Spirit..is weakened together with the weak, limited
together with the finite spirits caught in their clouded subjectivity, fiightened and
lashing out aroimd them It flows together with the whole process of the world
which struggles for the manifestation of its Sonship ofGod. 126

For Balthasar, the above clearly shows that the Cross has a Trinitarian signifi-
cance. It touches a mystery, which cannot be explored philosophically. That is
why philosophy says either "too much or too little" about the significance of the
Cross. 127 The application of philosophy on the theology of the Cross, be it dia-

124 115111., p. 213.
125 ct 111111, p. 212.
126 111111., p. 212.
127 Cf. H. U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. I70. He sees unsuccessful attempts made

to pliilosophise the Cross in (a) the Neo-Platonic oriented theology of the Cross (in the
Apocryphal acts of the Apostle), Ibid, p. I64, (b) where the Cross is made a general
symbolic idea (R Guénon, C. E. Raven and Teilhard do Chardin), (c) where the Cross is
understood as a mere contradiction, a paradox without logic (Luther), or as a "world or-
der" (Hegel), ibid., p. 168, and (d) where the Cross is seen to be intrinsic to divine nature
(Moltmann), 1br'd., p. 169.
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lectical or non-dialectical, is bound to lead to a misconception,123 except of
course philosophy is made to "empty itself“ (ihrer selbst entduflem) of precon-
ceived ideas, and to dedicate itself wholly to the crucified Christ, so that it can
get to the depth of the hidden wisdom of God, set out before all times for our sal-
vation.129 The full significance of the Cross opens itself, according to Balthasar,
only to a theologian of faith, who, by confessing the mystery of the Cross, can
discem its logic.13° But even a man of faith misses the point if he conceives it as
an illogical occurrence, as a contradiction per se. For although, the Cross is a
scandal, it is neither illogical nor contradictory to the logic of God.|31 There is a
theo-logic of the event on the Cross.

The Cross conquers the only true contra-diction, which is "sin".|32 And if the
flesh of humankind has become an enemy of God (Rom. 8:7), it is not because it
is primarily opposed to God, but because, its tendency to self-seeking con-
tinuously brings it into opposition to God. Not the flesh is contradictory, but its
rebellion. Thus by taking flesh (Verbmn-Caro), the incamate Son experiences the
rebellion of the flesh from within, and by freely enduring this experience till death

123 1bid., p. 184. It is for this reason that Balthasar distances himself from Luther's dialectical
theology of the Cross, which by insisting on its thesis of sub contrario allows its pure
"dialectical Christology" tum to a mere "philosophical dialectics". Cf. ibid., p. 16 E,
Theologik II, p. 305 if.

129 H. U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 171.

13° 1br'd., p. 182.
131 This is his main criticism of Luther’s "theology of contradiction", which by denying the

place of the principle of non-contradiction (des Nichtwiderspruchssatzes) in the God-talk
installs contradiction between God and the world, between human spirit and flesh, and
consequently introduces it into Christology and into the doctrine of God. For that reason,
Luther gives metaphysics, analogy and the logic of God little or no place at all ln con-
trast, Balthasar sees nothing in creation (not even the flesh), except sin, as being opposed
to God. Cf Theologik II, p. 305 E

132 1b:'d., p. 310. For Balthasar, sin is the only true contradiction that exists, the only reality
that is opposed to God What is contradiction except the conscious (widersprechen) do-
nial that Jesus Christ is the true image of God? Another term for the sort of contradiction
in question is "dialectics": dialectics etymologically comes from "dia-Iegein" - to contra~
dict. Hence, Balthasar claims that dialectics, in Johannine theology, can only be used to
denote the denial of the single truth: that God is that boundless love, which he shows in
the self-giving of the Son (lbld, p. 289). According to this view dialectics can also mun
falsehood or pure lie, the diabolical negation of the witness of Christ (Ibid., pp. 289-294].
He differentiates the theological dialectics however from the philosophical dialectics like
that ofHegel, because that the latter does not connote the idea of sin. But in spite of thll.
he maintains that philosophical dialectics was derived from theological dialectics.
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on the Cross, he counters the disobedience (rebellion) of the flesh through his
own obedience to the Father. 133

Hence, for Balthasar, what took place on the Cross is not illogical; it is merely
an incomprehensible Trinitarian logic, a Trinitarian mystery, which for lack of
adequate expression could be tenned the "dialectics" of all dialectics, the
"contradicti0n” of all contradictions, because through a sort of "dialectics" (an
apparent contradiction) every dia-lectic (contra-diction) is conquered. This divine
measure of countering the disobedience of the flesh with the ever-persisting obe-
dience of the Son, is for Balthasar an inalienable part of the Verburn-Caro and
theo-logy.

l-le terms this divine economy the only acceptable theological "dialectics"134,
the only possible "negative theology” in Christian sense. "Negative Theology"
does not therefore signify the incomparability of divine majesty, but that act of
God on the Cross, by which the Logos took the contradiction of sin (all its false-
hood and illogicality) into the loge of the tritme love, not to preserve it, but to
damn it in the flesh of the Son.135 This is possible only through the consistent
obedience of the Logos to the Father, which runs through his whole "sending" or
mission, (from the Incarnation, through death on the Cross till his descent into
hell), infiltrating the rebellion of Adam to the point of overcoming "the contradic-
tion between God and sinners".136 This consistent obedience is Christ's perfect
identity in all contradictions, which also leads to the conquest of the last of all
contradictions - the hell. 137

With A. v. Speyr, Balthasar argues that through the obedience of the Logos to
descend into hell, hell itself has become a Trinitarian event. 133 Interpreting Jesus’
cry of dereliction on the Cross in the line of this logic, Balthasar sees the experi-
ence of divine absence as part of the Son's sending: the Father withdraws so that
the Son can experience the last of the contradictions - hell - as the absence of
God. Abandonment here becomes a way of the Trinity to demonstrate that near-
ness and distance, that mobility, that incomprehensible mutability in the immuta-
bility of the Triune God.139 Hence, the presence of God is no where better shown

i33 rm, p. 295 tr.
#34 ibid., p. 298.
35 rm, p. 297.

36 ibid., p. 314.

37 ibid., p. 323.
~38 ibid., p. 321.
1-39 lbid. See the two quotations he takes from Adrienne von Speyr in the same page: "Der

Vater is niemals gegenwtirtiger als in dieser Abwesenheit am Kreuz" "lm Heizen der Un-
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than in this abandonment, which has been used to shatter the prison (yard) of
every abandonment, so that the Son - together with the liberated world - enters
the heaven of the Father.14° in this manner theo-logic shows the conquest of the
inner-worldly contradiction through the Trinitarian logic. 141

In conclusion, Balthasar aflirms that what seems like an illogical contradiction,
rn the short-sightedness of the worldly logic, is actually the logic of love, which
guarantees the adequate manifestation of the Triune God and proper exposition of
the sinful world in the unity of Cross and hell.142 What seems to be the foolish-
ness of God, that the Father delivered up his Son to the anti-divine power of con-
tradiction, is, in efl'ect, the revelation of God, as the Trinitarian love, in the sim-
plicity of the Son's obedience. In this manner, the Cross and the Trinity give mu-
tual prove of each other. 143

He enunciates the logic of the Cross ftnther with the aid of the doctrine of Ke-
nosis. Karl Barth's understanding of divine kenosis is for him a special source of
inspiration for the development of a theologia crucis.144 For Karl Barth, the exal-
tation and the self-renunciation of Christ should not be seen as two successive
status, two different lives, one divine and the other bereft of divinity, as earlier
Kenoticrsts were prone to think They are rather two forms of a single divine act
in Jesus Christ, corresponding to his double Gestalt. There was never a time
when Jesus was not the exalted and the humiliated - already in his self-
renunciation he is the exalted, and in his exaltation the self-renunciating one.145
In his conviction that the exaltation and the self-renunciation can only be ex-
plained with reference to each other, Barth concludes that there is "no paradox,
no antirromy, no dichotomy" in divine nature: that God can become man without

veriinderlichkeit hat unbegreiflicherweise die Veranderung einen Platz Man mtillte
sagen: jeder Verilnderlichkeit der Schopfung gegenfiber gibt es in Gott von jeher eine
l'Jber-Veranderlickeit“. In this connection, Balthasar speaks of a mobility (without poten-
tiality), a "supra-mutability" in God, which is always presupposed by God's paradoxical
behaviours like the abandonment ofhis Son on the Cross.

14° Theologik rr, p. 322.
141 ibid., p. 323.
142 ibid., p. 330.
I43 Ibr'd.,p. 331.
144 H U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. I82 £

145 C£ K Barth, Die Kirchliche Dogmatik IV/l, pp. 145-147. For more details see also pp.
196-199. 205 fli
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ceasing to be God, means that the ability to perform this singular act is part of His
nature. 146

Leaning on this Barthian notion of kenosis, Balthasar sees the ability of God to
give up Himself even to the point of self abandonment on the Cross without
loosing himself as a sign that God is both immanent and transcendent to the
world, thanks to His inner Trinitarian love.147 Thus, for Balthasar, the theology
of the Cross can only be understood with reference to the theology of glory and
vice versa.143

6.5 Impassibility and lmmulablltlty ofGod
S0 far, we have tried to outline aspects of Balthasar's theology with direct

bearings on our topic. His views on the doctrine of divine impassibility and immu-
tability must have emerged out of his understanding of revelation, analogy (the
paradoxical unity-in-difference), the God-world relationship, the Trinitarian and
the Christ events (especially the primordial kenosis and the Cross) as sketched
above. Yet, for the sake of clarity, we need to streamline the points constituting
hlS theology of the divine suffering.

Balthasar does not dedicate any book to the axiom of divine impassibility. Yet
this issue seems to lie at the background of all his major theological discussions.
His approach is evidently skilful and tactful. He characteristically seeks the mid-
dle course between the classical axiom of divine impassibility and modem uni-
vocal attribution of sufiering to God.149 On the one hand, he admits that there is
"an event in God" Himself, which, not only presupposes "the possibility and the
pennissiveness of all pains in the world", but also occasions "the participation of
God" in all suffering (to the point of "effectively" and "vicariously" taking
"G0dlessness" on to I-limseli).15° On the other hand, he avoids all fashionable
and unqualified talks about the "pain of God". He likens his approach to this
paradox with the dance of an acrobat on a tightrope, or his walk on "knife's
edge",151 which is characterised by optirrral balancing, fully aware of the fact that
any excessive inclination on either side is bound to mar the undertaking.

1-46 ct Ibid, pp. 202-204.
:47 H. U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. I83.

143 Ibid, p. 134.
1-49 Theodramatik ll], p. 304.

15° ibid., p. 302.
#51 lbid.
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We must assume, he maintains, that the Absolute can be free from all inner-
worldly feeling and sufi"ering and yet be the sole precondition of any possible
feeling and sufiering. That is the mystery, "the mystery of all mysteries", and
"the tmfathomable ground of the history of salvation", which can neither be ap-
proached by negating the world, nor by identifying it with God. The faith in the
Oikonomia in Christ, in his kenosis, urges us to go beyond both methods.153 ln
that sense, he agrees with the Patristics and the Scholastics, that we cannot at-
tribute suffering and change to God univocally. He goes beyond them however to
afiirm an analogous suffering in God. By this means, he reinterprets the axiom 0l
divine impassibility so as to make provision for the divine etemal "vitality", that is
to say, for the possibility of the divine sovereignty even in suffering.

He accordingly advocates the Patristic axiom of divine apatheia, which, if
broadly conceived as in the case of Origen, would entail the attribution ofpathos
to God in a certain way. 153 In the Patristic tradition, pathos could be attributed to
God if and when it does not imply an influence from an extemal agent, that is to
say, when the affectivity implied could be seen as an outgrowth of a preceding
(absolute) act of divine will. In other words, divine apatheia means, in the main-
stream of Patristic nadition, that God is denied pathos, only if this would entail
an involuntary and an extemally influenced detemrination of His being.154 The
Fathers, Balthasar says, make qualified use of the terms apatheia and pathos,
more than some modem proponents of divine suffering have been able to ac-
knowledge.155 That an impassible God can have the emotions of "pity", "wrath'

152 lbid.
153 See 2.3.3. ofthis study.
154 Theodrarnattk IV, p. 201: The same points about the positive contributions of the Fathers

to this issue in Balthasafs words: "Nicht zu tlberholen sind folgende Stellungnahmen:
Pathos kann in Gott nicht sein, sofem dieses ein rmgewolltes Bestimmtwerden von aufien
her besagt. Oder positiv gewendet: Gott (rmd auch der Menschgewordene) kann passv
nur betroifen werden, sofem dies einem vorausgehenden aktiven freien Willensentschlufi
entspricht. Femer konnen, ja nrfissen Forrnen der ewigen gottlichen Lebendigkeit (wie Er-
barmen, Geduld us£) in Analogie zu menschlichen Aflekten verstanden werden, ohne dill
dadurch 'Veranderlichkeit' in Gott einzuzeichnen ware."

155 On this point, Balthasar is particularly critical of I-L Muhlen, W. Maas and J. Moltmann.
who, according to him, distance themselves from the Patristic doctrine of divine apatheia,
without having taken note of the fact that the Fathers while aflirming divine l.lI1plSSlbiill)'
accommodate a certain form of the predication ofpathos to God. Cf Ibtd, p. I99 £, note
33 1
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and "concem" as the scripture testifies is amply demonstrated in the thoughts of
Lactantius and Gregory Thaumaturgos.156

Similarly, Balthasar contends that one can conceive God as impassible and yet
maintain that He can go into suffering freely. It has been an error on the part of
the post-Patristic era, he argues, to conceive divine impassibility so narrowly, that
it had to exclude God's real relation to I-Iis creatures.157 He is particularly critical
of St. Thomas’ thesis, that while we can speak of a "real relation" from creatines
to God, we can only assume a "relatio ratiom's" from God to creatures.153 This
view, he argues, implicitly reduces the biblical accoimt of God's "reactions" to
the human conduct to the level of mere anthropomorphism. This would amormt to
making the divine activities in the history of salvation seem imreal.159 Balthasar
also criticises some modem theologians like I-I. 1(t'ing,16° who tend to understand
divine immutability merely morally and historically, i.e. only on the basis of God's
faithfuhress and steadfastness in I-Iis commitment to the covenant pronrises.161
He rather prefers to go beyond its moral implication, for the simple reason that
faithfulness to the covenant is itself only a modality of God's unchanging and on-
tological nature. The Bible testifies to the immutability of God's inner being, and
even when it "glimpses through his economic attitude" it definitely goes to focus
on "an attribute of the Divinity in itself".162

Thus, Balthasar reinterprets the axiom of divine impassibility and immutability
by broadening its scope. For, whereas he would not speak of divine "passibility"
and "mutability" in the hinnan sense, he insists that the "vitality" in God (I-Iis pity
and patience etc.) is "analogous" (like and iuilike) to human emotions. 163

156 As we indicated above in section 2.3.2., Lactantius gives emotion a place in the nature of
God. See his De ira Dei, 17. On his part, Gregorios Thaumaturgos, argues that the attri-
bution of suffering is only negative if it is ofno advantage to God himself But since God
suffers to overcome suffering, it cannot be negative. See 2.3.3. above, and his Ad Theo-
pompum, 6-7.

157 ibid., p. 200.
156 See [bid and Thomas Aquinas, De Pot. 7,8-1 1; la 13,7.

159 Theodramatik IV, p. 200 £

1611 "When Scripture speaks of God's immutability, this is not to be imderstood in a meta-
physical sense of a world-cause rigidly immobile by its very nature, but in the historical
sense of his essential fidelity to himself and to his promises, guaranteeing permanence and
continuity in his action." H. Kttng, "lmmutability of God?" in: The Incarnation ofGod, p.
$33.

161 Theodramatik IV, p. 200.

163 /bld.
163 lbtd.
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Besides, he rejects every forrn of "process theology", which, in the tradition of
Hegel, "identifies the cosmic process (together with God's involvement in it, in-
cluding the Cross) with the eternal and timeless ‘process’ of the hypostasis in
God".164 He finds the transposition of finitude (negation and contradiction) into
God's very essence imfortunate.165 This trend began with Hegel's honest but
problematic attempt to mediate between what E. Jtingel calls "atheistic modem
feeling and the Christian truth of the death of God".166 According to Balthasar,
Hegel's claim that moments of finitude like "pain" and "death" are, on the one
hand, real in God, and on the other hand, simultaneously overcome in God, did
not meet up to his expectation. His proclamation of the "death of» God" as "the
negation of negation" does not efiectively destroy atheism. It rather leads to the
introduction of ambiguity in the Christian concept of God as is characteristic of
Hegel's whole theological method. 167

All later "pain-of-God" theologans, who, in the tradition of Hegel, see the es-
sence of God as part of the world process, inherited this ambiguity. This is
Balthasafs main criticism of Moltmann,163 Gerhard Koch169 and also of Ki-
tamoii, who posit a conflict between divine love and wrath. 17° For Balthasar, di-
vine freedom is at stake in every method, where an irmer contradiction is read
into the essence of God.171 Even the non-Hegelian approach of the Scottish

164 Theodramatik I11, p. 301.
165 Theodramatik IV, pp. 202-204.
166 E. Jfingel, God as the mystery of the world, pp. 63 E It is interesting to note that, unlike

Balthasar, Jingel considers this mediation, not only positive, but also as "Hegel's most
significant achievement for theology" (ibid., p. 97).

167 Theodramatik IV, p. 203. By this, Balthasar shares Feuerbach's criticisms of Hegel's con-
nection of Christianity to atheism, but only in this regard. In his "Principles of the Future‘
(1843), Feuerbach argues that Hegel's grand attempt to mediate between "belief and un-
belief, theology and philosophy, religion and atheism, Christianity and paganism" by phi-
losophising on the "death of God", conceals an inherent contradiction, which "escapes the
eye and is obfiiscated in Hegel only through the fact that the negation of God, or atheism,
is tumed by him into an objective determination of God; God is determined as a process,
and atheism as a moment within this process". CE L. Feuerbach, Principles of the Future,
pp. 205 f

163 ibid., p. 205
169 ibid., p. 20s.
176 Ibrd, p. 214.
171 lbid.,p. 211.
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Episcopalian theologian Bertrand Brasnett merits rejection due to its consequent
conclusion that suffering belongs to an inner moment of divine natin'e.177

Balthasar sees a promising approach to our problem in K. Barth's Christology
and the theology of covenant, especially where the latter tries to conceive the
"passion of God" in a manner that avoids conjuring up any sort of irmer-
contradiction in God (unlike Moltmann) and excludes any form of extemal con-
straint for Him even from human freedom.173 He finds it disappointing, however,
that Barth, in addition to his inability to account for the soteriological significance
of the suffering of Christ on the Cross, could not go further to explore the signifi-
cance of the iririer-Trimtarian processions for divine passibility.174 In effect, the
weakness of Barth's approach, as Balthasar sees it, has to do with the failure to
illustrate the Trinitarian dimension of his passiology.

Balthasar finds the Trinitarian and kenotic implications of the New Covenant,
which he judges missing in Barth's exposition, well worked out by Jean Galot in
his book Dieu souflre-t-iI?.175 He is particularly fascinated by the following
three aspects of Galot's attempt to give an answer to the issue of divine
"affectivity" and "receptivity". Firstly, the fact that Galot holds firm to the axiom
of divine irmnutability without denying that suffering can affect God in a certain
way. Secondly, his insistence on the existence of a genuine analogy between di-
vine and human sufl'ering, which is real and not merely linguistically classical.
Thirdly, Galot's assumption that there must be something like an "ontological"
basis in the immanent Trinity for the bond between love and pain. Balthasar sub-
scribes to all the above views and believes that Galot is moving in the right direc-
tion. Nevertheless, Galot's distinction between the rmtouchable inner life of the
Trinity and the "affectively" touchable relation of the latter to the world seems
exaggerated in Balthasai’s view. 176

Drawing from the reflections of Maritain, who is also Galot's source of inspi-
ration, Balthasar goes further to relate the "intuition" of this philosopher to the
Trinitarian vitality, so that the aforementioned "ontological foundation" in the

177 Ibtd, pp. 211-213.
173 ct K Barth, Die Kirchliche Dogmattk IV/1, pp. 202 c, 209; The impact pf the freedom

of sinful humankind does not constitute any sort of constraint on him, for it is already en-
gulfed in his etemal plan; hence, God acts, even when he allows himselfto be acted upon.

174 Theodramatik IV, p. 213-6.
175 Lethielleux, Paris 1916. See also Balthasar, Theodramatik 1V,216-8; Theodramatik III,

pp. 291,300.
176 Theodramatik IV, p. 218
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immanent Trinity could be concretised.177 In his philosophical reflections,
Maritain assumes the existence of an essential attribute in God, that can both
justify (begntnden) and form an analogy with worldly pains, but, unlike our stif-
ferings and sorrows, excludes any sort of imperfection.173 Tradition has no name
for this essential attribute but it could be described as a "victorious adoption"
(Ergreifen) - "acceptance" or "overcoming" of pains.

Similarly, Balthasar argues that there is a type of receptivity in God, which
could best be termed "supra-suffering" or "supra-mutability.179 It occurs pn-
marily in the framework of the give and take of the Trinitarian love. To him, this
divine phenomenon justifies the assiunption that our actions can have a "painfi1l'
effect on God.

Within God himselfthere is the original of that of which man's relationship to God
is a copy: (there is) room for love between Father and Son - for God in the mode
of created receiving and giving back in full measure - in the unity of the Spirit of
love which alone emerges from the double fount of love and, as the etemal fiuit of
love, imites and distinguishes the Father and the Son.130

This receptivity in God however differs from the creaturely receptivity in that it
is an aspect of divine perfection.131 I-Iis receptivity does not presuppose any sort
of deficiency, it is a self-fulfilling type of receptivity, which makes love possible,
and which empowers, activates and perfects an I-Thou relationship. Balthasar
substantiates his points with the inner-Trinitarian processions. It is in the interper-
sonal relation of the Trinity that we see divine love revealed as consisting of re-
ceptivity and self-giving. In the absolute relation of the Trinitarian life, receptivity
is as positive as the creative "differences" of the hypostasis132 and like the latter,
it makes "the mutual interaction and exchange " in the Trinitarian love possible.
The Trinitarian receptivity could be seen as the Archetype of the human self-
fiilfilling receptivity found in the realm of human inter-personal,133 and "subject-

177 lbrd, p. 219.
178 1b1d.,p. 21s.
179 ibid., pp. 191-192.
160 H U. von Balthasar, Man in History. p. 69.

1111 See G. F. 0'Hanl0l1, The lmmutability o_/God, pp. 121- 124.
182 Theologik H, p. 169.

133 On this see Theodramatik II/1, pp. 231-243; Iheodramatik IV, pp. 74-86; Theologilr Il,
pp. 77-79, 321, note 57. Cf also G. F. O'Hanlon, The lmmutability of God, p. 120.
Balthasar uses human sexuality to illustrate the nature of divine receptive, not implying
however that there is a sexuality in God. (p. 122)
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object" relationships.134 This also points to the positive aspect of passivity in
love.135

Again, Balthasar sees the divine receptivity different from the human receptiv-
ity. As Actus Purus God lives His passivity within I-Iis activity.136 In the irmer-
Trinitarian life, receptivity is an ongoing process and as such excludes potency.
lt is part of the continuous giving and receiving of love among the Persons of the
Trinity. In this sense, the divine receptivity is an active receptivity, and is thus
taken beyond the classical categories of potency and act, as it becomes one single
flow of passivity and activity. 137

Hence, even if we must agree with the Fathers that there is no mythological
change or suffering in God, and that there is no extemal determination for God,
we must not fail to see that there is something in God which is analogous to
worldly suffering, something that makes God freely allow sin to affect Him in
such a way that we can justifiably speak of the soteiiological significance of the
Cross of Jesus Christ.

The basis for attributing receptivity to God is I-Iis Trinitarian life of self-giv-
ing.133 Both the Father and the Son are receptive: the Son owes his "Sonship" to
the Father and the Father owes his "Fatherhood" to the Son.139 This is not meta-
phorical iri the sense of Hegel; it belongs to the nature of divine love that the hy-
postasis donate themselves selflessly to each other. In fact, such a mutual iriter-
action within the Trinity presupposes the free decision of each of the hypostasis
to be receptive and affective. It is on this basis that Balthasar sees Karl Rahner's
thesis that God "who is unchangeable in himself can himself become subject to

134 Theologik 1, pp. 36-s7, so-107, 113-2s; G. F. O'Hanlon, The lmmutability of God, pp.
122-123.

1115 Theodramatik rv, pp. 74-so, 472-3, 32-6, 106-7; Theodramatik 11/1, pp. 242-3.
166 771eodramat1'kIV, p. 74 £

1117 Balthasar explains the perfection ofthe divine receptivity with the Trinitarian processions
0'Hanlon summarises this point as he writes: "This means that the Son and Holy Spirit in
particular receive their being: and yet because they are both God it also means, very sig-
nificantly, that within this reality of love to receive is just as divine as to give." In his
view, Balthasar's attribution of receptivity (as a perfect potency) to God constitutes per-
haps his most striking departure fiom tradition, because traditionally it was not possible to
attnbute a passive potency to God, since it connotes the imperfection of a creature. C£ G.
F. O'Hanlon, The lmmutability ofGod, p. I21.

1113 Balthasar cites F. Vaiillon, Maitelet, H. Schurmann and N. Hofinann to support his view
that divine suffering can only be meaningfully discussed in the framework of a Trinitarian
theology.

169 Theodramatik IV, p. 221.
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change in something eLse"196 to be insufiicient. It is clear for Balthasar that in the
lncamation,

God in himself does not change himself; the imnnitable God rather goes into 11. re-
lationship (Beziehung) with his creatures, (and this God-world relationship) gives
his inner-Trinitarian "relations" (relationen) a new look, certainly not in a superfi-
cial sense, as if this relationship directed outside does not involve him really, but
so, that the new relationship with the world of nature, which is hypostatically
imited in the Son, brings one of the infinite possibilities that lie dormant in God's
eternal life to the lime light. 191

This is one of the few texts in which Balthasar formulates his notion of a
modified axiom of divine iriimutability. This seems to fare no better than Karl
Rahner's solution. Either he is imprecise or he contradicts himself. On the one
hand, he confesses ontological and ethical irnrnutability, on the other hand, he
talks of an adjustment in the inner-Trinitarian life, due to the Incarnation. If there
is any justification in asking Ralmer, where the difference lies that God changes
Himself outside Himself but not in Himself, it is all the more justifiable to ask
Balthasar, how he can still hold to the axiom of immutability, while admitting that
the relationship of the world to God affects the inner-Trinitarian relations.

Balthasar would however answer that even the new adjustments in the irmer-
Tririitarian life do not constitute change in the divine nature, they are merely the
realisation of some of the infinite possibilities in the divine dynamism. The dy-
namism iri divine nature, he argues, is so immense that it encompasses the infinite
distance both between the Persons of the Trinity and between God and the world.
To that effect, every event that takes place in the finite domain can only happen
within the divine dynamism, which encompasses it.193 In other words, the triune
God engulfs the world, so to say, but only within the framework of the irmer-
Tririitarian dynamism, which, by virtue of the infinite difference and distance be-
tween the Persons, makes the accommodation of the tragedy of the world in God
possible, without God loosing I-Iis etemal bliss (Seligkeit). 193

Although Balthasar claims that there is affectivity and receptivity in God (albeit
in a positive and perfect sense), he detests and there cautions theologians against
the fashionable talk about the "suffering of God". 194 All that the reality of the in-
ner-Trinitarian receptivity and paradoxical unity-in-distinction195 allows us to

196 K Rahner, Theological Investigations IV, p. 113.

191 Theodramatik II/2, p. 479 (my translation).

192 Theodramatik IV, p. 221.

193 16111, p. 222.
194 1614., p. 192.
195 lbrd,p. 221.
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say, Balthasar insists, is that there is a possible suffering in God, he declines
however to explicitly affimr that God suffers. For whereas he follows the Fathers
to condemn "Patripassianism", he admits that "only a hairsbreadth separates the
real suffering of the God-Man and the non-suffering of God" 196 So, in spite of
his emphasis on the circrtmincessio of the inner-Trinitarian life, Balthasar insists
that the real suffering of Christ on the Cross can only affect the God-head analo-
gously. Hence, he reiterates: the infinite distance between the Father and the Son
makes it impossible for the Father and the Son to suffer in the same way on the
Cross.

ln the face of this fact, one wonders if Balthasar has gone beyond the attribu-
tion of suffering only to the human nature of Christ, despite all the talk about the
dynamism and receptivity in God. Apparently, his answer to the question whether
God can suffer is yes and no. If asked whether God suffers, he would say:

in God is the starting-point of that, what can become suffering when the risk
( Vorstchtlosigkeit) with which the Father gives away himself (and all that is his)
meets a freedom, which rather than respond to this risk, constitutes itself as that
precaution (Vorsicht) that is part of the wish-to-begin-with-oneself 197

Being able to identify nothing more than the foundation, the starting-point of
every mutability and passibility in God, Balthasar forces himself to the conclu-
sion. that though there is something like an "anonymous attribute" (in the sense of
Mantain), which explains the liveliriess in God, we must affirm that "the God of
Tl1e0dramatik", the God of revelation, who, by creating finite free beings com-
mits Himself to their destiny, "is neither mythologically mutable (passible) nor
philosophically immutable (impassible)".193 Balthasar's God is, as the title of H.
Heinz’ book suggests,199 a God proportionately "ever-more", whose nature is be-
yond what human language can describe. How the nature of God can be de-

196 Tlieodramatrk II/1, p. 45; See also J . Saward, The Mysteries, p. 12.

197 Tlreodramatik Ill, p. 305. This is my translation of the original: "in Gott ist der Ansatz-
punkt fiir das, was Leiden werden kann, wenn die Vorsichtlosigkeit, mit der der Vater
sich (und alles Seiriige) weggibt auf eine Freiheit st6Bt, die diese Vorsichlosigkeit nicht
beantwortet, sondem in die Vorsicht des Bei-sich-selber-beginnen-Wollens verwandelt."
Balthasar‘s use of Vorsichtlosigkeit has no precise theological equivalent in English. For
want of better altematives, we prefer the term "risk", because it brings out its theological
import better than other possible equivalents like "carefree", "recklessness",
"nonchalar1ce", "extravagance", lack of precautions etc. Vorsichtlosigkeit denotes God's
readiness to relate to humankind without reckoning His own gain and not minding his
"honour".

196 Theadraniatik II/1, p. 9.

199 Cf H. Heinz, Der Gott des Je-Mehr, (Bern/Frankfurt, 1975). See H. U. von Balthasar,
Man in History. p. 200.
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scribed beyond all extremes of classical axioms and fashionable (mythological)
claims of modem theology is the puzzle Balthasar has been seeking to solve.

6.6 Assessment ofBalthasar 's passiology
Even though Balthasar does not undertake a thematic discussion of divine suf-

fering, he seeks however to supply a hermeneutic basis or presupposition Wllll
which one can justifiably say that "God suffers" without undennining the reality
of divine freedom and transcendence.366 He believes to have found that in the
modality of the inner-Trinitarian life, especially in processions and in the mode of
the Trinitarian mission in the world. With that, he sets already the context within
which divine suffering can be gainfully discussed as well as the scope within
which his contribution to the theology of divine impassibility can be assessed.

It cannot be gainsaid that Trinitarian theology ofl'ers a better structure than the
"dipolar" model of the process theology,261 when it comes to maintaining the
truism of both the nanscendence and iimnanence of God simultaneously, and
when we, due to the paradox of divine impassibility, intend to be as close as pos-
sible to the proclamation of God in the Bible. So, like Moltmami, it is to his credit
that this problem is being expounded wholly in a Trinitarian framework. How-
ever, we need to specify his contribution within the Trinitarian theology by setting
his model over and against other Trinitarian approaches in order to evaluate the
significance of his contribution.

Trinitarian theologians differ as to how to express the relationship between the
immanent and the economic Trinity. And it is evident that the extent to which
they can mediate successfully between God's irmnanence (which in itself knows
no pain) and God's economy (which experiences the pain of unreciprocated love
from the world) determines the weight of their contributions to the issue of divine
impassibility. It is certainly no exaggeration, when Thomas R. Krenski claims that
the consistency of every theological passiology can best be assessed when \\l?
judge its "exact determination of the relationship between immanent and eco
nomic T1inity".262 Thus in order to assess Balthasafs contribution towards for-
mulating ari acceptable theology of divine impassibility, we need to assess his an
of mediating between the iriirnanent and economic Trinity, which definitely fits

266 Cf Theodramatik III, p. 302

261 Cf P. Fiddes, T7re Creative Suffering ofGod. See especially pp. 123-135

262 T. IL Krenski, Passio Caritatis, p. 346.
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into one of the known possible hermeneutic models: the models of
"equivocation", of "tmivocation" and of "analogy".363

First, there is the model of equivocation, which seems best propourided in the
theology of Gregorios Palamas, whose refusal to see a correspondence between
divine being and divine activities in the world has also been interpreted to mean a
denial of any connection between the immanent and the economic Trinity.264 Ac-
cording to D. Wendebourg, Palarnas does not believe that there can be any
knowledge of God's inner nature through inference from His activities in the
world.365 With due appreciation of the intention of the model of equivocation,
which certainly aims at preserving the divine transcendence and fieedom, one
wonders whether the denial of an ontological connection between God's economy
and His inner nature does not constitute a "qualitative jump", which could ulti-
mately make divine acts of salvation (lncamation, Cross etc.) lack any basis in
God Himself.

There is perhaps no explicit equivocation model in the sense of palamite stan-
dard in modem doctrine of the Trinity. There are suspicions however, that there
are traces of such models (i.e. of the denial of an ontological connection between
the being of God and His economy in the world) in modem theology.266 There
can be no meaningful discussion of the passibility/irnpassibility of God, where
such a model prevails, because would be lack the immanent-Tri'n1'tarian basis,267
which is the guarantor for God's participation in the affairs of the world,. In other
words, even though the model of equivocation can account for the freedom of
God, it fails to qualify as a genuine hermeneutic method for passiology since it is
not able to posit an event in God, that can justify I-Iis involvement in the drama of
the world.263

lii the model of univocation, the distinction between the immanent and the eco-
nomic Trinity is denied, so that the one becomes tautologically identical with the

363 This classification is taken from T. R. Krenski, Passio Caritatis. For much of what fol-
lows on this point, we are indebted to his very constructive views on H. U. von Balthasar
especially pp. 345-370 ofhis book.

361 cr. See o. Ma11tzaridis' view in: o. Mantzaridis / G.Galitis / P.Wiertz, Glauben OILS‘ denr
Herzen, p. 88. For more references see T. R. Krenski, Passio Caritatis. p. 356, note 39; J.
Kuhhnann, Die Taten des eirifachen Gottes; H.-G., Beck, Die byrantinische Kirche: Das
Zeitalter des Palaniismus, pp. 589-624.

365 D.Wei1deborirg, Ge1stoderEnergie, p. 161.

266 Cf. T. R. Krenski, Passio Caritatis, p. 358-359.

767 ct. Theodramatik IV, p. 218; "Irnmanent-Trinitarische Gru1idlegung".
363 For llaltlrasars rejection of this model and the Palamite doctrine see The0dramati'lc1V, pp.

218, 373; Tlieologik ll, p. 373.
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other. The God in Himself then becomes strictly identical with the God for us. ln
other words, God is the _same in Himself as He is in history. The concern of the
univocal model, not to posit a contradiction between the immanent and the eco-
nomic Trinity is certainly genuine.369 However, by failing to maintain the distinc-
tion between the immanent and the economic Trinity, this model is also unable to
provide a genuine hermeneutic basis for a theory of God's paradoxical nature.
Balthasar is particularly critical of this model, not only because its exponents like
Moltmann read insufiiciency into the very nature of God, but more because it
compromises divine freedom and transcendence.

It is therefore evident that both models - equivocation and univocation - lead
to impossible conclusions, which bring the theology of divine suffering to a blind
alley. With his theory of (Christological) analogy, Balthasar tries now to dodge
this dead-end. He proposes a third model, which we can refer to as the model of
analogy. The principle of analogy is certainly not new to theology, and in fact,
one can say that it characterises all specific Catholic solutions to theological
problems, yet it is to Balthasafs credit that he calls our attention anew to the
significance of analogy in determining the relation between the immanent and the
economic Trinity.

By using his revised version of the principle of analogy, not only in describing
the relation between God and the world, but also the relations within the inner-
Trinitarian life, Balthasar is able to speak of distinction and inter-connection be-
tween the immanent and the economic Trinity at the same time. Consequently, he
could afford to claim on the one hand, that divine freedom is real and on the other
hand, that there is an "immanent-Trinitarian basis" in God, which not only serves
as the presupposing principle of every possible suffering in the world, but also
justifies the assumption of an ontological divine involvement in the events of the
world.216

The strength of Balthasar's version of analogy seems to lie in its integration of
a widely conceived theory of kenosis that can be used to describe the inner-
Tririitarian life pattem. By understanding the inner-Trinitarian processions as
"primordial kenosis" (Urken0se)311 and the divine economy in creation
(covenant, Incamation and on the Cross) as extensions of the same divine keno-
sis, Balthasar seeks to strike a balance between two extreme positions. In con-
trast to the thesis of the equivocation model, he does not see the broad spectrum

269 This also corresponds to Balthasar's thesis that the Son is the adequate expression of God
as he is in himself See T. R Krenski, Passio Caritatis, p. 353.

21° ct T7re0dramatik n1, p. 302.
211 Cf ibid., p. 300; Theodramatilt IV, p. 74; H. U. von Balthasar, "Mysterium Paschale".p

148.
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of divine economy in the world as something foreign to divine nature. And unlike
the proponents of the univocal model, he refiises to accept the view that the eco-
nomic activity of the Trinity constitutes the very nature of God. In his view, the
activities of the Trinity ad extra can only be analogous and not identical to the
irmer-'l‘rinitarian events. This means in effect that divine economy and its implied
allectivity can have an "immanent-Trinitarian basis" without entailing the projec-
tion of what is worldly into the very being of God. In this way, Balthasar believes
to have made sufficient provision for the freedom and sovereignty of God. In fact,
in accounting for the relation of the immanent and the economic Trinity Balthasar
is primarily concemed with the thought of how to affimi God's immanence in the
world without denying or destroying His divine transcendence.212 He therefore
prefers to speak of transcendence in immanence.313

lt IS certainly right to describe Balthasar's model of analogy in the mediation
between the immanent and the economic Trinity as analogia exinanitionis,314 for
the fact that he himself sees the Son's state of self-renunciation (status exinan1'-
tionis) as analogous to the "selflessness" that constitutes the "primordial kenosis"
of the inner-Trinitarian life. Again, when one considers the fact that kenosis is it-
self air expression of love, which God is, and that the dissimilitudo in similitu-
dine. which Balthasar attributes to the relations of the Persons, does not belong to
kenosis as such, but to love, it then becomes evident that his version of analog
could also be called Analogia Caritatis.Z15 The analogy of love says more than
the analogy of kenosis. The fonner encompasses more than the latter. For while
love constitutes God's being (1 Jn. 4:8), kenosis does not. Christ's status ex-
inariiti'oni's, i.e. his unrelenting obedience till death on the Cross, is indeed only
hut one expression of that love which constitutes the being of God.

Yet we are of the opinion, that Balthasafs method and ontology of being could
best he termed an analogia relationis, because as indicated above, Balthasar sees
the paradox of the unity-in-difference, of similarity-in-dissimilarity, of dissimilil
mdo in si'm1'li'tud1'ne, as intrinsic not only to love but also to all fomis of iriter-

212 Cf. G. O'Hanlon, Does Goa’ cliange?, p. l6l-162.

113 ll. U. von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, p. 151.

211 Cf. T. R. Krenski, Passio Caritatis, p. 347.

215 Cf. M. Loclibnuiner, Analogia Caritatis. See especially pp. 281-304. The author inter-
prets Baltliasars whole theology from the point of view of an "Analogia Caritatis", which
he sees both as the fomial as well as the material principle, the method and content of
Baltliasar’s theology (p. 31 l).
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personal relationships?“ He uses the analogy of relation however much more
fundamentally in interpenetrating the relationships between the Persons of the
Trinity without making them loose their specific identity. By seeing the hypostatic
union as a form of maior dissimilitudo in similitudine, Balthasar thus understands
the God-world relationship as a modality, and also as an analogy of the inner-
Trinitarian relations. He feels justified in this context to speak of an analogous
suffering in God, of a "supra-suffering" which is in a certain way like but also
very much unlike the human sufienng.

The awareness that God is transcendent and at the same time immanent in the
world obliges theology to think of His being as a paradox. A God, who is merely
passible cannot be said to be transcendent, just as a God, who is absolutely im-
passible can hardly be proved totally immanent. Hence the importance of main~
taining the dialectical tension between the divine immanence and transcendence,
a fact that some theologians have been justifiably emphasising?" For being able
to incorporate the positive aspects of dialectics and dialogism in analogy of being
as love,313 Balthasafs modified notion of analogy, has an advantage over a uni-
vocation or an equivocation model in expressing the tension between the one and
the many (differentiation), between transcendence and immanence, between
neamess and distance, between freedom and necessity, between mutability and
immutability, between passibility and impassibility in God. In this sense, his the-
ology of divine suffering offers a working model, a hypothesis for an acceptable
theology of divine impassibility; and it is above all able to institute a dialogue
between tradition and modem theology.

But despite the many useful insights that could be gained for our topic from
Balthasafs analogy and ontology of love, and despite the fact that he provides us
with a way of speaking about God that leaves ample room for I-lis transcendence
and immanence, his solution is full of imprecision.219 This has not only to do
with his non-thematic approach to the problem, which often makes him render an
account of the view of the Fathers without saying his own, thus repeatedly leav-
ing the reader in the dark as to what he actually means. It has more to do with lllS

216 At this point, the influence of Manin Buber on hirn is evident. For Balthasar. the analogia
relationis applies to being itselfl so that one could also see that as the basis of a relational
ontology.

217 Cf. W. Kern, Philosophische Pneumatologie, p. 87; L. Oeing-Hanliofi", Die Krise des
Gottesbegriffs, p. 300 £; J. Macquarrie, In Search of Deity, pp. I71-I84; F. Meessw.
Unverdnderlichkeil, p. 437 f.; T. R. Krenski, Passio Cariratis, p. 369.

218 Cf. Theologik ll, pp. 98-l l3.

219 See also 0. F. O'Hanlon, The lmmutability o_/God, p. n 1.



use of the scripture,220 which does not seem always to take account of the stand-
point of ctirrent exegesis. Moreover, his failure to discuss the views of modem
thinkers elaborately, even where he disagrees with them, and his almost too
cheap resort to the big "MYSTERY" add to this imprecision.

Any attempt to follow his foot steps must necessarily involve an elaborate
euniparrson with other theologians. Such a comparison would show for instance
how lllS view agrees with that of St. Thomas on certain issues about the axiom of
iuipassihility, even though he does reject the view of the angelic Doctorlzl The
issue of perfection is certainly decisive for Balthasar, when it comes to detemiin-
mg whether impassibility or passibility is a worthy attribute for G0d.. In effect,
God can be seen as passible or impassible provided that such an attribution iridi-
cates the perfection of divine love. Similarly, for St. Thomas, mutability or immu-
tability could be attributed to God, if only it is a sign of perfection.222 Even im-
passibility is unworthy of God if it connotes imperfection Consequently,
Balthasar's main contribution has to do with the understanding of divine receptiv-
ity and affectivity (supra-suffering) as an aspect of the perfection of divine love,
uhieh he elaborates with the aid of an Ana./ogia Relationis.

6. 7 Summary
Without disregarding the significance of a philosophical inquiry, Balthasar is

dctemtined to make revelation the starting point of his reflection. He does this out
of two basic convictions: firstly, that human reason can explore the loge of the
divine revelation, and secondly, that the human logic, despite its limitations, is
neither contradictory nor juxtaposed to the divine logic. An analogous relation-
ship is believed to be obtained between the divine and the human modes of being.
By implication, therefore, Balthasar finds the popular question of whether to be-
gin theological reflections "from above" or "from below" irrelevant. He rather
adopts what seems to be a circular (up and down) approach to the reality of God.
This sort of approach makes neither reason nor faith its exclusive point of depar-
ture, but by combining both, seeks to discem the similarity and difference be-
tween the divine and the human realities.

320 Unfortunately, we cannot go into the analysis of his use of the Bible, which would cer-
tainly add to a better assessment of his passiology.

22' J Saward, The Mysteries, p. l6. It seems however that J. Saward makes an erroneous
citation here. The book on Thomas that inspired his point is not written by a certain Mr.
M. Woods, it is rather written by Michael J. Dodds, O. P. Unless of course the same
author bears both same natnes. See the next note below.

Z22 Cf. M. J. Dodds, O. P., The Unchanging God ofLove, pp. 215 H; esp. p. 2l9.
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In Jesus Christ, he finds the meeting-point of the divine self-disclosure and hu-
man inquiry. He argues that in the God-man personality of Jesus - which is char-
acterised as a unity-in-difierent of natures - God displays the model of reality.
The Christological unity-in-difference is for Balthasar a "Christological analogy
of being". In a double sense, this is the measure of being: for not only does this
principle of analogy correspond to the inner-Trinitarian relationship, it is also a
model for the God-world relationship. Using this principle therefore Balthasar de-
scribes the inner-Trinitarian love as consisting of a unity-in-difference and the
world as the copy of a reality whose original is in God. Creation is an out-flow of
the divine love.

For Balthasar the kenosis is the most appropriate theological motif with which
we can represent the Trinitarian love in its constitutive form of unity-in-
difference. Kenosis is thus the single act that describes the ontology of love and
the Trinitarian events, in their immanent and economic dimensions. In this con-
nection, Balthasar speaks of a primordial kenosis - a primordial selflessness - in
the immanent Trinity, through which the Persons are tmited and differentiated at
the same time. The relationship between the immanent and economic Trinity is
also seen in the light of this principle of unity-in-difference. So that, while the
immanent Trinitarian events could be said to find their continuation in the eco-
nomic Trinity - in the creation, covenant and Incarnation - a certain discontinuity
between them must be conceived. Unlike Hegel and Moltmann, therefore, he sees
the unity of God fulfilled and realised in the immanent Trinity, prior to the world
processes.

God is therefore free from and independent of the world, at least for the fact
that His relationship to the world is that of similarity and difference, of continuity
and discontinuity. For this reason, God cannot have the same destiny as the
world, though by virtue of His kenotic love, He is receptive of the events of the
world. Balthasar discusses the divine receptivity in the same connection with the
divine omnipotence, which, as he contends, is the orrmipotence of love. Condi-
tioned by His love and commitment to the covenant, God declines to exercise His
absolute power, and thus allows the Cross to affect Him. In the light of the divine
receptivity, Balthasar rejects the views (Moltmann, Luther) which tend to explain
the Cross as a contradiction.

For him the Cross is neither a contradiction nor an illogicality. It is a Trinitarian
logic, a Trinitarian mystery, the mystery of God's ways of conquering the only
contradiction - sin. In the same light, instead of understanding the God-forsaken-
ness of Jesus on the Cross as a divine intrigue, he sees it as God's way of letting
the Son descend into hell - God-forsakemiess - so as to also conquer this last of
all contradictions. Besides, the God-forsakenness demonstrates also the paradox
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of that neamess and distance which characterises the divine kenotic self-
differentiation and love.

As much as Balthasar emphasises the divine receptivity, little does he speak di-
rectly of suffering in God. However, given this receptivity in God, it would be
ttrong to asstune, he contends, that the aflirmation of divine suffering is merely
metaphorical; in God we find the ontological presupposition of suffering and pain
in the form of receptivity. For this reason Balthasar prefers to speak of an arialo-
gous suffering in God, thereby insisting that God has emotions analogous to hu-
man emotions. Divine suffering is a "supra suffering", which is like but very
much imlike the human suffering.

Significant about Balthasar's passiology is its setting in a Trinitarian framework
and most importantly his application of analogy to the understanding of the
Trinitarian suffering. In this way, he could avoid the pitfalls of Moltmarm's Tririi-
tarian theology of the Cross, which mainly makes God divided in Himself and
dependent on the world. The use of Christological analogy, therefore makes it
possible for the paradox of the passibility and impassibility of the triime God to
be affinned. However, despite the merits of Balthasafs analogical theology of the
divine suffering, his approach is full of imprecision, especially with regard to the
evaluation of other theological contributions and his negligence of modem exege-
sis.
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SECTION THREE:

THE (lM)PASSlBlLlTY OF GOD IN THE LIBERATION THE-
OLOGIES OF THE OPPRESSED AND THE THIRD WORLD

Chapters Seven, Eight and Nine



7. DIVINE SUFFERING IN THE IATINAMERICAN
LIBERA TION THEOLOGY

7.1 The Background ofthe Liberation Theology in Latin America
The Latin American liberation theology can only be tmderstood from the per-

spective of the social and historical context of the poor people in Latin Americal
The yearning of the oppressed peasant majority for liberation out of the injustice
perpetrated on them by the rich minority in their midst gave rise to this theology.
Perceiving clearly that the cause of their immeasurable sufieririg is not destiny,
but human injustice - engraved in an unjust structure and marginalisation - they
became inclined to the belief and hope that their liberation would be efiected by
God. Despite the hopelessness of their situation and the apparent indifierence of
their God to the societal status quo, their faith in God as a liberator remains inr-
ruflled, especially as they leam to perceive a similarity between their situation
and that of the suffering people of God in the Old Testament period, whom God
liberated from oppression in the land of Egypt.

This amounts to a rediscovery of the liberating dimension of the bibhcal God,
and to a belief in a God who opts for the poor and the oppressed. It is noteworthy
that the poor did not arrive at this conviction so much through reflection as
through experience. To a large extent, this experience remained imarticulated,
until two conferences of the Latin American bishops in Medelin (1968) and in
Puebla (1979) encouraged theologians to make further theological reflections
based on this religious conviction of the poor. Thus, what might be called the aca-
demic theology of liberation began after these conferences.

As a matter of fact, it is precisely the oppressed peasants experience of God,
and the close identification of their situation with that of the Old Israelites that in-
spires both the spirituality and theology of liberation. Their unarticulated expen-
ence and belief have been aptly described as the "first act" while the decisions of
the various Latin American bishop's conferences as well as the reflections of the
uidividual theologians are tenned the "second act" in the overall development of
the theology of liberation in Latin America? In this light, the liberation theology
appears more as a documentation and articulation of the people's experience of
God in a state of suffering than as a corpus of solid theological and philosophical
systems. It is as such rightly referred to as the product of a "co-operative endeav-

I For the historical development of this theology see G. Gutierrez, A Theology of Libera-
tion.

2 G. Gutierrez, On Job, p. xiii.
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our",3 of theologians and the poor. It is not an academic enterprise of any lI‘l(llVld.
ual theologian, but a community theology, done and sustained in a continuous
dialogre between theologians and the poor.4

This fact is believed to preclude any danger of abstract thinking sponsored by
any particular ideology. However, due to the emphasis liberation theologians
place on the social and political context of the poor, they have often been accused
of being Marxist in orientation. Though they cherish Marx‘ philosophical appeal
for the transformation rather than interpretation of the society, and some aspects
of his social analysis, most liberation theologians, with few exceptions,5 strictly
deny the adoption of Marxist ideologies.

In any case, liberation theology does not purport to be introducing new doc-
trines to replace the old. It is, as Gutierrez says, "simultaneously traditional and
new".6 Reflecting on the old themes in a new way, it sees the contextualisation
of theology as its main objective. This consists in making theology become sensi-
tive to concrete human problems to an extent that it can liberate people from op-
pression and also transform those structures of the world which breed evil and
injustice. In other words, it marks the way, but does not determine the content of
theology. This explains why the academic liberation theology pays more attention
to the methodology and preconditions of doing theology than to single dognatic
themes Before we then proceed to consider the concept of God and divine suf-
fering iri liberation theology, we need to sketch the many hermeneutic principles]
which form the basic structures of this theological understanding.

7.2 The Hermeneutic Principles ofLiberation Theology
Basically, liberation theology seeks to redefine the starting point and the epis-

temology of theological understanding. For the purpose of accomplishing this
task, it identifies and employs the following six major groups of principles: the

3 A. Rossa (Editor), The Theology ofLiberation, p. 4.

4 In view of the communal and co-operative nature of this theology, we shall adopt an inte-
grative method in this chapter. The views of three celebrated liberation theologians, Gus-
tavo Gutiérrez, Leonardo Bofl' and Jon Sobrino on the issue of God and divine suffering
should all be considered at the same time. However, the purpose of this method is not to
compare the authors, but to allow them to supplement one another in a non-repetitive
manner.

5 ct: J. P. Miranda, Marx and the Bible.
6 G. Gutierrez, A Theology ofLiberation, p. xiv.

7 See J. Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, and ---, Christology at the Crossroads.
chapters I & 2.

228



principles relating to historicity, relationality, hope, dialectics, praxis and poverty.
These principles are considered to be indispensable for an effective interpretation
of the phenomenon of faith. As presuppositions and requirements of faith, they
could be rightly termed the hermeneutics of liberation theology. Even though they
seem to embrace many aspects of non-theological epistemology, they are not
endlessly universal in relevance.3 Each of them is a pure hermeneutics of faith
eminently presupposed in the biblical revelation.

Faith, as understood in liberation theology, is not chiefly "believing in a mes-
sage, but believing in someone".9 By implication, therefore, the relationship be-
tween the believer and the person of Christ first receives attention, followed by
the mterpretation of texts and articles of faith. For Leonardo Boff, it means that
one should first seek to define one's life and religious situation before trying to
objectify the truth of faith.1° hi this sense, faith becomes a "precomprehension"
and not a preconception. The difference between the two is that while the latter
tends to overlook the situation of the believer, the former establishes an existen-
tial relationship between the believer and the person of Christ." This does not of
course entail an excessive emphasis on the subjectivity of the believer or inter-
preter, as is the case with Bultmann.12 All that is sought for is the assertion of the
authenticity of every religious experience and the justification of the believers to
"reread" the Bible from the point of view of Latin America's poor and op-
pressed.l3 hi effect, the liberation hermeneutics makes room for a pluralistic in-
terpretation of the biblical texts, and keeps the door open for non-religious inter-

8 C. Bofll Theologie und Praxis, pp. 222-223.

9 G. Gutierrez, The Power ofthe Poor in History, p. 209.

10 L. Boll; Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 47. In his view, "we ought to speak ofJesus Christ, not
with a view to defining him but rather ourselves, not the mystery but our position when
confionted with the mystery".

ll ibid., p. 38: "Comprehension...like the word com-prendre, suggests a knowledge that is
com (with) a subject and that shackles itself to that subject. In order to comprehend a per-
son, there must be some vital relationship with that person. Ifnot, then we objectify the
person and make the person an object of science."

I2 The hermeneutics discussed here is believed to occupy the middle position between a
positivistic and an existential hermeneutics. Cf. J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads,
pp. 249-250. Marxen's practical hermeneutics, which reduces the reality of the Jesirs-
event, especially that of resurrection, to the bare fact of the disciple's personal faith and
witness, is also disqualified. Marxen's, like Bultmann's subjectivity trivialises the signifi-
cance ofhistory. (See ibtd, pp. 237-238).

13 G. Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor in History, p. 18. This is corollary to the call to read
history from the point ofview of the "Underside ofHistory". Cf. ibid., p. 21.

229



pretations, which, according to Boff, could "enrich our comprehension of God's
revelation in the world".14

For a better understanding of their concept of God, let us now sketch the basic
facts about the six outstanding hemieneutic principles in the Latin American lib-
eration theology.

7. 2. I The Principles ofHistoricity
Liberation theology has the basic assumption that theological understanding is

essentially historical. This fact is reflected in two of their theological claims:
firstly, that history is the locus of divine revelation, and secondly, that the histori-
cal Jesus is the authentic starting point of every theological inquiry. Both claims
are usually made in the conviction, not only that God reveals Himself in His ac-
tions in the world, but also that the revelation of God is ongoing in the history of
the world. So that, in order to interpret His actions correctly, we need to interpret
them historically. 15

7. 2. I. I History as the Horizon ofDivine Revelation
Since the interest in critical reason and historical studies was awakened in the

Enlightenment of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the significance of his-
toricity in the issue of theological understanding has become obvious. In the
contemporary time, the historical critical method, Bultmann's existential interpre-
tation and Pannenberg’s universal conception of history have immensely popular-
ised the use of historical studies in theology. Liberation theologians give credit to
them all, but they are quick to point out the weak points of these studies.

The historical critical method is criticised, firstly, because it tends to treat the
Gospel as a biography of Jesus, instead of seeing it as accounts of "witness of
faith" arising out of earlier theological interpretation,l6 secondly, because it ob-
jectifies historical issues, thereby ignoring the place of faith in a theological inter-
pretation and replacing God with humankind as the "carrier" of history,l7and
thirdly, because its positivistic conception of history lacks an eschatological di-
mension. Without an eschatological vision, it can neither perceive the dialectical
relation between the past and the fimire, and between the positive and negative

14 L. Bofl, Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 42.

15 1m, pp. 123,133; J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 246 ii
16 L. Bofl] Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 3.

'7 Cf J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, pp. 247-9.
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sides of history nor recognise the divine action in history. 13 The universal and the
existential interpretations are also criticised for misrepresenting the stages of his-
tory. Bultrnann’s existential interpretation, which interprets the past and the future
solely from the perspective of the present, is accused of making the status quo
(this "iuiredeemed world") the measure of the future. According to such views,
the future does not bring any change, because it is already defined and deter-
mined.19 Similarly, Pannenberg’s universal approach also rejected for various
reasons as Sobrino contends: firstly, it sees the future already determined, sec-
ondly, it interprets history solely from the positive side (resurrection), thirdly, it
ignores "the negative side of history", and fourthly, it fails, for that reason, to in-
corporate a dialectical knowledge of history.2°

In contrast to all these three conceptions of history, liberation theology con-
ceives history as a process whose full reality can only be perceived dialectically
and eschatologically. History can only be understood in terms of the future, and
not future as a mere addition to an incomplete present, but future as a promise,
opposed to the present and past experiences}! as a promise God made in the past
and whose fulfilment is dependent on the transformation of the present through
our mission. There is the "negative side of history" in the present - oppression and
misery - which must be overcome so that a radically new future can be ushered
lll.

This transformation of the present, which makes the firture of history possible,
and lets the plan of God come to fulfilment, occurs through the conjoint actions of
God and humankind. Humankind is not the carrier of history, but it is actively in-
volved in the process that leads to its ftilfilrnent. In this sense, tension, but not
division, is perceived between the history of the world and the history of salva-
tion; there is a dialectical relationship between the objective and subjective com-
ponents of history.” Leonardo Bofi" characterises it as that persistent "dialectic

I8 Ibid.,pp. 249, 251.
'9 ibid., pp. 249,250.
20 ibid., p. 251. For liberation theology, the fiiture is essentially open. "lt is only through the

concrete overcoming of some concrete negative aspect that history is opened up fiirther,
though we cannot decide in advance what the fiill result of such opening up might be.
History cannot be comprehended as a whole so long as suffering, misery, and injustice
exist."

21 At this point, Sobrino leans very much on Moltmann. Cf J. Sobrino, Christology at the
Crossroads, p. 25 l.

There is a general inclination among the liberation theologians to conceive history in bibli-
cal temis as salvation-history. The Bible, as L. Boff sees it, interprets history in terms of
God's promise, a promise (pro-missio) that always evokes a mission (missio). Cf L Hoff,

22
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between the salvific proposal of God and the hinnan response, between the eon-
creteness of reality and the transcendence of human liberty."23 Every historical
model must uphold and mediate rather than resolve the tension between God's
proposal and human respome, for it is precisely this proposal-response dialectic
that continually defines the futine anew. Similarly, Gutierrez talks of a certain
dialectic of memory and liberty in the faith of the Israelites. According to him, the
memory of their past hberation by God has always evoked a sense of "freedom:
openness to the futtn'e" for the Israelites. It was this same dialectic of memory
and freedom, of past and futine that provided the framework within which the
revelation of God in Christ was to be tmderstood.24

7.2. 1.2 The Historical Jesus as the Stardng Point ofTheological Inquiry
The implication of conceiving history as open, is that "we can never grasp the

totality of reality as such" except of course God reveals it to us.25 This is what
has occurred in Jesus Christ. In him, God has revealed Himself and reality, and
he is for that reason the principle of interpreting history and reality, the perfect
meeting point of God and man. In Jesus Christ, God opens the window to»Hirn-
self, giving us a foretaste of the end of history in a most radical way and thus
completing in him, as Gutiérrez says, "the basic circle of all hermeneutics",
which runs "fiom human being to God and from God to the human being".26

Although the revelation of God in history has been consistent, the reality of Je-
sus has brought it to its climax even before the end of history. And as L. Boli
writes:

ln Jesus Christ there occurred a qualitative jump within the history of salvation:
For the first time, divine proposal and human response, word and reality, promises
and realisation, arrived at a perfect accommodation. In him, therefore, salvation
was given in an absolute and eschatological form In him the dynamism and latent
possibilities of all creation became concrete and achieved fiill clarification. In him
we catch a glimpse ofthe firture of the world and the radical meaning of the human
person and the cosmos. In this way Christ is constituted as the meeting point of re-
ligious henneneutics, of the history ofthe world and human beings.27

Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 262 and J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 253'
"Grasping a historical flict or event means realising the mission that it sets in motion“.

23 L. Bofl] Jesus Christ Liberator, pp. 41-2. See also J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crass-
roads, p. 275.

24 G. Gutierrez, The Power ofthe Poor in History, p. 12.

25 L. Bofll Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 42.

26 G. Gutierrez, 7712 Power ofthe Poor in History, p. I 5.

27 L. Bofll Jesus Christ Liberator, pp. 42-3.
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In the light of such thoughts as these, liberation theologians, without failing to
recognise the significance of the Christ of faith, see the historical Jesus as the
legitimate theological point of departure.” This, according to them, is the only
way of taking care of the concrete life-situation of Jesus and the believer, so as
not to overlook the specific revelation of God in the history of Jesus.29 For, if the
historical Jesus is the "way" to the Father, as St. John narrates,3° there can be no
prior conception of Christ more authentic than the one revealed in his historical
life, no matter how sketchy it appears in the Gospels.

A Christology "from below” is for this reason considered inadequate even for
the interpretation of the doctrine of incarnation. Interpreting the incarnation from
the perspective of the pre-existent Christ is a kind of fallacy of begging the ques-
tion (petitio principii), for by that means theology makes its conclusions its
starting point.3l Granted, the aflirrnation that the Son of God became man is the
central truth of the incamation, it would be presumptuous to think that we can
understand that affinnation without first ascertaining the true "natures" of God

28 L. Bofl, Jesus Christ Liberator, p. l0 fli; J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads,
Chapters l & 9. Sobrino makes it abimdantly clear that making the historical Jesus their
point of departure tailsgoing out from the totality ofJesus‘ life - including all his posi-
tive and negative life experience. “Hie tendency to atomise the life ofJesus, in the sense of
singling out either the aspect of his titles or the Kerygma (M. Kihler) etc. would not do.
The historical Jesus signifies the totality of Jesus’ life. C£ J. Sobrino, Christology at the
Crossroads, pp 5-9.

19 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, Chapters 1 a i 1; 1.. Boa: Jesus Christ Libera-
tor, Chapter 2. For both authors, our starting point must be such that the earthly life of Je-
sus, the history of the dogmas and the peculiar historical situation of the interpreter or
theologian are adequately taken note of

30 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, pp. 271, 338.

31 As L. Botf puts it: "...the Incarnation should not be one's starting point, but one's destina-
tion". See L. Bofll Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 188. In maldng this point, Boll‘ especially
attnbutes the failure of the Nestorian and monophysite Christologies to the fact that they
made Incamation their point of departure, and thought in terms of a static ontology rather
than in terms of the historical features of God's revelation in the man Jesus. Similarly, J.
Sobrino maintains that ". .. the Incamation cannot serve as the starting point for theologi-
cal reflection on Jesus; both logically and chronologically it is the culminatiorr of such re-
flection". See J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 268. In another connection,
Sobrino follows D. Wiederkehr to refer to dogmatic definitions as "limit-concepts", ie.
concepts brought in to limit Christological speculations. Such formulations are not pro-
portional to the whole content of faith, they naturally say less than the Scriptures, they
presuppose earlier reflections, and cannot as such constitute the starting point.
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and man respectively.32 According to liberation theology, the true concept of
God and man which we need in order to understand the meaning of the incama-
tion can only be leamt by examining the concrete life of the historical Jesus. Any
reflection on the unity of the divine and human nature in Jesus Christ that fails to
be informed about the historical life of Jesus himself ntutures abstract and ideo-
logical images of Jesus Christ.33 It is for these reasons, that the liberation theol-
ogy declines to make the Chalcedonian fomiula the starting point of Christol-
ogy;-4

It is indeed believed that a historical approach to Christology would aid the
conception of God and man fi'om the point of view of Jesus‘ own faith and hope,
which in effect emerged out of the vicissitudes of his life.35 Thus, differentiating
the historical approach of the liberation theologians from the classical dogmatic
approach, Boff writes:

We will try the inverse route: we will attempt to understand the human being and
God with Jesus himself as our starting point. Humanity in its greatest radicality was
revealed in Jews and this also revealed the human God. Hence it is not by means of
an abstract analysis of humanity and divinity that one can clarify the mystery of Je-

32 "We may use ‘divinity’ and ‘humanity as nominal definitions to somehow break the herme-
neutic circle, but we cannot use them as real definitions." See J. Sobrino, Christology at
the Crossroads, p. 82.

33 Such reflections naturally mistake natural theology and philosophical anthropology for
Christian theology and end up making "Christian faith take on a religious structure in the
pejorative sense" (Barth and Bonhoeffer). See J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads,
pp.277,305.

34 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, pp. 3-5. The truth of the irrterrtton of Chal-
cedon - to afiirm that the Jesus Christ is "true God and true man" - is not disputed. Boil
is even accused ofbeing too tmcritical of that formula. See J . Macquarrie, Jesus Christ in
Modern Thought, p. 317. What hberation theology claims is that theology should first
seek to understand the concepts of "man" and "God" in the light of the historical Jesus,
before coming to the Chalcedonian aflirmation. Besides, the categories of "person",
"nature", "hypostatic union" as they were used in the fiflh century should first be "reread'
in todays language, so that we can grasp its meaning (L. Bofi, op. cit. p. 194). For So-
brino, this means using categories that have concreteness, historicity and relationality. Cf
J. Sobrino, op. cit. pp. 328-335.

35 Another reason for the adoption of the historical Jesus as the starting point of theological
reflection in liberation theology seems to be the perceivable similarity between the situa-
tion ofoppression during the time Jesus grew up in and the current situation of oppression
in Latin American society. Cf J. Sobrino, Christology, pp 9-14; H. Assmann, Theology
for a Nomad Church, p. 103; L. Bofll Jesus Christ Liberator, Chap. 1 and Epilogue, esp.
pp. 279 - 280; I. Ellacuria, Freedom Made'Fle.sh, chap. I, 15 - 26.
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sus of Nazareth, who so fascinated the apostles that they called him God. Anthro-
pology ought to be elaborated with Christology as its point of departure.36

7.2.2 The Principle ofRelationality
Alter closely observing the life style of the historical Jesus - his life of faith, his

intimacy with the Father, his dedication to the service of God's kingdom - libera-
tion theology affirms that the personality of Jesus is "essentially relational, not
absolute in itself".37 Jesus never expressed himself in isolation, but always in re-
lationship with his Father and in connection with his "being" for the kingdom of
God. Consequently, it is his being-for-the-Other, "his relationship to the Father
that constitutes the essence of his person".33

According to Sobrino, who makes the most use of this principle, the impor-
tance of the category of relationship is most evident in Jesus’ own mode of
preaching. Jesus, he contends, proclaimed God in temis of his relationship all the
time: he "did not preach about himself, or even simply about God, but rather
about the kingdom of God",39 that is to say, about God's activity and involvement
in the world. Jesus thought of himself ultimately in relation to his Father.4° Ac-
cording to Sobrino, no clue to Jesus‘ self-awareness is given in the New Testa-
ment

All we can get at is his relational self-awareness: i.e., what he thought about hini-
self in relation to the kingdom, and the decisive irriportance of his own person in its
am'val.4]

This means by implication that we must seek to understand God from Jesus‘
own conception of God, and not through any sort of preconceptions. Sobrino ac-
cordingly shows the significance of the principle of relationality for theological

36 L. Boff. Jesus Christ Liberator. p. I95.

37 J Sobrino. Christologv at the Crossroads. p. 50. This fact further proves the historicity of
Christology, because. strictly speaking, relationality can only be expressed in the context
ofhistory. Cf. p. xxii.

38 ibid., p. 104.
39 ibid., pp. 41-45. 60-61. "Fonnally speaking. his relational nature is seen in the fact that he

himself is not the central focus of his preaching or his activity. The central focus is the
coming kingdom of God. Jesus‘ unreserved confidence in the Father, and his work for the
realisation of the kingdom." See ibid., p. xxii.

40 ibid., pp. 67 & 72. Liberation theology denies that Jesus could have had any apiioii
knowledge of his divinity, and claims that his self-awareness grew in history.

41 ibid., p. 7o.
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understanding while discussing Jesus’ faith and prayer-life,43 which in his view
provide the most reliable source of information about Jesus‘ notion of God.43 In
contrast to Thomas Aquinas, who vehemently argues that Jesus could not have
had faith (ST. iii, q. 7, a 3), Sobrino sees in Jesus‘ faith a paradigm for an authen-
tic conception of God. For Sobrino, faith primarily connotes relationship and not
ignorance. Besides, Jesus ignorance of the day of Yahweh, for instance, "is not an
imperfection at all", but rather “the historical condition that makes real his trust-
ing surrender to the Father and his solidarity with humankind”.44 In other words,
the ignorance of the historical Jesus is kenotic, it is an expression of a non-
competitive relationship with the Father, the willingness to "let the Father be the
Father - i.e., the absolute mystery of history".45

According to this view, the human attributes of Jesus are not at variance with
his divinity; it is precisely his exemplary humanity that demonstrates his divinity.
In fact, what is most human in Jesus - his relationships, the fact that he lived his
faith "in all its pristine fullness" till the end - confirm his participation in the divin-
ity.46 Again, in line with Boff, and in the light of the above view, Sobrino pro-

42 He observes that though H. U. v. Balthasar and W. Thusing had earlier called attention to
the significance of Jesus‘ faith for Christology, they only saw the relational faith of Jesus in
the Father, but not his faith in the realisation of the kingdom of God. The contribution of
liberation theology is seen here in the fact, that it calls attention to the relational aspect of
Jesus faith in the arrival of the kingdom of God. See ibid., pp. 85-87.

43 See J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, Chapter 4. Jesus inherited the faith of the
Jewish orthodoxy, but faced with the hazards of temptation and ignorance of the future,
and of abandonment on the Cross, he had to adjust his faith, and change his notion of
God. He always retained his confidence in the Father. "Viewed theologically, Jesus‘ life is
the shifi from his initial faith to his final. definitive faith." (ibid., p. 103) In that sense, he
demonstrated that "faith does not signify possession of God and his kingdom but rather an
ongoing search for them".(lbr'd., p. 95).

44 To buttress his point, Sobrino cites the following passage from Pannenberg. "The limita-
tion on Jesus‘ knowledge, even where his own relationship to God is coneemed...belongs
rather to the perfect completion and fulfihnent of his personal surrender to God's future."
See ibid., p. I02.

45 lbid. It is surprising that Sobrino does not make any direct reference to the theory of ke-
nosis in this connection. But it is implicit in the view that Jesus lets God be God - that
means that he lived a life of conscious self-limitation and of a kenotic relation to the Fa-
ther.

46 L. Boff, Jesus Christ Liberator, Chapter l0; J. Sobrino, Christologv at the Crossroads.
pp. I05-I07. Sobrino makes it clear (p. 8l) "that divinity and faith do not rule each other
out at all. Indeed it is the faith of Jesus that provides us the key to understanding what
constitutes his divinity in the concrete." In fact, ""The divinity of Jesus consists in his con-
crete relationship to the Father. This unique. peculiar, and unrepeatable way of being in

236



poses "a relational conception of Christ's divinity", and attempts to "reformuIate
in relational categories what Chalcedon affimied in ontic categories".47 Both
theologians see this point testified to by the abundance of relational categories in
the Bible and by the current departure of modem thought from substance ontol-
ogy to relational ontology. Both authors illustrate the second point with the mod-
em concept of person, which traces its origin back to the views of St. Augustine
and Richard of St. Victor.

The essence of personhood, they contend, does not consist in "self-possession"
but in "self-surrender", in "self-openness" and in "relationality".43 So, while for
the Fathers the tenns "nature" and "person" signified substance-ontological reali-
ties, for modem thought and for the liberation theologians, these terms are essen-
tially dynamic concepts, indicating that human nature and person presuppose a
long process of evolutionary (biological, environmental, cultural and educational)
development. If personhood in the biblical and social droughts are today ex-
pressed in relational terms, Christology, in Sobrino's view, must seek access to
the nature of Christ using relational and not ontic categories.49 Relationality is the
hermeneutic locale for understanding his divine and human nature, and for rm-
derstanding being in general.

7.2.3 The Principles ofHope and Eschatology
Since Albert Schweitzer's important study on the historical Jesus,5° the close

connection between the principle of historicity and the principle of eschatology
have become obvious. And, thanks to exegetical studies, it is also evident today
that both the Old Testament account of the salvation-history and Jesus proclama-
tion of the kingdom of God (parousia) can best be understood in the context of

relationship with the Father is what constitutes his concrete way of participating in divin-
ity." (105)

47 .'. Sobrino, Christologv at the Crossroads. Chapters 3, 4 & 5, especially pp. 60, 73 &
[05-I06. "lnstead of using ontic categories, we here choose to use relational ones. They
rinclude the personal category of a person's submission to God and the practical category
of obedience to a mission." (p. I06). See also L. Boff, Jesus Christ Liberator, pp. l9l-
[92.

43 .'. Sobrino, Christologv at the Crossroads, p. 73.

49 in what seems to be an implicit kenotic conception of personhood, J. Sobrino summarises
the point in question as follows: "ln the New Testament it is the relationship of Jesus to
the Father in tmst and obedience that typifies his person. lt is also far more in accord with
the present-day conception of the person insofar as its use for systematic theology is eon-
cemed. For today we see "person" more in terms of surrender or dedication to another."
See J. Sobrino, Christologv at the Crossroads, p. 74.

50 Cf. A. Schweitzer, The Quest ofthe /r_r'st0rt'cal Jesus.
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the eschatological expectation which they embody. God's promise and covenant,
as Sobrino observes himself, had always evoked expectation and "hope in the
future of history".51

For the liberation theology, this principle is much more significant because it
helps to illuminate the different interpretations of history. Sobrino and Boff, for
instance, interpret resun-ection in terms of the eschatology, that is in tenns of the
hope it raises, but their conceptions of hope vary.53 While Boff indefatigably
points to the anthropological dimension of hope, Sobrino would go beyond that to
emphasise its theological significance, making the realisation of hope dependent
on the victory over the negative side of history. Boff sees the resurrection of Je-
sus Christ, for instance, as an event signifying "a total realisation of the capacities
God placed within existence": what used to be utopia (seemingly impossible) has
become topia (seemingly possible), so much, that in effect, human hope "is al-
ready being realised in each person"53 since after the resurrection. While agree-
ing with Botf that the resurrection of Jesus Christ offers a justification for out
hope, Sobrino rejects Boffs view that this hope is already being realised in this
world. Christian hope as Sobrino sees it, is a "qualified hope": it has its justifica-
tion from the resurrection of Jesus, but it remains unrealised insofar as the nega-
tive side of history still persists; it is "hoping against hope".54

For Sobrino, Christian hope presupposes the apocalypticism of the scriptural
literature. That implies that the current Christian hope is to be understood in the
light of the earlier apocalypticism. The Old Testament apocalypticism, as Sobrino
sees it, was not merely looking forward to the end of history, but specifically to
the "vindication of God's justice" at the end of history.55 Christian hope must
necessarily be interpreted in this line, as the hope for the triumph of God's justice.
In fact, there is a continuity between apocalypticism and Christian hope in that

5| J . Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 242.
52 rm, pp. 236-211, esp. pp. 241-246. See also L. Boff, Jesus chm» Liberator, Chapter r

There seems to be a consensus among the liberation theologians that the resurrection
opens up a hopeful future for humankind. In the resurrection, God allows us to perceive
what the future of humankind would look like. This is however nothing more than a faint
idea of the future of humanity. Following the view of the New Testament evangelists, Se
brino explicitly states that the resurrection "is an eschatological event in which the final
reality of history makes its appearance in the midst of history - whatever that final reality
may be understood to be". lbid. p. 236.

53 L. Boff, Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 135.

54 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 244. Sobrino seems to have adopted the no
tion of "hope against hope" from Moltmann.

55 ibid., p. 243.
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both are concemed with the justice of God. Thus for Sobrino the ultimate signifi-
cance of the event of resurrection is God Himself and the triumph of His jus-
tice.56 Christian hope is a hope for justice, and it obliges Christians to seek jus-
tice themselves. If so, it calls for praxis.57 Only when we have pulled down the
stnictures of the evil of oppression and injustice in this world through a liberative
praxis, can we talk of a realised hope. Till then it is "hope against hope".53

No matter what the different conceptions of hope in the liberation theology
may be, there is a common belief in the significance of eschatology, not only in
the interpretation of the Christ-event but also in giving meaning to the future of
the oppressed people.

7.2.4 The Principle ofDialectics
Given the negativity of the event of the Cross, and the peculiar situation of op-

pression and injustice in which most of the believers find themselves, liberation
theology sees dialectical thinking as an indispensable route to understanding God
and reality. Moreover, for liberation theology, dialectical thinking seems to pro-
vide the most suitable means for making faith in eschatology assume the fomr of a
concrete hope for the change of an oppressive situation of the wretched of the
earth. It should therefore be expected that,

ln a continent where beauty, love, reconciliation, and justice are in short supply
and the plight of the masses is catastrophic, theological discourse is much more
dialectical than analogical, more practical than analytical. Wretched conditions and
a situation of sin and oppression prove paradoxically to be the locus of encounter
with God. God must then be thought of as the contradiction of the wretched
conditions of real life.59

The liberation theologians trace the root of dialectical thinking back to the
scripture, especially to the apocalyptic and eschatological expectations. The es-
chatological dimension of the person and message of Jesus Christ, Sobrino ob-
serves, has not only shown the “element of Itairos and the future, but also of an-

56 ibid., p. 240.
57 1/nr., p. 253.
53 Sobrino and Gutierrez see praxis as the natural implication of a theology of hope. Sobrino

talks of "praxis as a hermeneutic principle for understanding the resurrection" (1br'd., p.
253). For him, the ultimate hermeneutic for understanding the resurrection is "apostolate
itself the detennincd effort to carry on the hope that appeared in Jesus‘ resurrection that
the very same hope becomes comprehensible to us" (ibid., p. 254). Gutierrez on his part,
claims that " the rediscovery of the eschatological dimension in theology has also led us to
consider the central role of historical praxis". Cf. G. Gutierrez, A Theologv 0] Liberation,
p. 8.

59 J Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, p. 27.

239



other essential element: krisis (crisis, judgement)."6° The way from the present
world to the reigtr of God does not always run in a lineal manner, neither docs it
follow the laws of logical thinking. God as the ultimate reality is not readily ac-
cessible to natural human existence. Consequently, the ways of the world camel
also conform to the way to God.

Theology must therefore embark on an “epistemological break", afiet the ex-
ample of the scripture, which not only makes theological understanding distinct
from natural understanding, but also afiirms "the transcendence of a cntcilied
God" as "contrary to natural understanding".61 For liberation theology the
"epistemological break" must mean not just "going beyond, but going against
natural knowledge; it must be a total break that incorporates the elements of cri-
sis. Sobrino accuses the European theology of rarely recognising this fact.” This
rs the point at which European theological method differs from the Latin Amen-
ean liberation hemreneutics: Whereas the former conceives the epistemological
break by way of reflection, the latter afiinns it out of experience.63 This is to be
expected, Sobrino insists, because, whereas for the European (Greek) thought it
is a certain sense of "wonder" or "admiration" that stimulates reflection on God,
for the liberation theology, it is suffering, the cry of the oppressed that motivates
the knowledge of God, who is known to be engaged in the act of liberation.

In Latin America, the suflering of the present, no wonder, plays the active role in
the process of understanding. suffering provides the authentic analogy for
understanding God: the recognition that the present history of the world is the on-
going history of the sufiering God.

From this perspective the epistemological break entails a practical dialectics, a
change of heart (metanoia),64 that has practical implication for theodicy. Theo-
dicy would then tum to be anthropodicy. It would tum from the theoretical ques-
tion of how to justify God to the practical question of how the human being is to
be justified before God. For, if God justifies Himself by entering history to recre-

6° 1bid.,p.26.
61 /bi"d.,p.24££
62 Sobrino argues that whereas the Catholic tradition had always overlooked this aspect of

crisis, and thus hardly anived at conceiving dialectics as a complete contrast of natural
thought pattem, the Protestant theology apparently shows more readiness to incorporate
the elements of crisis in its theological understanding. Barth, Bultmann, Bonhoeflier and
Moltmann are given as the theologians who have rightly observed Paul's thesis, that the
break should be seen as a scandal and as a form of madness. CF J. Sobrino, The Tnre
Church and the Poor, pp. 25-28.

63 J- Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, p. 27.

64 lbid, p. 2s.
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ate humankind,65 as the Bible suggests, it all means then that humankind has to
justify itself in the face of evil by getting involved in the praxis of liberation.
Epistemological brealc in the sense in which liberation theology uses it, is, strictly
speaking, an epistemology of praxis. This means that God can only be known in a
liberating action. G. Gutierrez radicalises this point by saying that "to know God
is to do justice".66 Thus rather than making the "death of God" an issue as does
the Westem theology, liberation theology prefers to consider the death of the op-
pressed human beings as the crisis of meaning par excellence.57

In effect, therefore, liberation theology wants to approach the crisis of reality
head-on, not in the sphere of thought, but in the world of experience. The dialec-
tics takes place in the life of the oppressed and not merely in our thought. The
concrete mediation of God of Jesus occurs in a life with theoppressed, not in
mere reflective thought, but in emulation of God Himself, who readily immersed
Himself in history in order to liberate human beings.53

In the oppressed the Other is discovered dialectically and through a sharing of sufi
fering The break therefore takes place not at the level of self-tmderstanding or
feeling but at the level of reality.69

According to Sobrino, theological knowledge first begins to grow at the point
where an aporia (a quandary, a paradox) of two seemingly conuadictory realities
shows up.7° The effort to solve them always leads to a new conception of God.7'
For liberation theology, aporia comes up at the point of the "powerlessness of
love against injustice." It is at this point that epistemological break occurs i.e., the
awareness that theological understanding has reached a dead-lock on speculative
sphere, and that only practice can unlock this way.72

65 taut, p. so.
66 G. Gutierrez, The Power ofthe Poor in History, pp. xii, 7 E See also J. Sobrino, The True

Church and the Poor, p. 55 E

67 "If the death of God is the expression of a crisis of meaning, human death is the expres-
sion of a crisis in reality For this reason the epistemological break is formulated not so
much on the basis of the death of God as on that of the death of the oppressed.” See J.
Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, p. 32.

68 lbid.,p.30.
69 Ibid.,p. 33.

70 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 21 II Such theological aporia are many and
varied: they include the problems ofone and many, transcendence and immanence, stbject
and object etc. See J. Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, p. 35.

7' 1. Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, p. 34
72 ibid., p. 35. Basically, the main criticism, liberation theology brings up against European

theology is that the latter tries to resolve dualism in the world almost exclusively at the
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7.2.5 The Principle ofPraxis
There is an unanimous view in liberation theology that correct action, done n.

ter the mind of Christ, should precede correct thought about Jesus and his person.
The primacy of orthopraxis over orthodoxy is a basic assumption.73

In emphasising the priority of practice,
The intention, however, is not to deny the meaning of orthodoxy, understood as a

proclamation of and reflection on statements considered to be true. Rather, the
goal is to balance and even to reject the primacy and almost exclusiveness which
doctrine has enjoyal in Christian life and above all to modify the emphasis, ollen
obsessive, upon the attainment of an orthodoxy which is often nothing more than
fidelity to an obsolete tradifion or a debatable interpretation. In a more positive
vein, the intention is to recognise the work and importance of concrete behaviour,
of deeds of action, ofpraxis in the Christian life.“/4

Liberation theology acknowledges that the classical theology had also given at-
tention to the issue of praxis, but it notes, however, that the issue of correct action
had been placed on the periphery of theological reflection; it had at best been
relegated to the area of spiritual and moral theologies.75 In contrast, liberation
theology wants the doctrines in the realm of systematic theology to be illuminul
by the principle of action, so that orthodoxy would become less abstract. Again,
Sobrino tries to differentiate the European from the Latin American hermeneutics
of theology: Whereas the European theology makes the "history of ideas" its basis
for authentic theological interpretation, liberation theology sees "concrete action‘
as the basis of a legitimate theological interpretation of doctrines.75

level of thought. In contrast, liberation theology, at least as Sobrino secs it, prefers to
overcome such theological dualism as "that ofbelieving subject and history, of theory and
practice" not at the level of thought, but in the real world, in praxis. C£ Ibid., p. 38.

73 L. Bofl; Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 46. See also J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads,
p. 45; --, The True Church and the Poor, pp. 21 fil; G. Gutierrez, On Job, p.

74 G. Gutierrez, A Theology ofLiberatr'on. p. a.
75 Ibtd, p. 6: Even later, in this century, as charity was reinstated at "the centre of the

Christian life", the shill fiom abstract theory to practice-bome theologies in the West took
place in the area ofspirituality and moral, but not in systematic theology.

76 J. Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, pp. 23-24. "For example, an understanding of
what the "divinity" of Christ means in the Chalcedonian formula requires one to know the
historical development of an idea that began in the New Testament and that led to Chil-
cedon via the Apologists and the Fathers." That is the case within the European theology.
ln hberation theology the approach differs. "The confession of the "divinity" of Christ is
not reached through an understanding of the history of ideas such as person, personal un-
ion, and divine nature. The truth stated generally by Chalcedon is clarified through con-
crete praxis. "
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ln advancing this point the liberation theology sees itself inspired, not only by
the historical Jesus, but also by the theories of action in modem philosophy. An
appeal is made to the primacy of action using the philosophies of Marnice Blon-
dcl and Karl Marx. Blondel’s philosophy of action is hailed, for instance, by G.
Gutierrez, mainly because it tries to work out the intemal logic of action and does
in fact root philosophical speculations on action.77 Karl Marx's theory of praxis is
most valued both for showing the primacy of action and additionally aflirming
that action must be transformationalf/3 Transfomting the world is another way of
liberating the world. At this point, liberation theologians credit the liberation of
the mind and the individual (at the level of explanation - Aujkldrung) to the En-
lightenment, but contend, that Marx effected a second stage of the Enlightenment
as he made the transformation of the society the main issue.79 Even as it makes a
selective use of Marx's social, religious and political analysis, liberation theology
denies being “Marxist”. It does admit however making use of the hermeneutics of
praxis from Marxist’ thought.3°

Although Marxist thought has relevance for political actions, the liberation
theologians do not take Marx, but Jesus as the model of their political theology.
The relationship between faith and action, between eschatology and politics is
central, not that between philosophy and politics. Political actions are mainly ac-
tions in favour of justice in the society and directed against unjust and alienating
social order. Such political actions are known to have been performed by Jesus
himself, and they inevitably led to his death at the hands of the political authori-

77 See G. Gutierrez, A Theology ofLiberation. p. 7- He makes reference to Maurice Blon-
del, L'Action, Paris 1893, and lists related literature on Blondel in note 30, p. 180.

73 lhis view is best summarised in the following popular statement from Karl Marx: "The
philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to
change it" ("Theses on Feuerbach", no. 11), in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, On Relig-
ion, New York 1964, p. 72.

J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, pp. 34; G. Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor tn
History, p. l8lf. Liberation theology, Sobrino claims, distinguishes two phases of En-
lightenment. The first phase, which Kant stands for, was a rational affitir, meant to hberate
humanity from mental "infantilism" and dogmatism. The second stage, ushered in by Karl
Marx, was intended to liberate humankind from the "wretched conditions of the real
world", not merely at the level of thought, but at the level of action. European theology
has been responding mainly to the challenges of the first phase, which takes the form of
the liberation of faith from myth. In contrast, Liberation theology professes to respond to
the challenges of the second stage, by seeking transformation and not rationality. See p.
l0f.

80 Cf J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 35: "We come to know reality really
only insofar as we come to realise the necessity of transforming it.“

79
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ties.31 Consequently, actions in question have eschatological dimensions. Hence,
given the eschatological dimension of Jesus‘ actions and the message of the Gos-
pel, liberation theology sees it as a part of the task of Christian life to initiate po-
litrcal actions that would transfomi the world, liberate and direct it towards the
future, so as to attain the transcending meaning of history.32

Thus the foremost concem of liberation theology is to answer the challenges of
practice. In this connection, Gutierrez sees points of convergence and divergence
between Latin American liberation theologies and European political theologies
(Metz's political theology and Moltrnann‘s political theology of hope).33 Libera-
tion and political theologies are poised to come to terms with thcchallenges ol
modernity: how to think God as love in the structure of modem society, where the
growth and freedom of democratic nations mean a simultaneous "exploitation of
the very poorest" - of the wretched of the earth in other parts of the world.“
There is however an evidence of limitations in European theologies with regard to
achieving this aim. They are incapable of making their reflections from the point
of view of the poor, Gutierrez contends. It is at this point that liberation theology
sees itself going beyond the scope of political theology of the West. Apparently,
Bonhoeffefs theology is an exception, it provides the most acceptable answer to
the challenge of modernity.“ In contrast to Metz and Moltmann, Bonhoel:fer is
believed to have made his reflections on the problem of God and modem world

8] G. Gutierrez, A Theology ofLiberation. pp. I31-I33.

82 In illustrating the relationship between eschatology and politics, Gutierrez makes use of
the concept of utopia. Utopia, according to Gutierrez, does not signiiy illusion, if rightly
understood; it is rather characterised by its relationship to the present historical reality.
This is evident in Freire's understanding of utopia, as a concept signifying "denunciation
and annrmciation" of current disorder and future order respectively. See Freire,
"Education as Cultural Action: An Introduction," in Louis M. Colonnese, ed, Conscienti-
sation for hberation, Washington D. C., p. I19, cited by G. Gutierrez, A Theology ofLib-
eration. pp. i36 8!. 241..

83 G. Gutierrez, The Power ofthe Poor in History, p. I85.

84 1bid., p. tee.
85 To answer the challenge of modemity, therefore, Bonhoefler asks Christians to believe

"irreIigiously“. Since the notion of God always connotes power in religion, believing
"irreligiously" implies "to believe in the weak and suffering God of the Bible". See G. Gu-
tierrez, The Power of the Poor in History, p. 180. Hence, fiom Gutierrez point of view.
"No one else, perhaps, has appreciated the challenge of modemity as profoundly as Bon-
hoeffer. The very depth ofhis posing the question grasps the thinking of modemity by its
stalk and its roots start cracking." Ibid., p. 186.
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from the point of view of the poor, the oppressed, the despised, the suffering
people of this world.36

7. 2.6 Poverty as a Hermeneutic Principle
The issue of poverty occupies a central position in the liberation theology, so

much that it understands itself as a theology from the perspective of the poor. In
this, it sees itself confronted with the task of working out the theological meaning
of the poor. As Gutierrez observes, the biblical meaning of "poverty" is tmfortu-
nately anything but easy to detennine, because of its paradoxical usage: in some
cases the Bible speaks of "poverty as a scandalous condition" to be overcome,
and in another it advocates the adoption of "poverty as spiritual childhood".37
The classical classification of material and spiritual poverty,"he contends, can
hardly represent this paradox. It misrepresents it indeed, not only by the fact that
it creates an illusory division between material33 and spiritual poverty, but also
because by the interpretation of the Biblical texts, one is almost always lefi to
guess, what. the authors of the Bible have in mind when they speak of poverty".
whether, they mean material or spiritual poverty. The aftermath of this classifica-
tion, he goes on to say, is for instance the popular "spiritualistic" interpretation of
the phrase "the poor in spirit" in Matthew/s version of the Beatitudes, which gives
the erroneous impression that a mere interior detachment without a corresponding
action against poverty would do.

In contrast, liberation theology contends that there can be no proper spintual
poverty, if there is no corresponding extemal act that protests against poverty.39
Any interpretation which is lacking that, amormts to "spiritualising" poverty, and
making "comforting and tranquillising conclusions" that are grossly illusory.9° In
the liberation theology the attitude of the prophets and Jesus to poverty are seen
as models? Jesus and the prophets did not stop at denotmcing poverty, but fought

36 Gutierrez refers to Bonhoeffer’s article titled "apprenticeship" as a proofto this point. See
Bonhoeffer, Gesamelte Schrrften, Munich: Kaiser, I965, vol. 2, p. 441. See also G. Gu-
tierrez, The Power of the Poor in History, p. 231.

37 Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology ofLiberation. p. I65 fii See the whole ofChapter thirteen
ofhis book for more details on the notion ofpoverty in the liberation theology.

33 From the mere anthropological perspective, the issue of material poverty can no longer be
thought in tenns of the lack ofmaterial goods, without also including the lack of "cultural,
social and political values", which are neither purely spiritual nor material Cf. ibid, p.
163.

39 ibid., p. 164.
9° lbid

245



against it, and in the process lived poverty.91 In their preaching and life-style they
demonstrated the paradox of poverty: protesting against poverty as something
scandalous (by way of intervention), and encouraging poverty as spiritual child-
hood (by being basically open and available to God).92 Accordingly, the libera-
tion theology does not see spiritual poverty so much "as an interior detachment
from the goods of this world", but primarily as "a spiritual attitude which be-
comes authentic by incarnating itself in material poverty".93 Spiritual poverty
does not designate a mere passive acceptance, but "an ability to receive", an attr-
tude that "defines the total posture of human existence before God, persons and
things".94 As such, poverty defines itself in relation, and not in detachment.

Understanding poverty as something that simultaneously encompasses the
fight against material poverty as a scandalous condition, and the attitude of open-
ness to God (spiritual poverty), in the language of liberation theology, means
viewing "poverty as a commitment of solidarity and protest".95 Thus:

Christian poverty, an expression of love, is solidarity with the poor and is a protest
against poverty. It is a poverty lived not for its own sake, but rather as an
authentic imitation of Christ; it is a poverty which means taking on the sinfirl hu-
man condition to hberate humankind fiom sin and all its consequences.96

Liberation theology therefore sees the Church obliged to live a life of poverty
in solidarity with the poor.97 In addition to guaranteeing the authenticity of
Church's mission, poverty which is understood as solidarity and protest serves a

91 ibid., p. 165 £ There are three reasons for that: I) In the light of Mosaic tradition, to
"accept poverty and injustice is to fall back into the conditions of servitude which existed
before the liberation fiom Egypt" (Ibid, p. 167); 2) For the prophets poverty is not neu-
tral, it is a product of oppression and injustice. And seen from the light of the mandate of
Genesis (a creature in the "image and likeness of God"), poverty dehumanises humankind;
3) As the image of God, humankind is the sacrament ofGod. Corollarily, "to oppress the
poor is to offend God; to know God is to work justice". (Ibid, p. 168)

92 This is most evident in the kenotic life of the historical Jesus. Christ emptied hirnself(Phil
2,6) and became poor for our sake (Cor. 8,9). This sort ofpoverty characterised his whole
life: his attitude to his Father and his commitment to the realisation of the kingdom See J.
Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, p. 137; G. Gutierrez, A Theology ofLiberation.
p. 172.

93 G. Gutierrez A Theolog ofLiberation. p. 171.

94 Ibid.
95 ma
96 1bid., p. 172.
97 Only by rejecting poverty and by making itself poor in order to protest against it can the

Church preach something that is uniquely its own: "spiritual poverty," that is, the open-
ness ofhumankind and history to the future promised by God. ibid., p. 173.
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hcnneneutic function in liberation theology;93 it helps to make theological dis-
course more authentic. For it is no accident that the poor are designated to be the
privileged recipients of God’s message (cf. Isaiah 25 & 61). God is the God of
the poor and He reveals Himself eminently to them. That has been so right fi'om
the beginning, as can be seen in the Old Testament.99

Apparently, the argument can be presented this way: If God directs His "good
news" to the poor, it follows that He makes poverty, in the sense we explained
above, the privileged situation for His revelation. And if that is true, then we not
only need spiritual poverty as a proof for the authenticity of our discipleship,1°°
but primarily, as a hcnneneutic principle for gaining access to God. This seems to
be the implicit argument of liberation theologians as they make poverty a henne-
neutic principle.

7.3 The God ofthe Poor
7.3.1 The Mystery ofGod

From the above, it is clear that all the basic structures of the liberation theology
could be classified as hermeneutic principles. This is a fruther indication that it
does not claim to be presenting a new doctrine, but a new way of doing theology.
lts methodology nonetheless signals a departure fiom the classical conception of
God: for an attempt is made to conceive God from the perspective of the poor.
The converging point of all the hermeneutic principles is accordingly God's par-
tiahty for the poor. God is believed to have always been on the side of the poor
and the oppressed, i-e., for the losers of history.

Liberation theology gains this conviction not so much through reflection as
through the analysis of the revelation of God in the Old Testament Exodus experi-
ence and in the Christ-event. The Exodus experience demonstrates, that God goes
through misery with His suffering people, and thereby reveals Himself as their
liberator. God's self-revelation to the poor is believed to be a mystery. It is a
mystery why He identifies Himself with the poor, and not with the rich, why He
chooses to reveal Himself to the ignorant, and not to the wise (Mt. 11:25-26). The

93 J. Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, p. I37 f.

99 The theme of God's partiality for the poor is very central in liberation theology. In fact
according to Araya, “the profession that the God who liberates is the God of the poor is
its very backbone, as well as its principal point of convergence and unity. This theo-logical
reflection is very emphatic on one essential point of the biblical message: the God of the
Bible takes sides with the poor and oppressed, at the heart ofhistory, with a view to their
deliverance " V. Araya, God of the poor, p. 52.

100 G. Gutierrez, A Theology ofLiberation. p. 173.

247



liberation theology is particularly interested in "explicating" this mystery.l°l
Thus, as Victorio Araya puts it, "the specificity of the Latin American theology
of liberation consists in its elucidation and concretisation of the revelation of the
mystery of God as God ofthe po0r".102

God's option for the weak and poor of the society, as this theology fondly con.
tends, reveals two basic facts about Him: firstly, the gratuitous natttrc of God's
love and revelation, secondly, the dialectics of divine self-revelation in the nega-
tive side of history, i.e. the dialectics of a historical transcendence. God loves the
poor, the weak and the ignorant, Gutierrez says, not because of their moral iii-
tegrity, but simply because of the gratuitous character of His love. His love is
"free and unmerited".

The ultimate basis of God's preference for the poor is to be found in God's own
goodness and not in any analysis of society or in human compassion, however per-
tinent these reasons may be. 103

The afiirrnation that God is love seems therefore to be one of the basic fundament
on which the vision of God of the Latin American theology of liberation is built.

Secondly, the fact that the poor are the privileged addressees of revelation,
implies that no limit can be set to the modes of God's self-revelation. God reveals
Himself in contradiction and contrast, in the negativity of history - in the negativ-
ity of injustice, sin, and oppression. God reveals Himself in a manner beyond in-
telligibility.1°4 God fights against everything that vitiates against I-Iis plan for
creation. He goes into a kenotic solidarity with the sufferers, liberating them
through His salvifie praxis, without giving up His transcendence.

There is the strong belief that God's identification with the poor does not de-
tract from I-Iis transcendence. As a matter of fact, He is believed to be more tran-
scendent the more human He becomes. 105 This is the paradox of divine transcen
dence and immanence, Sobrino says, which Jesus demonstrated in his own keno-
tic life. By "letting God be God", Jesus meditated the mystery of God, as the God
who is both the "greater God" and the "lesser God", a God beyond comprehen-

lol G. Gutierrez, On Job, p. xi. God is a mystery, but not mystery as "something that is hid-
den and must remain hidden". The mystery of God, in the biblical sense, must be er-
pressed, not concealed; communicated, not kept to itself‘. Consequently, if the revelation
ofGod as God of the poor is a mystery, it is a mystery that must be proclaimed.

102 V. Araya, God of the poor, p. 129. For more information about the conception of Godin
Latin American liberation theology, see also J. L. Segundo, Our Idea of God, and R Pr-
blo, The Idols ofDeath and the God oflife.

103 G. Gutierrez On Job,

104 V. Araya, God ofthe poor, p. 126.

105 L. Bofl; Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 218.
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sion, and yet partial to the poor, a God who opts for those who have nobody on
their side, a God, who despite His transcendence is completely immanent through
His kenotic solidarity with the poor. '06

The significant point liberation theology makes in this connection is that it is
precisely in the simplicity and down-to-earth life-style of Jesus, that God's tran-
scendence is optimally proclaimed. According to Sobrino, Jesus revealed God as
the "greater" God in the vertical and horizontal dimensions of his simple life. On
the horizontal level, he shows that God does not so much abide in the Temple and
cultic worship as in the poor and oppressed people. On the vertical significance,
God does not mediate His greatness through the administration of justice, but
through His grace. God draws near to the people because of His grace and not
because of their merits. The God of Jesus is a mystery, since He is "a God of sur-
prises", a God beyond our preconceptions, and more than what our good works
can merit. '07

If we put these mysterious and paradoxical aspects of the God of the poor to-
gether with the implicit views about Him in the aforementioned hermeneutic prin-
ciples, we get a working notion of God in the liberation theology: The God of lib-
eration theology, is a God who mediates Himself in history, whose essence and
ways cannot be known apriori, a God, who defines Himself in relationship, and
not in aseity, a God, whose fiiture is open", He is a God, who reveals Himself
even in His contradiction, a God beyond intelligibility. He is a God, who cannot
be experienced in a state of indifference and cold detachment; He encotmters
people mainly in the work of justice and in the practice of love. He is a God who
gets involved, a God who opts for the oppressed, He is a God of the poor, the
oppressed and the "non-persons" of history. He is the liberating God.

7.3.2 God as Love and Transcendent: a Historical Fact
The claim that the essence of God is love is cormnon to all current theologies

emphasising the paradigm shift from the more philosophical to the more biblical
conception of God. The Latin American liberation theology concurs also to the
truth of this afiirmation, but its approach differs. Whereas many contemporary
theologies characteristically make the Johanine affirmation that God is love their
point of departure, liberation theology, in its radical dedication to the issue of the
historical Jesus, makes the totality of Jesus‘ life - his life of faith and prayer - the
main starting point. In that case, the Johanine dictum that God is essentially love

I06 Cf J. Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, pp. 144-15].

I07 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 208.
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is not a point of departure, but rather a conclusion that is to be arrived at through
a thorough investigation of the life of Jesus Christ.

This explains why, Sobrino, rather than to philosophise on love as the essence
of God, prefers to base the authenticity of this affirmation on Jesus‘ own notion of
God. Jesus‘ prayer-life, he contends, reveals much about his conception of God:
The mere fact that he prayed at all, signals a belief in a God who is transcendent,
and in a God whose reality is love.1°3 Besides, the content of his prayers reveal
that there were changes and stages in his conception of God,1°9 and that his ulti-
mate and unique notion of God crystallised first toward the end of his historical
life.

Jesus‘ notion of God, Sobrino observes, is an original synthesis of the various
traditions he inherited. He did not just hold tenaciously to a particular conception.
Neither a prophetic, an apocalyptic, nor a sapiential notion constituted Jesus‘ ul-
timate idea of God.

In his concrete history he gradually wove together strands fiom the various tradi-
tions about God in order to form his own fabric. The originality of Jesus lies pre-
cisely in the concrete synthesis that he was fashioning his whole life long. 1 10

This claim is based on the assumption that Jesus’ self-awareness and knowl-
edge of God grew with time. The ultimate notion of God that Jesus gained afier
synthesising the different concepts of Qod, according to Sobrino, is a notion of
God that is full of tension. Then as he maintains: "Toward the end of Jesus‘ life,
God seems to be both a presence and an absence, both power and impor-
tance".111 Despite this apparent tension, the historical synthesis in Jesus‘ notion
of God points to two basic conclusions: "that God ever remains greater than hu-

108 ibid., p. 159.
109 In the conflict-ridden situation ofhis life, his notion of God was changing but his faith re-

mained unswerving. His experiences, his crisis in Galilee, and the loss of hope in the
"imminent arrival ofthe kingdom ofGod", must have made him realise that God, does not
so rmrch demonstrate his love with power as with triumph in failure. Hence Sobrino's ob-
servation: "Jesus' prayer in the garden of Gethsemane does not presuppose the same con-
ception of God that Jesus had at the start ofhis 1ife."1bid., p. 94. C£ pp. 90-95.

1 10 According to Sobrino, Jesus was definitely aware of the prophetic tradition, with its em-
phasis on the partiality of God in defence of the oppressed. He was acquainted with the
apocalyptic tradition, stressing the plan of God to renew reality at the end oftime. He was
familiar with the sapiential tradition, preaching a providential God, who gratuitously al-
lows the existence of both the just and unjust, awaiting his justice at the end of time lu
addition, he experienced God on the Cross, in a dimension, which, though imagined (in
the "Psalms, in the book of Lamentations, and in the book of Ecclesiastes") remained
unimaginable to a majority of the Jews. He lived God in his seeming absence and silence.
ibid., pp. 160-161.

111 Ibid.,p. 161.
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man beings, and that his innennost reality is love".|12 This means in effect that
Jesus revealed a paradoxical image of God in his own religious life.

Jesus, he goes on to say, neither conceived nor made use of divine transcen-
dence in abstract temis. He lived it historically and concretely in different forms
of his life. Jesus’ view about the sovereignty of God however came up mostly
when he was showing how incomprehensible and unimaginable God's grace and
gratuitousness was. In his parables, especially in the one about a good father (Lk
ll:l l-l3) and that about the prodigal son, (Lk. l 1:11-24), Jesus depicts the sov-
ereignty of God in tenns of His love that goes beyond the limits of human possi-
bilities. When Jesus was asked whether God could do "impossible" things such as
save the rich, he replied: "For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God
all things are possible" (Mk 10:27). Thus, Sobrino concludes:

Realisation of the impossible, then, is an expression ofthe transcendce ofGod
This realisation of the impossible by grace is the way that God's transcendence is
mediated in the eyes ofJesus. 1 13

The notion of God's transcendence that Jesus had was "that God ever remains
greater than human beings" in question of love. It means also that God ever re-
mains greater than human conception. In his life, especially in times of hardship,
Jesus realised that his God transcends all single notions of God that occur in
Jewish tradition, and that God was more than he himself could have imagined at
the start of his public life.114

Thus, the awareness of God as a God whose nature and ways transcend human
imagination and conception is evident in the life of Jesus. I-Iis attitude to life gen-
erally and to his future was definitely influenced by the conviction that the future
belongs to God, and that at the end, God conquers everything vitiating against His
Kingdom. In S0brino's view, it is this awareness of the sovereignty of God over
every historical situation at the end of history, that sustained Jesus‘ trust and con-
fidence in his Father and made him surrender himself to God's will even in his
times of crisis.115 Divine transcendence, so conceived, is not abstract, it is his-
torical and concrete. To all intents and purposes, Jesus testified to this fact: He

"2 ibid., p 162.
H3 lbid, p. 164. In this connection, Sobrino quotes approvingly the following passage from

Braun. "Here the impossible is not depicted as supematural events coming fiom a world
beyond and producing weird consequences in this world. Instead it appears in the fact that
the poor, the impious, and the wicked can tmexpectedly go back to calling themselves
human beings once again." See Braun, Jesus, p. I67.

H" ibid., pp. 164- I65.

"5 ibid., p. res.
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was ever discovering new dimensions of God throughout his life, and at the end,
he was sure that nothing and nobody could put limits on God.116

According to Sobrino, not any philosophical proposition, but the entire length
of Jesus‘ own life should be the basis for investigating into the nature of God.
Therefore, in the name of liberation theology, he identifies at least three features
of Jesus‘ life that authenticate the aflirmation that God's essence is love: his call-
ing God "Father", his option for the poor and his attitude to cultic w0rship.117

Evidently, Jesus did not call God “Lord“ or "King"; he chose to call him
"Father" - Abba. There is no historical or logical reason, Sobrino maintains, why
Jesus favoured this expression, except that it was basic to his tmderstanding of
God. This expression stands for a relationship of love, trust and confidence,
which existed between him and God.

Hence the term ‘Father’ addressed to God by Jesus tells us right away how he pic-
tured the ultimate ground of reality. It was not to be viewed in terms of beauty or
power but in terms of love. That is why he chose to address God as ‘Father’. 113

Secondly, Jesus‘ option for the poor (Lk. 6:20-22) is also motivated by his
conception of God as love. His attack on the powerful oppressors of thepoor,
and his condemnation of injustice, should not, in Sobrino‘s view, be judged solely
from a moral perspective, but primarily from the standpoint of Jesus‘ own O00-
ception of God as love. "Because God is love he cannot tolerate the oppression of
the lowly.“119 Thus, love is so much the essence of God, that in defence and ex-
pression of it, He sides with the lowly. Apparently, this is the explanation for the
partisanship of God's love. Moreover, Jesus‘ own basic option for human beings
also demonstrates, that love is the essential nature of God. His entire life was an
expression of God's option for humankind, and it thus defined God as love.11°

Thirdly, Jesus, in a very radical manner, made humanity the basis for evaluat-
ing the authenticity of cultic worship (Mt. 9:13) and Sabbath observance (Mk
2:27). By making humankind the privileged sphere for divine encounter, Jesus
equates the praxis of love to neighbour with love for God (Mk 12:28-34; Mt.

116 Cf ibrd, p. 174: "At no point in his history can Jesus get a ‘fix’ on God once and for all"

117 Ibid, pp. res-112.
118 ibid., p. 166.
119 ibid., p. 166.
120 ibid., p. 169: "His God is not an egocentric being. He is a being for others, not a being for

himselfalone."
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22:34-40; Lk. 10:25-27).121 This ultimately means that God is to be encountered
in the praxis of love, and precisely as the One who transcends in love. In encotm-
tering the God who loves tmconditionally, we come to gain insight into His great-
ness, I-Iis sovereignty and profundity. At this point Sobrino perceives a dialectical
relationship between the praxis of love and divine transcendence. For,

If there is any historical reality at all that can mediate the transcendence of the
Christian God, it is the historical reality of love. On the one hand love is the reality
that brings out most clearly the extra something, the "more“ of reality and mean-
ingfulness. On the other hand the historical praxis of love is the place where one
experiences the fundamental quandary of existence. The person who loves truly is
persecuted. Those who set their feet on the pathway of love feel all the weight of
sin upon themselves. It is here that we encounter the formal Christian structure of
transcendence as a vis- -vis, as one thing over "against" another. Christian ac-
ceptance of transcendence is not any naive identification with the existence ofsome
Absolute; it entails corresponding to some Absolute in spite of the fact that the
latter is called into question by history ...it means hoping against hope. 122

Judging from the above quotation, one can rightly say, that for Sobrino, divine
transcendence must not be conceived metaphysically in abstraction, nor vertically
in spatial terms, but concretely horizontal in history. Divine transcendence is seen
as a historical reality, as that "beyond" of every dead-end in history. It is that
"more" and the unending resilience of God's love, which Jesus lived himself. Je-
sus lived the transcendence of love, for neither conflict, nor failure, nor rejection,
nor death was able to set a limit to God's option for htmiankind. He showed it in
his resolute hope, trust and confidence in God.

7.4. A Historical Theology ofthe Cross and Resurrection
7.4.1 The Cross: a Scandal

In agreement with other contemporary theologies of the Cross, liberation tlreol-
ogy sees the revelation of “a new and revolutionary concept of God” in the suffer-
ing and death of Jesus Christ on the Cross.123 God reveals Himself in the nega-
tivity of the Cross. This is the dialectical truth, which must be noted, because the

121 Ibid, p. I72: “The praxis of love constitutes one unique experience. Materially it is love
of neighbour. Formally, when that love is given without reservations, it is also an experi-
ence of God and hence can be formulated as love for God."

122 ibid., pp. I72-173. Sobrino‘s points in this lengthy quotation bear some resemblance with
Martin Buber’s view that we encounter the "etemal Thou" (God) in the 'l- Thou" rela-
tionship. Secondly, by saying that the “person who loves truly is persecuted“, Sobrino
makes an implicit reference to the issue of divine suffering on the basis of love. See M.
Buber, I and Thou, p. 75 E

113 cf. J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, chapter 6, especially p. no. See also r.
Boll; Passion ofChrist, Passion of the World, especially Chapter 8.
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more the Cross is understood as something negative, as something scandalous,
the more we recognise the face of God on the Cross of Jesus Christ. Liberation
theology finds the classical theology of the Cross wanting in this regard, for it
claims, that the tradition hardly went beyond pious adoration and idealistic inter-
pretation of the Cross. It is believed that a mystification of and the habit of play-
ing down the scandal of the Cross were common in the past, a trend that invaria-
bly not only led to an erroneous interpretation of both the resurrection and re-
demption, but also to their blindness to the dialectical revelation of the specifi-
cally Christian image of God on the Cross.

As Sobrino sees it, the trend towards displacing the element of scandal in the
interpretation of the Cross can be traced back to the New Testament writers
themselves. Perceiving the Cross primarily in temis of its soteriological and
salvifie implications for human beings, the earliest Christians fotmd it hard "to
preserve the scandal of the Cross".124 Since they were more preoccupied with the
issue of redemption than with gaining a vision of God, they tended to approach
the Cross with an existent conception of God, searching for its implication for
their own salvation, than its relationship to God. With the exception of Paul, the
New Testament writers were writing for an audience whose concem had more to
do with the issue of redemption than with that of the notion of God. By that fact,
the true message of the Cross was blurred.

For Sobrino the primary message of the Cross is not salvation, but what sort of
God is on our side. The revolutionary image of God on the Cross can only be
perceived, if we see the Cross as it is - a scandal - and try to understand it with-
out any preconception. Liberation theologians claim, therefore, that i11 order to
recognise the presence of God on the Cross, we must break with our traditional
way of conceiving God, because, as Boff writes, the Cross is “the death of all
systems".125 Sobrino is likewise definitive in his warning:

We must break with every logical schema we had entertained previously insofar as
knowing God is concemed We cannot explain the Cross logically by appealing to
God, who supposedly is known already, because the first thing the Cross does here

114 cr J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, pp. 134-6. is evident in the fact 11111
the very death of Jesus as one abandoned by God is mollified. It is also evident in the fin
that the title ‘Servant ofYahweh‘ is soon dropped as a title embracing the overall figure of
Jesus." (I84) Paul is perhaps the only NT writer, who did not evade the element of scarr-
dal(l Cor. l,23;Heb. 5,7).

125 L. Bofl; Passion ofChrist, Passion ofthe World, p. I I5. Boff rejects Moltmann's and von
Balthasars attempt to work out a logic of the Cross. ln his view: “The Cross cannot be
posited as the generating principle of a system of intellection The Cross is the death ol
all systems The Cross has no intelligibility, and therefore can never function as a linkin
a logical, cohesive system It tears every system to shreds The Cross is not there tobe
understood.“
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is raise questions about God himself and the authentic reality of the deity. The first
thing the Cross unmasks is people's selfish interest in seeking to know God.126

The trend towards disregarding the scandal of the Cross continued far ir1to the
patristic and medieval periods. But unlike the New Testament writers, who
adopted this attitude almost exclusively for soteriological reasons, the Fathers and
the medieval theologians weakened the harsh realities of the Cross, mainly be-
cause of the influence of the Greek conception of apatheia- For fear of implying
divine weakness, the theologies of the time were neither ready to accept that Je-
sus Christ, the Son of God died in disaster, nor to admit that God really aban-
doned him. They could not entertain the thought that the almighty God could be
absent or passive on the Cross of Jesus Christ. Since, for them, viewing the
Cross from its scandalous perspective would have amounted to declaring God a
failure, they tended to glorify and see the Cross as God's plan

Sobrino interprets Anselm‘s theory of vicarious satisfaction in the same lir1e.
Ar1selm‘s theory according to which the Cross should be seen as Father's arbitrary
choice for the reparation of sins, is, in Sobrino‘s view, a perfect example of the
tendency to disregard the harsh realities of the Cross.127 Furthemiore, the effort
that was made ir1 the first centuries to tmderstand the Eucharist in terms of sacri-
fice - not in temis of a pagan sacrificial cult, but as "the unbloody repetition of
Jesus sacrifice“ - increased the tendency to overlook the "irrepeatable and scan-
dalous uniqueness". 123 Ir1 this sense the Cross was "dc-historicised“.

Regardless of the reasons of the early Christians for explaining the scandal of
the Cross away, this tendency led to a twofold forgetfulness in the theology of the
Cross: the forgetfulness that it was the Son of God who died on the Cross, and
that the Cross afiected God Himself. For Sobrino, the main cause of this devel-
opment is to be sought in the adoption of the Greek pattem of thought in theol-
ogy. Greek thought, he argues, is notably unable to think of being and perfection
historically. For this reason it is unable to "contemplate the negative pole of real-

126 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 188. Selfish concem for salvation, Sobrino
argues, makes believers conceive God in the way they want to and not in the way God
wants them to see Him Sobrino insists that openness in the conception of God, i.e.,
“letting God be God", is one of the major lessons we must gain fiom Jesus‘ own notion of
God. G. Gutierrez makes the same point based on his analysis of the Book of Job. The
major theme of the Book of Job is not suffering but the question of disinterested faith in
God, in a state of suffering. "In the Book of Job, to be a believer means sharing human
sulfering, especially that of the most destitute, enduring a qiiritual struggle, and finally ac-
cepting the fact that God cannot be pigeonholed in human categories". See G. Gutierrez,
On Job, pp. I5-l6.

127 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, pp. l9l-193.

1131brd.,p. 194.
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ity".129 It is an ahistorical pattem of thought, conceiving perfection in tenns of
immutability and impassibility. Logically, such a pattem of thought renders a
genuine theology of the Cross impossible, because it is unable to see God's volun-
tary acceptance of suffering as a perfection of His “being as love". 13°

If the message of the Cross is to be understood, Sobrino concludes,
must get beyond the older view of God's immutability and apathy and move

closer to the concrete reality of history. We must consider the possible revelation
ofGod in the Cross ofJesus. 131

To perceive the presence of God in the midst of His absence on the Cross of
Jesus, the customary principle of analogy prevalent in Greek thought would not
do, we must incorporate dialectical thinking, in order to get to the mode of divine
being on the Cross, where He appears sub specie contarii. Before the Cross of
Jesus, before the litany of crosses of the poor, a believer is overwhelmed by a
sense of sorrow, not wonder. We come to know the God on the Cross, not by
mystifying the Cross, but by seeing the Cross as a scandal which arouses sorrow.
For, faced with the harsh realities of the Cross of Jesus,

...we get a sym-pathy and a con-natural knowledge that enables us to grasp some
sort of divine presence on the Cross ofJesus and in the overall suifering of the op-
pressed. 132

7. 4.2 The Cross ofJesus: no Accident, no Design ofGod:
the Consequence ofa Life's Option

Our theology of the Cross must be historical. Rather than viewing the Cross as
some arbitrary design on God's part, we must see it as the outcome of God's pri-
mordial option: the incamation. The Cross is the outcome of an incamation situ-
ated in a world of sin that is revealed to be a power working against the God of Je-
sus_ 133

With the above thesis Sobrino summarises both his views and that of other lib-
eration theologians on the issue of the Cross. They generally detest any theologi-
cal discourse which gives the impression that the Cross is God's design for salva-
tion (Anselm). It is believed that such a view usually arises out of the failure to
see the Cross as a scandal. By that means God is made to seem arbitrary and sa-
distic and as an accomplice of the oppressors. To present God in this light, would

129 1bid., p. 195,
13° 1b1d,p. 195.
131 lbid.,p. 198.
132 Ibrd, p. I99. For more details about the illustration of divine suffering based on a concept

of sympathy, see the work of the North Korean theologian, C. Y. Lee, God s-uflersfor us.

133 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 20 l.
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amount to a denial of God's basic option for humankind, signified by the incarna-
ll0ll.

The Cross, Sobrino contends, is not God's design for salvation, neither is it an
accidental occurrence. It is the consequence of his life option for the poor and of
his notion of God, which contradicted that of the political and religious leaders of
his time. To get an authentic knowledge of the Cross, therefore, one must trace
the route that led Jesus to the Cross.134 God's primordial option for humankind
rims through the whole life of the historical Jesus, who lived and preached this
God as the love, that offers and effects liberation. I-Iis preaching and especially
his conception of God, exposed him to the aggression of the powers that be in
his contemporary Jewish community. 135

ln the quest for the cause for the Cross, Sobrino identifies the issue of the con-
ception of God (Mk 2:23-28) as the main bone of contention between Jesus and
his Jewish opponents. Jesus was accused of blasphemy and condemned mainly
because of his conception of God.136 He proclaimed a God who does not corre-
spond to the existing religious values: a God who is more available in human life
than in the temple or in cultic worship, a God who is not so much present with the
pl0l1S as with the poor, a God who places priority on the protest against religious
and political oppression than interiorised devotion. For both the religious and
political leaders these facts embodied an attack against their ovm habitual views
of God and society. Given this situation, it should not be surprising, therefore,
that they did not hesitate to crucify him.

We do much better to say that Jesus died because he chose to bear faithfirl witness
to God right to the end in a situation where people really wanted a very dilferent
type of God Jesus‘ Cross is no accident. It flows directly from the self-justifying
eflbrts of the 'religious' person who tries to manipulate God rather than letting God
remain a mystery. 137

Besides his conception of God, Jesus‘ wish and work toward the realisation of
the kingdom which got him involved in the socio-political sphere, equally pulled
down the contempt of the political authorities on him. It is no accident, Sobrino
says, that Jesus got the pimishment of a political agitator (crucifixion) and not that
of a religious blasphemer (stoning).133 The reason for this apparently lies in the

134 ibid., p. 202: “Lf God did become incamate in history and accepted its mechanisms, ambi-
guities, and contradictions, then the Cross reveals God not just in himselfbut in conjunc-
tion with historical path that leads Jesus to the Cross"

135 ibid., p. 203.
136 1bid,pp. 204-206.
137 ibid., pp. 20s-209.
1311 ibid., p. 211.
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fact, that Jesus‘ conception of God as love urged him to actions that had political
implications and repercussions - it forced him to the Cross. In his actions how-
ever he was mediating the image of a God who gets involved in the affairs of the
world. And on the Cross, he stood to the consequences of his religious and politi-
cal actions- This fact, and not the need for the reparation of sin, led him to the
Cross.

The Cross is not the result of some divine decision independent of history; it is the
outcome of the basic option for incamation in a given situation. 139

The belief in the liberation theology is that, by understanding the Cross as a
consequence of Jesus’ own life, not as a Stoic acceptance of pain, sorrow and
resigration, a Christian definition of a positive suffering would emerge. Suffering
is not desirable for its own sake, not even when it is conceived as a means for
perfection, except when it arises out of the commitment to do good. Thus, for the
Christian, suffering could only be positive when it is the logical consequence of a
life lived in the spirit of Christ.14° Suffering only then becomes a Christian Cross,
when it arises out of the fight against suffering. Christian spirituality, does not
consist in the "mystique of the Cross", but in following the path of Jesus. This
type of spirituality, Sobrino observes, is embodied in the political theology of lib-
eration. The true nature of God and the power that mediates him can best be
tested ir1 political actions directed toward the realisation of God's kingdom on
earth.141

7. 4.3 The Suffering ofGod the Liberator
For Leonardo Boff and Jon Sobrino, the logical conclusion of a liberation the-

ology of the Cross is that "God can suffer".142 God lets Himself be affected by all
that is negative (all sorts of suffering including divine abandonment and death).
Then, right from the onset of the incarnation, God concretely identified Himself
with the human situation. He has pledged His love to humankind and remained
faithful to it, in spite of the disappointing responses of humankind to this love. He
suffers the sin of the world and the unreciprocated response to His love. Together
with the poor He suffers the oppression and injustice perpetrated against them.
Essentially, God suffers His love, but concretely, He suffered it on the Cross of

139 ibid., p. 214.
14° c£ ibid., pp. 215-217.
141 11114., p. 216 "Insofar as it is theo-logy, then, political theology seeks to clarify the essence

ofpower and to unmask all forms ofpower that seek to pass themselves off as God."

142 L. Bofl; Passion of Christ, Passion of the World, pp. I02-116, 134; J. Sobrino, Christol-
ogy at the Crossroads, p. 217 ff
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Jesus and suffers it today in other Crosses of this world. Both authors see the
Cross as the symbol of divine love, and believe that God's presence on the Cross
authenticates the afifinnation that "God is love.143 As Sobrino puts it, the biblical
allimiation that God is love can best be substantiated in the hght of the Cross,
because as we probe into the reality of God on the Cross, we discover that suffer-
ing is a mode of divine being.

According to the liberation theologians, the divine abandonment of Jesus on
the Cross reveals something about the nature of God. However, in order to per-
ceive this abandonment properly, it must not be seen as an event limited to the
Cross, but as a kenotic act evident in Jesus’ relationship to his Father throughout
his life. lt is observed that Jesus lived his life in accordance with the will of God
and made repeated references to his intimacy with his Father and to his confi-
dence and trust in him. In the light of such a relationship to his Father, the ulti-
mate question about God was posed on the Cross, not so much by the fact that
Jesus had to suffer, as by the fact that God abandoned him, leaving him to his fate
and consequently to die. The abandonment of Jesus on the Cross is, for that rea-
son, the height of the scandal of the Cross. It shatters our notion of God more
than any other fact. How could God abandon His Son, who had trusted him so
much that he called him "Father"? What does this episode have in common with
the whole life of Jesus? What theological lessons can be drawn fiom this occur-
rence? Or is the issue of divine abandonment on the Cross so much out of place
that theology should relegate it to the background?

hi answering these questions, Sobrino certainly speaks for other liberation
theologians, when he maintains that the abandonment of Jesus on the Cross is
very central to the Christian conception of God despite the fact that it is a scan-
dal. In his view,

What typifies the death of Jesus, and what differentiates it from the death of other
religious and political martyrs, is that Jesus dies in complete rupture with his cause.
Jesus feels abandoned by the very God whose approach in grace he had been
preaehing.144

This means, Sobrino goes on, that God's abandonment of Jesus on the Cross
made his death unique, and different from that of the other prophets, for it gives
the impression that God Himself sanctioned the death of his Son.

lf God sanctioned the suffering and death of Jesus on the Cross through his
abandonment, and if Jesus is (the Son of) God, was God an agent of his own per-
secution or the victim of his own situation? This seems to be the basic question

1'13 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, pp. 217 & 225; L. Boff; Passion ofChr1'st,
Passion of the World, pp. 110 & l34.

144 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 2 l7.
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on the lips of liberation theologians. Their answers vary: Whereas Sobrino and
Gutierrez share similar views on the issue of divine abandonment, Bolfs ap-
proach to it differs.

7.4.4.1 God as both the Agent and Victim ofthe Cross
Sobrino follows Moltmann very closely in his interpretation of Jesus’ derelic-

tion.145 Like Moltn1anr1., he interprets God's abandonment to mean that "God
himself is against God". God abandons His Son to the power of sin. "God ‘bifur-
cates' Himself on the Cross, so that transcendence (the Father) is in conflict with
history (the son)".145 God's abandonment of His Son should be seen as a double
expression: a criticism of the world and an expression of His ultimate solidarity
with it. The Father rejects the Son carrying the sin of the world, but ir1 the Son He
identifies himself with the world. Thus God's abandonment designates His activ-
ity and His passivity at the same time. By letting Himself be affected by injustice
and death, God is involved in passivity, and by that he actively protests against
and criticises the world. Divine abandonment concretises the dialectics of divine
presence and absence.

On the Cross of Jesus God was present (2 Cor. 5:19 £) and at the same time ab-
sent (Mk 15:34). Absent to the Son, he was present for human beings. And this
dialectics ofpresence and absence is the way to express in human language the fact
that God is love. ...1n the Son's passion the Father suffers the pain of abandonment.
In the Son's death, death affects God himself - not because God dies but because
he sufl'ers the death of the son Yet God suffers so that we might live, and that is
the most complete expression of love. 147

Divme abandonment then is an expression of love. For the sake of love, God
Himself experiences the worst thing that can happen to human beings: divine
abandomnent. This paradoxical fomr of divine abandomnent manifests the
"interr1al structure of God himself", Trinitarian love historicised. This is one of the
ways the Trinitarian God takes all history into Himself, by incorporating the nega-
tive side of history in Himselfin order to overcome it. 143

In a sense, divine abandonment designates God's way through the negative to
the positive elements. This point becomes clear if we see it in the light of the
dialectics of the Cross and the resurrection. Then we see divine abandomnent and
the Cross as part of the process of incorporating history into God. Looking at the

145 ibid., pp. 217-219.
146 Ibid, p. 225.
147 Ibtd, p. 226.
143 lbid.
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dialectics of the Cross and resurrection, of failure and triimrph, we get the assur-
ance that,

God's active presence in the resurrection should be viewed in connection with his
absence from the Son on the Cross. 149

ln yet another sense, the dialectics of God's presence and absence on the Cross
of Jesus signifies the relation between transcendence and immanence. Sobrino
does not see God's abandomnent of Jesus on the Cross as a withdrawal from the
harsh realities of human beings; rather it means that God allows Himself to expe-
rience the pinch of divine abandonment through Jesus. By abandoning His Son on
the Cross, God has not become an accomplice to the evils that nailed Jesus to the
Cross; He was not exercising a sinister sort of power. His action merely indicates
that God does not intend to overcome the power of the negative from outside but
from inside.

On the Cross God does not show up as one who wields power over the negative
from outside; on the Cross we see God submerged within the negative. The pos-
sibility of overcoming the negative is realised by submersion within the mechanisms
and processes of the negative. The new relationship between God and history,
between transcendence and immanence, is formulated in a definitive and totally un-
suspected way. 150

Thus for Sobrino it is obvious that suffering and immersion into the realm of the
negative is "a mode of being for God". 151 God is passible.

Gustavo Gutierrez’ conception of divine suffering slightly resembles that of
Sobrino. Though he analyses the "cross" of Job (not that of Jesus) and has Bon-
hoetfer as his mentor (not Moltmann) he practically arrives at the same view that
God can be against God. He experiences his suffering as an abandonment by
God,152 and thus curses the day of his birth. Even though he does not curse God,
he complains to "God against God". This is in effect a dialectical appeal to God.

It might almost be said that Job, as it were, splits God in two and produces a God
who is judge and a God who will defend him at that supreme moment; a God
whom he experiences as almost an enemy but whom he knows at the same time to
be truly a fiiend This painful, dialectical approach to God is one of the most
profound messages of the Book of Job. 153

This should however be seen from the standpoint of the main theme of the
Book of Job, which according to Gutierrez, "is not precisely suffering but

94° ibid., p. 231.
-5° ibid., p. 220-221.
151 ibid., p. 217.
I-52 G. Gutierrez, On Job, pp. 6-8.

~53 ibid., p. es.
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rather how to speak of God in the midst of suffering“.154 But it becomes even
more significant for our reflection, when we agree to Gutierrez‘ view that the con
cept of God that emerges in a situation of sufiering is always truer to the notion of
the God of the Bible.155 To have experienced God as defender and as judge
means that God identifies Himself with the lot of the sufferer. “God uses different
modes of self-manifestation, and suffering can be one of them...“ 156

Experience has taught Job, Gutierrez contends, that gratuitous love and free-
dom, not power, are central to God. In God's speech to him, and in his despair,
Job leamt that God is not so much a judge as He is a defender, that gratui-
tousness of divine love, and not retribution, is "the hinge on which the world
tums", and that free love, and not justice, dictates the action of God.157 1n the
speeches of God, Job is also taught the true nature of divine freedom and the rela-
tion between divine and human freedom. When the reign of justice is rejected in
the world, God does not impose His will on the world, rather He imposes limita-
tions to His power.

God's power is limited by human freedom; for without freedom God's justice
would not be present within history... In other words, the all-powerfirl God is also
a ‘weak’ God. The mystery of divine freedom leads to the mystery of human free-
dom and to respect for it. 153

Thus after the fashion of Bonhoeffer, Gutierrez sees God as both mighty and
weak. The mighty God is responsible for marvels done in the world (Job 42:3),
but He imposes limitations on Himself out of respect for human freedom and thus
becomes "the ‘weak’ God who is heedful of human freedom and its historical
rhythm".159 Consequently, for Gutierrez, the correct way of talking about God,
emerges, as soon as we realise with Job, that there is a paradoxical relationship
between divine justice and gratuitousness, between divine power and weakness,
between His freedom and human freedom. In the light of the Pauline theology,
Gutierrez concludes that God must be seen from the point of view of the paradox

154 ibid., p. 13.
155 Ibid, p. 14.
156 ibid., p. 46.
157 Ibid, p. 12.
158 Ibid, p. 77-78. Gutierrez makes explicit reference to the significance of divine love. By

that he gains an edge over Sobrino, who hardly makes any explicit interpretation of theis-
sue of fieedom. His idea of letting God be God and appeal to the incomprehensrbility of
God certainly mean the same thing. But given the centrality of divine freedom to the no
tion ofGod, one would have expected an explicit treatment of the concept.

159 11»-tr, p. 19.
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of His power on the Cross;16° this in effect means believing "in the weak and
suffering God of the Bible",161 like Bonhoeffer did.

7.4.4.2 God as the Victim ofthe Cross
Leonardo Bofl shows more originality than Sobrino and Gutierrez on the issue

of divine passibility. He opts for a more precise interpretation of divine suffering,
so as to avoid any irrational conception of God and a glorification of suffering. In
view of the suffering and oppression in the world and our faith ir1 God's act of lib-
eration, we are bound indeed, he says, "to move away fiom the notion of a static,
a-pathetic (nonsuffering) God to that of a living God, a ‘pathetic’ God (one with
pathos, one who can stiffer)". 162

It is also true, Boff argues further, that we cannot conceive God's liberative act
and His loving care without affirming that He suffers (Bonhoefer), at least in soli-
darity with the oppressed people of the world. In expressing God's suffering or
the death of God, theologians must avoid simplistic deductive arguments bereft of
any idea of theological symbolism. The description of divine suffering, he empha-
sises, requires a precise usage of theological language. Unfortunately, most theo-
logical discourses exhibit "a profound lack of theological rigor". 163

Like many theologians of the Cross, Boff sees the Cross of Jesus as a scandal,
and understands divine abandonment as its highest expression, but tmlike So-
brino, Gutierrez and Moltmann, he does not see divine abandonment on the Cross
as a struggle between God (the Father) and God (the Son). God cannot be made
the subject of suffering and pain, he objects. Nor can we say that God wilfully
crucified His Son on the Cross, or that "he effectuated the sacrifice of His Son on
the Cross". 164

Such a view of divine absence or silence on the Cross is absurd and irrational.
For one, it presents an ambiguous image of God, of a God who is both object and
subject of the suffering and violent death of Jesus on the Cross. Secondly, it eter-
nalises and justifies suffering by projecting evil into the being of God. By making

16° ibid., p. 100.
‘~61 G. Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor in History, pp. 181, 222-228.

-92 L. Boff, Passion ofChrist, Passion ofthe World, p. ll 1.

I-63 rad.
-9'1 lbid, p. 112. Boff criticises Moltmann and von Balthasar at precisely this point, accusing

them of making an absurd proposition that God the Father murdered his Son. This prob-
lematic proposition bears semblance with Freudian theory of Oedipus complex, except
that ironically it is not the son but the Father that kills his son. This amounts to an irra-
tional conclusion about God.
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God the Father the single cause of Jesus’ historic death, this view exonerates Je-
sus‘ adversaries and imderrates the wickedness that led Jesus to the Cross.

For Boff, therefore, any interpretation of Jesus‘ dereliction on the Cross that
projects suffering and conflict onto the very Being of God is not Christian. Oi
course, it is still in order to say that God (the Son) suffered divine abandomnent
on the Cross, but we dare not see such an abandomnent as God's design to inflict
pain on Himself. God is not a masochist. Divine abandonment has no part in
God's plan to demonstrate the sacrifice of His Son for our own redemption. God's
silence on the Cross is not wilful; it does not indicate a revolt in the Godhead ei-
ther.

The real reason God is silent in the face of suffering is that God is suffering. God
takes up the cause of the martyred, of the suffering (cf Mt. 25:31). God is ac-
quainted with suffering. But God has not undertaken to etemalise it and deprive us
of all hope. On the contrary, God assumed it because God means to put an end to
all the crosses ofhistory. 165

Unlike his colleagues, Boff exercises "utmost caution" in the interpretation of
God's role on the Cross of Jesus. His argument mainly goes as follows: The
Cross, suffering and death are not essential parts of divine plan for salvation. The
Cross is doubtlessly a scandal and must be interpreted as such. Nonetheless, we
cannot preserve the scandalous character of the Cross, by conceiving it as a God-
ordairied instrument of divine salvation, nor can we achieve our aim by making
God Himself a perpetrator of Jesus‘ crucifixion.

The Cross is a scandal, because it is an evil, which God Himself overcomes by
going through it. To say that God took part in the crucifixion of His Son, amounts
to saying that he does evil. God Himself was a victim on the Cross. God's role on
the Cross can not be dual. He does not demonstrate His active role by standing up
against His Son. His steadfastness, which made him to accept suffering as the
logical consequence of His love, is a sufficient expression of His activity. We
cannot therefore give meaning to the Cross by viewing it as an apriori plan of di-
vine solidarity.

In a word, we may not force God and the Cross into a bond that would be intrinsic
to the divine identity. If suffering is an expression of God's very essence, if God
hates, if God cnrcifies, then there is no salvation for us. God would be simultane-
ously good and evil, and we would be the hapless flotsam of the etemal altemation
of that good and that evil. How would we speak of a redemption that comes from
God, were God aLso in need ofredemption? 1 66

165 ibid., p. 114.
166 ibid., p. 115.
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How then does the Cross affect God? What is God's relation to the Cross. The
Cross, Boff maintains, must be interpreted in the light of human freedom. This is
a fact that most theologians of the Cross grossly overlook.167 The Cross springs
out of the misuse of human freedom, out of the human freedom to “reject God
and create hell". The Cross is a sin and as such has no intelligibility. It is absurd.
And yet God assumes it, not to link it to Himself, but to overcome it with His
love. The Cross is therefore neither love nor the fruit of love. It is the place
where the power of love is shown. As such it lacks intelligibility, and evades any
attempt to systematise it, that is to say, to bring it a cohesive system of thought. It
remains an absurdity, but it does not however obstruct God's plan, which he exe-
cutes in spite of the Cross. 163

For Boff, it is a forgone conclusion that God suffers. So that, the question is
not "Does God suffer?“ but rather "How does God sufier?“:

To say that God is love is to say that God is vulnerable. In other words, God loves,
and we can accept or reject this God who loves. Salvation history shows the
human capacity for rejecting love. God is not indifierent to this rejection. God
suffers fiom it. Love, however, does not desire suffering Love desires felicity. And
because it is so supremely desirous of the felicity of the other, it continues to love
that other even in the face of that other‘s rejection. Now love takes up the other‘s
pain, because it loves that other and wishes to share that other’s pain. This is the
marmer of God's suffering: to aifler as the fruit of love and of the infinite capacity
oflove for solidarity. 169

7.5 Summary and Conclusion
Emerging out of the backgound of a people's experience of God in a state of

suffering, the Latin American liberation theology does not intend to introduce a
doctrinal, but a methodological novelty. It's objective as such is the redefmition of
the theological method from the perspective of the poor, which, in effect, reflects
the biblical viewpoint. Although liberation is the grand motif of this theology, it
employs about six major hermeneutic principles considered indispensable for
every theological understanding: historicity, relationality, eschatological hope,
dialectics, praxis and poverty.

The importance of historicity for a theological understanding is indicated by
two points: firstly, in the perception of history as the locus for the divine revela-
tion, and secondly, in the institution of the historical Jesus as the authentic start-
ing point of every theological inquiry that is Christian. History, consisting mainly

167 ibid., pp. 115-116.
161 lbid, p. 116.
169 ibid., p. 114.
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of God's proposal and human response, is seen as a process with an open future,
which is essentially unknown. God has revealed it to us in the historical Jesus;
hence the claim that Jesus is the measure of our knowledge of God and human-
kind. As a matter of fact, historicity is the principle on which all other principles
are based.

Closely related to the principle of historicity therefore is the principle of es-
chatological hope. The interpretation of the resurrection in eschatological temis is
common in the Liberation theology, because it makes the hope for liberation
meaningful. For some theologians, this eschatological hope is already paradoxi-
cally realised through the event of the resurrection of Christ (Boff), for others its
realisation awaits the end of all injustice in the world (Sobrino). In which ever
way, however, whether immediate or protracted, the prospect for the realisation
of the eschatological hope is indispensable for a theology of liberation.

Liberation theology likewise sees relationality as a basic category for the inter-
pretation of God and humankind: God's self-iritroduction in the Old Testament,
especially in the Book of Exodus, and Jesus‘ self-awareness are all relational by
nature. Concretely, Jesus defined God and himself in terms of his relationship to
the Father. For liberation theology, this means that we can only tmderstand God
in relational categories.

Parallel to this, it is believed that theological knowledge begins to grow at the
point of apparent contradictions. This makes dialectical thinking inevitable. Dra-
lectics, tmderstood as an epistemological break, unlocks the dead-end of specula-
tive inquiry. It is brought in at the point, where every logic and every system
seems to come to an end - like on the Cross.

Closely related to this is the principle of praxis, which denotes the priority of
orthopraxis over orthodoxy. Since the triumph over injustice in the world is the
grand motif of this theology, that is to say, since the transformation of the society
is its basic hope, actions that are liberating and transformational take precedence
over abstract reflection. Liberating action is believed to be a locus for divine
revelation.

Poverty is also believed to have a hermeneutic firnction for the revelation of
God. According to the biblical testimony, God makes the poor the privileged lo-
cale for His self-revelation. In this context, special attention is paid to the para-
doxical meaning of poverty in the Bible, as solidarity in protest.

All these principles lead to the knowledge of God as "God of the poor“, whose
partiality for the poor is a mystery. In His unconditional option for the poor, God
reveals Himselfas the gratuitous love. Apparently, the poor receive His attention.
not because of merit, but because of His own goodness, and abhorrence of injus-
tice. Yet, that He should favour the poor and not the rich is believed to be a pan
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of His mysterious and paradoxical nature, which becomes evident in Jesus‘ own
notion of God. The image of God, as Jesus lived Him, is full of tension: the ten-
sion of absence and presence. For this reason Jesus was always discovering new
dimensions of God till the end of his life. Through him, it has become evident that
God is beyond human imagination, that no limit is set to God's unconditional
love. It is God's triumph over every dead-end in history, and the iricalculable
possibility of His unconditional love that proves His transcendence. The mystery
of God consists therefore in His being a God of surprises, a God who is ever-
greater in His love.

This fact makes it possible for Him to reveal Himself on the Cross, in I-Iis very
opposite, in the contradiction of life, in a scandal. For the Liberation theology, the
Cross is neither a divine plan for the reparation of sins, nor is it an accident. The
Cross is a scandal, the consequence of God's option for humankind, and the dedi-
cation of His Son to live this option till the end. Rejecting the classical tendency
to interpret the Cross from the perspective of redemption, therefore, liberation
theology insists that the primary function of the Cross is the revelation of God, as
the God who allows the Cross to affect Him. This conclusion is believed to be
inevitable, if the scandalousness of the Cross were recognised and if the principle
of dialectics were applied.

The logical consequence of God's resolute option for the poor is that He suffers
their lot with them. God allows Himself to be afiected by the negativity of sufier-
mg, death and even divine abandonment. The event of the divine abandonment of
Jesus on the Cross is seen as the most significant point in the theology of divine
suffering. There are varied approaches to this occurrence. On the one hand, So-
brino and Gutierrez interpret it like Moltmami, as a situation where God is against
God. For them God is not only a victim but also an accomplice in the suffering of
His Son on the Cross. In their attempt to think the paradox of God, a sort of di-
chotomy is envisaged in I-Iim, as He who takes initiative even in the crucifixion of
His Son. On the other hand, Boff criticises the above view for projecting evil into
the heart of God; God is not a masochist, he says, that He should inflict pain on
Himself. His silence on the Cross, Boff insists, should not be seen as God's wilful
design to demonstrate His self-sacrifice, but rather as the very proof that God
suffers God did not respond to the call of His Son because, He Hirnselfwas suf-
fering. This is a much more original approach to the issue than that adopted by
Sobrino and Gutierrez, though, like the other view, it is problematic.

In general temis, the attempt the Latin American liberation theology makes to-
ward the redefinition of the theological method from the perspective of the poor
and the Bible is very significant for the development of the theology of divine
suffering. Of course, very little is new in its claims. The importance of historicity,
dialectics and eschatological hope for instance had been amply emphasised by
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other theologies. The influence of the Westem theology especially that of Molt-
mann is very obvious in this connection. However, the emphasis it places on the
use of relational categories, on the recognition of the primacy of praxis over the-
ory, and on the need to do theology from the perspective of the poor is of special
importance.

Although the emphasis laid on praxis is laudable, it is highly disputablc
whether praxis has primacy over theory. Definitely, there is a sort of reciprocity
between thinking and doing, between faith and action, between orthopraxis and
orthodoxy, which tradition had not always taken care of. 1t is nevertheless eno-
neous to mistake this reciprocity for the primacy of one over the other This ten-
dency in the liberation theology, as has been rightly observed, smacks of anti-
intellectualism-17°

Again, while it is rightly shown that the issue of divine suffering is a matter of
fact for any theology of the oppressed, the emphasis that liberation theology
places on divine passibility excluding any sort of impassibility is problematic. By
doing so, the tension which the paradoxical nature of God denotes is lost. This is
most evident ir1 their various interpretation of the divine abandomnent of Jesus
Christ on the Cross. By adopting Moltmann's thesis of God against God, of a dr-
chotomy in God, liberation theology incurs the criticisms levelled against Molt-
mann's theology of divine suffering on itself.171 Fortunately, however, Boff has
rightly criticised this aspect of liberation theology. Nevertheless, his correction
does not solve the problem. For, by claiming that God's silence was caused by
His suffering, he does give the impression that God was helpless. In either case,
therefore, liberation theology gives the impression that God was in need of re-
demption on the Cross. Their theory of divine suffering is one-dimensional.

17° cr. J. Macquanie, Jesus Christ In Modern Thought, pp. 318-319.
171 See 5.6.0ftl1iS study.
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3, DIVINE SUFFERING IN THE NORTHAMERICAN BLACK
THEOLOGY OF LIBERATION

8.1 The Emergence ofBlack Theology
Chnstranity occupies a very significant position in the history of Black sufier-

mg and struggle for liberation in the United States of America. As is the case in
other similar histories of the Black man's burden, the role of Christianity has been
at best mysterious and at worst ambiguous. On the one hand, Christianity was
used implicitly and explicitly in defence of slave trade, and on the other hand, it
provided the slaves with the only forum for a sort of relief from their daily bur-
den.1 Definitely, one can only understand the notion of God in the Black theol-
ogy, if it is considered from the background of the ambiguous role of Christianity
Ill the history of Black people’s suffering.

Having been uprooted from their families and clans, cut off from their pasts,
stnpped of their human dignity and denied the right to practise their religions,2
the Black slaves in North America, who were by nature religious, adopted Chris-
trariity as a substitute for their lost religions. Christianity for them became a wel-

1 Christianity implicitly endorsed slavery in two ways: (a) through "permissive silence" on
the issue of slavery and racism, and (b) because the slave traders and slave-holders were
Christians - Catholic traders from Portugal and Spain, Proteaant businessmen from Eng-
land were selling to Christian slave-masters in the United States, citizens of an avowed
Christian country. As if that was not bad enough, the Church leaders repeatedly gave ex-
plicit blessings and biblical justifications for the enslavement of Afiicans. For the Catho-
lics, it was better to bound the body of a "heathen" (Afiican) and save his soul than to
leave him free but damned. For the Protestants, the slavementof the Black people was
God's will, because since they are the supposed “descendants of Ham”, Blacks were con-
denmed to etemal slavery. Hence, while in the Catholic Church for instance, Popes Alex-
ander I11 and Paul [I are said to have given their blessings to slavery with thecondition
that the slaves be baptised and never sold to non-Christians, less they be danmed twice,
the Protestants, who justified slavery with the Bible, were reluctant to evangelise to the
Black people, whom they believed were not "capable of being made whole through the
saving ministry of Jesus". The approach of the Catholic countries therefore differed from
that of the Protestants, especially the Calvinists. For while the Calvinists discouraged the
evangalisation of the Black people for fear they would realise the nature of their bondage,
the Catholics were zealous to Christianise them for the simple purpose of universalising
the church. Cf. C. E. Lincoln, The Development of Black Religion in America, pp. 5-20,
esp. pp. 9-10. See also J. Ki-Zerbo, Die Geschichte Schwarzafiikas, 228. This difference
in approach was however short-lived. As soon as it was realised that the slaves became
"more tractable and less troublesome" when they were Christianised, all the denominations
began to encourage the evangalisation of the Black people. By that means Christianity be-
came an opiate for the Black people. Cf. C. E. Lincoln, op. cit. , pp. 12-13.

1 R Bennett, Biblical Theology and Black Theology, p. l0. C. W. Cone, The Identity Crisis
in Black Theology, p. 33.
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come meditmi for the expression of their religious needs. It is in this capacity that
Christianity played a positive role in the lives of the Black people, at a time when
some oppressors were still using it as an instrtnnent of oppression. At this stage
the Churches were the only places where the slaves could partly realise their
dignity as human beings and develop strategies (like the use of spirituals and
story-telling) for motivating the struggle for freedom.

As would be expected, personal experience with the God of Jesus Christ con-
stituted the main source of energy for the struggle for survival in the absurdities of
slave existence. While, at that time, slavery and racism were ironically still being
defended in the name of the "Christian God", the slaves had already begun to ex-
perience this same God (of Jesus) as their most intimate companion in the situa-
tion of oppression

It must be observed, that the Black slaves readily adopted Christianity, not
only because it was the only religion they were allowed to practise, but because
they perceived a certain parallel between their slave situation and that of the ls-
raelites in Egypt. Besides, they also noticed a conceptual affinity between the
Black people's notion of God and the Old Testament image of God,3 between
their religious heritage and the biblical Weltan.schaung.4 These last two factors
explain why the Black slaves cherished the Bible and appropriated it to an extent
that "they were able to derive meanings from it that were hidden to their oppres-
sors".5

Their religious experience helped to whet their desire for freedom. For shortly
after rnternalising Christianity, it became obvious for the Black people that their
"religious sensibilities" could not be adequately contained and expressed within
the Euro-Arnerican Church structures: The dissimilarities between Black people
and White people in the perception of religious values and in the manner of rehg-
ious expressions, especially in the manner of worship became conspicuous. From
that moment onwards the hunger for religious and cultural freedom grew in pro
portion to their desire for immanent personal freedom. Even as personal freedom

3 C. W. Cone, op. cit. , p. 36.

4 The Scriptures are records of long oral traditions handed over to later generations Ao-
cordingly, literary forms such as myths, proverbs, poetry, parables, prophesies, and stories
were elaborately used. These are forms familiar to Afiicans with a culture mediated in onl
tradition. Thus, as people of Afiican heritage, whose tradition is passed down orally, the
Black slaves found the style of the biblical writings very familiar, and made more spiritual
and personal use of the Bible than their oppressors. For more details see the works of
some Black biblical scholars: C. H Marbury, An Excursus on the Biblical and Theological
Rhetoric ofMartin Luther King, pp. 14-28; ---, Myth, Oral Tradition and Continuity, pp-
l9-22. See also, Robert Bennett, op. cit.

5 i. 1). Roberts, Black Theology Today, p. 9.
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became possible for some Black people in the Northem states of America, be-
tween l777 and 1818, most Black people intensified their search for religious
freedom.6 And once in search of the freedom to worship according to their tem-
perament, the Black people did not stop at vying for positions in the "biracial"
churches; they went further to found Independent Afiican Churches.7 No matter
what could be taken as the remote and immediate factors leading to the estab-
lishment of Afro-Arnerican Independent Churches, the desire to be Christians
without losing their own identity as Black people was paramount.

As a matter of fact, the establishment of the Afiican Independent Churches
prepared the ground for the emergence of Black theology. The seed for Black
theology was sown as early as the 1740's during the establishment of the lnde-
pendent Churches. It germinated however only later in the 1960s, during the Civil
Rights and Black Power Movements. This is true, not only because "the term
‘Black theology‘ was not coined until the end of the l960s",3 but largely because
most of the religious leaders in the independent Churches continued with the the-
ology they inherited from the White Churches,9 which could mostly not be rec-
onciled with the Black experience and identity.

The contribution of Martin L. King, the Black Civil Right activist, to the
founding of Black theology was singular. He was the first preacher to relate the
Christian gospel to the Black struggle for justice. His religious and charismatic
leadership found positive echo in the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960's, which
he initiated "with the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955".1° His interpretation of
the Black struggle for freedom in the light of the Bible was popular, but his em-
phasis on non-violence as a means of achieving liberation aroused scepticism
among his followers. For most Black people the theory of non-violence was uri-
realistic m the face of an upsurge of White brutality against the Black people.

9 See W. B. Gravely, The Rise of Afiican Churches in America (1786-1822), pp. 301-317,
esp. 312.

There are three main causes for this search for religious independence among Black peo-
ple: White racism, the moral failure ofAmerican Churches to confiont oppression, and the
need to uphold Black culture in the Churches In addition to these three major factors,
Gravely points to power struggle as the more immediate cause: the conscious exclusion of
Black members fiom "positions of power" were perennial in the biracial Churches. Cf
lbid, p. 302.

3 J. Cone, For My People, p. I9.

9 Corrimenting on how the conservative Black ministers had intemalised slave mentality,
James Cone writes, that "many had worn masks so long that they had forgotten their tnre
identity". Ibid, p. 17.

1° ibid., p. 7.

7
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Distrust and opposition developed within the members of the Civil Rights
Movement as series of peaceful demonstrations failed to yield positive results.
Rather than bringing success, the non-violent demonstrations brought more jail
sentences for Black radicals. In contrast to King's approach, Stokely Cannichael,
another Black leader, proclaimed "Black Power", calling for the affimiation of
Blackness and Black consciousness, and for the pursuit of the liberation of the
Black people "by any means necessary“. 11

This led to the development of two camps in the Civil Rights Movement; the
adherents of King's non-violence and the advocates of Black Power. With his
model, King was able to expose the evil of racism in the light of the gospel, but
his approach lacked the radicality needed to effect total liberation. This situation
provided an opportmiity for the nationalist philosophy of Malcolm X to thrive.
Malcolm X, whose main goal was to unite the Black people in the fight against
racism and to liberate them from their "inferiority complex“, was of the opinion
that Christianity is irredeemably White and racist, and that its doctrine of love and
non-violence (as King emphasised) was nothing short of the conspiracy of the
White Churches to make Black people docile and tractable. Malcolm therefore
opted for the replacement of Christianity with lslarn. I11 response to his call, most
promoters of Black Power went on to replace Christianity with African religions.

This meant an "existential dilemma“ 12 for yoimg radical Black preachers, who,
on the one side, were convinced that Christianity is essentially a religion of lib-
eration (evident in the lives of the slave Christians), and on the other hand, were
aware of the weakness of Christianity as preached by the White Churches. Al-
though they valued Martin Kirig's adaptation of the gospel to the Black struggle,
they disfavoured his politics of non-violence at all cost. The thesis of the Black
Power Movement, that Blackness must be affirmed, was attractive to Black radi-
cal preachers, but they did not see it as a substitute for Christianity.

In such a situation, it was clear to some Black radical preachers, that the only
way to maintain the relevance of Christianity to many Black people was to rec-
oncile the claims of Martin L. King and Malcolm X, i.e. to harmonise Christianity
and the Black Power Movement. The response to this challenge gave birth to
Black theology. It was in this context of a struggle for the restoration of Black
identity and for the accommodation of Cluistianity as a Black religion, that James
Cone huniedly wrote his Black Theology and Black Power (1969), the first book
on Black theology.13 To get a clearer view of the notion of God in the Black

11 J Cone, Black Theology as Liberation Theology, p. 181.

12 lbid.
13 In his Black Theology and Black Power (1969), Cone tries to relate the Christian message

to the identity of the Black people. He does this by identifying "liberation as the heart of
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theology, we shall where necessary also consider the views of other Black theo-
logians in this study. 14

8.2. The Hermeneutics and Sources ofBlack Theology
Black theology is an attempt to reflect on the reality of God from the perspec-

tive of the oppressed Black people. It is a God-talk that "seeks to be a Black-
talk"15 at the same time: on the one hand, it attempts to effect the self-
understanding and self-affirmation of the Black people in the light of the God of
the Bible, and on the other hand, to conceive Him in terms of l-lis involvement in
the situation of the oppressed. 16

8.2.1 The Liberation ofthe Oppressed as a Motif"
For James Cone, a theology that seeks to accomplish this taslg i.e. to be a

Black theology, must have an anlhropocentric point of departure.17 It has to be
contextual, in the sense of making the social context of the believers its passion-
ate concem.13 This means talking about God from the standpoint of the history,

the Christian gospel and Blackness as the primary Mode of God's presence" (Preface to
1989 Edition). Two years later, he wrote his A Black Theology ofLiberation (l970), a
systematised work, meant to confirm liberation as the central concem of Black theology.
The style of these two earlier works have been noted as aggressive, immattne and de-
pendent on Barthian theology. In response to his critics, Cone wrote The Sptrimab and
the Blues (1975), which could be seen as an attempt to make Black experience the pri-
mary starting point of Black theology. A more mature work in this new corrective style.
God of the Oppressed (1975), followed soon. But if this brought a change to his lan-
guage, it did little to dispel the fear that his theology has been dangerously exclusive for
Black Americans. Now in his two later works, For My People, (1984) and My Soul Looks
Back (1986), Cone takes the problems of other oppressed people in the Third World seri-
ously - sexism, classism and colonialism.

14 James Cone can be seen as the most popular pioneer writer of Black theology, but his
views are by no means representative of the Black theological approach. There are other
approaches, which we meet in the theologies ofJoseph Washington, Albert Cleage, Major
Jones, William Jones and James Deotis Roberts. We shall allow these approaches to sup-
plement each other.

15 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p. 38.

16 If Black theology had, at its earliest stage, made revelation its starting point, it has now,
in its mature phase, begun to emphasise the Black religous experience as its prime point
of departure. Then as James Cone later realised, through the criticisms from his col-
leagues, there is "no ‘abstract’ revelation, independent of human experiences God en-
counters us in the human condition". C£ ibid., (Preface to the I986 Edition), p. rod.

17 lbld, p. rs.
13 James Cone, God of the Oppressed, pp. 39-52.
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experience, social and political situations, goals and aspirations of the Black
people.

Emphasising the significance of the social context for Black theology, there-
fore, James Cone attempts to dispel the myth about universalism and abstract
philosophical conception of God. We cannot move, he contends, from the trniver-
sal to the particular while conceiving God, because He is not to be encountered in
the abstract, but in the concrete human situation of a particular people.19 The
problems and the particular experience of a people are indeed the only authentic
points of departure.2° Hence for Cone, there is nothing like objectivity in the
theological language; theology "is subjective speech about God"21 in the social
conditioning of a people. By emphasising the relativity of theological language,
he is bent on dismissing the claim that a theological tradition can have a universal
validity. By doing so, he also appeals for the recognition of theologies from the
perspective of the oppressed.

He justifies his point with the Old and New Testaments accounts, which show
that God invariably reveals Himself in a particular social context, the social con-
text of the poor and the oppressed.” God tends to reveal Himself at a point
where social justice is being restored to the poor and the oppressed.23 That rs
why divine revelation in the Old Testament is "inseparable from the social and
political affairs of lsrael"24 and also "identical with their liberation from bond-
age".25 Liberation is considered as God's major project in the Old Testament. The
same is true of the New Testament,26 except that here God's involvement in the
struggle for liberation of the oppressed takes a new and higher dimension: He

19 lbid, p. 39. On this point, Cone takes his inspiration especially from H. R. Niebuhr,
Feuerbach, Marx.

1° lbid,p. 131.
11 lbid,p.4l.
21 lbid,pp. 62-7s
13 rm, pp. 63-12. Hence: "To think biblically is to think in the light ofthe Hberating interest

of the oppressed. Any other starting point is a contradiction of the social a priori of the
Scripture." See ibid, p. 97.

14 lbid,p.62.
15 1br'd.,p.70.
26 lbid.,pp. 19-so.
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Himself, in the person and work of Jesus Cluist,27 enters the social context of the
poor, and eliects liberation as one of the oppressed.23

If we believe, Cone goes on to say, that Jesus Christ through his life and work
in the social context of the weak and the oppressed, is "the special revelation" of
Ood,29 and that the content of his message for the oppressed is liberation, libera-
tion must then be made the grand hermeneutic principle for exegesis and theol-
ogy.3° Liberation, Cone argues, must be the "hermeneutic principle of the exege-
sis of the Scriptures",31 because we come to know the God of the Bible in the
light of His activities to liberate the oppressed. Liberation therefore becomes both
the measure of a theological truth that is not ideological,32 and also the only lo-
cale for divine revelation.33 It is the basis on which theological ethics must rest.34

17 lbi'd., pp. 12-a1.
23 "The Jesus story is the poor person's story, because God in Christ becomes poor and

weak in order that the oppressed might become h'berated from poverty and powerlessness.
God becomes the victim in their place and thus transforms the condition of slavery into
the battleground for the struggle of freedom " lbid, p. 80 & p. 98. The Cross-reaurection
event introduces a new style of God's defence of the oppressed unparalleled by any event
in the Old Testament. Through the presence of God in the battleground for fieedom, free-
dom is no longer mere freedomfiom socio-political limitations (as in the Old Testament),
it is now a freedom '_'for struggle, for battle in the pursuit of humanity", encouraged by
God's own participation (ibid., 80-81). It is however noteworthy that divine freedom is
not merely spirituaL it builds on historical freedom and transcends it, it goes fiom the par-
ticular fieedom to the universal

29 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p. 51-52.

30 "For if the essence of the gospel is the liberation of the oppressed fiom socio-political
humiliation for a new fieedom in Christ Jesus...and if Christian theology is an explication
of the meaning of that gospel for our time, must not theology itself have hberation as its
starting point or run the risk of being at best idle talk and at worst blasphemy?" J. Cone,
God of the Oppressed, pp. 50-51.

31 J. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 77.

32 For James Cone, there is no abstract criterion for truth or for the reality of God "ln the
anrggle for truth in a revolutionary age, there can be no principles of truth, no absolutes,
not even God. For we realise that...we cannot speak of God at the expense of the op-
pressed." James Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p. 18 ff. Even in his later works,
the relativity of truth is still being emphasised. See J. Cone, God of the Oppressed, pp. l6-
l3, I02. In another work, he insists that truth and logic in Black theology must be defined
from the perspective of the oppressed. Cf. J. Cone, Speaking the Truth p. l4 ff

33 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p. 42 fl'.

34 Black theology emphasises that liberation must be presupposed before discussions on mo-
rality and reconciliation can be meaningful. Cone accuses White people of defining moral-
ity from the perspective of the oppressors, who, ignoring the violence of racism and slav-
ery. call on the oppressed Black people to practise non-violence. That is an ill-defined
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For Cone, a theology that does not emerge from the perspective of the poor or
from the consciousness of the oppressed for liberation is nothing short of an ide-
ology.35

While most Black theologians would accept Cone's emphasis on the signifi-
cance of the social context of the poor and of the need to develop theology on the
line of liberation, not very many would want to equate liberation with revelation,
nor base the whole of theology on the liberation-oppression fomrula.36 James
Cone makes revelation and liberation categorically identical: "God's revelation
means liberation - nothing more, nothing less"37. "There is no revelation of God
without a condition of oppression which develops into a situation of liberation".33
By implication Cone makes liberation dependent on oppression. This view is
certainly questionable. Can God not reveal Himself independent of a situation of
oppression and sin? Cone does not seem to have an answer to this question.

8.2.2 "Blackness" as a Theological Symbol
The main programme of the Black Power Movement which inspired Black the-

ology was the promotion of "Black consciousness". Black people were to bere-
minded of their worth and of the beauty of their Blackness. Afier centuries of
slavery and humiliation Black people were developing inferiority feelings, losing
their human dignity and values and tending towards self-abnegation. It was obvi-
ous to Black leaders that the ultimate liberation of Black people would be
wrought only when Black people began to regain their self-detennination and
self-afiirmation. The prevalent prejudice toward the black colour was believed to
be one of the factors breeding an inferiority complex.

ethics. The measure of Christian ethics is consistency with the struggle for hberation, he
insists. C£ J . Cone, God of the Oppressed, pp. 195-246. If violence is necessary for self-
defence and for the purpose of liberation, Cone considers it morally justifiable. Cf ibid.,
pp. 2l9-224; J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, pp. 22, 138-I52. J. D. Roberts l1l5
however criticised Cone's "situation ethics", which he fears endangers the idea of recon-
ciliation. Because, for him, while all Black people should insist that equality and liberation
precede reconciliation, the means for liberation must not be such that it makes reconcilin-
tion impossible. Roberts is more carefiil than Cone not to sanction violence or "any means
possible" as a means for achieving liberation. C£ J. D. Roberts, Liberation and Recon-
ciliation; --, Black Theology Today, pp. 102-104, ll5-122.

35 J. Cone, God ofthe Oppressed, pp. 89-106.

36 J. D. Roberts has criticised Cone's liberation-oppression formula as being too narrow:
basis for "unlocking the biblical understanding which flows fiom the Black Christian ex-
perience". See ---, Black Theology Today., p. l0

37 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p. 46.

38 ibid., p. 4s.
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Ercursus: The Origin ofthe Pejorative Use ofBlack Colour
The tendency to perceive Blackness negatively has a distant history; it can defi-

nitely be dated earlier than the slave period. While some researchers of antiguity,
contend that it oes back into the early Christian era, especially in the me eval
period, when Christians began to equate white with goodness and pamt demons
with black,39 some others trace its root farther back to ancient philosophy. The
pro onents of the first view claim - with varying or similar emphasis - that this
earij colour symbolism in Christianity helped in iriitiatirigl the tendency of the
whites to look down on Black and dar -skimied people wi an air of superiority.
(Today's economic and technological dominance of White people is but the rein-
orcement and not the cause.) This Christian colour symbolism, as Eulalio

Balthazar rightly argues, was in tum influenced by the philosophical develop-
ment of the preceding centuries.
According to E. Balthazar, the colour symbolism of "darkness" and "light" were
used in describing the state of the soul in the time of Plato and Aristot e. It was
not used then for the evaluation of the body. This would have been senseless in
view of the fact that for the Greeks the body was essentially depraved. However,
in the subsequent hilosophies of the medieval period (Augustinian and Thoniist),
a "metaphysical siiift" occurred in the colour symbolism- "The color symbolism
which was previously applied to the condition of man's soul now came to be ap-
plied to man's skin..."4° This meta hysical shift was consistently ursued in what
Balthazar calls the "aryanization oi)Christ" - the attempt to paint i)esus' dark hairs
light and his dark eyes blue so as to improve on the colour symbolism of his
Jewish body.41

In order to boost Black people’s self-esteem that was damaged through nega-
tive colour symbolism, and also to correct the pejorative understanding of Black-
ness, Black leaders began to afiirm "Blackness". This meant in effect reasserting
that on the basis of which injustice is perpetrated, so as to let its beauty come to
the limelight.

Taking a cue from the Black Power Movement, Black theology adopted
"Blackness" as a theological symbol, not only to promote "Black consciousness",
but largely to qualify that which is specific about Black experience. In its theo-
logical usage, it could be literal or symbolic: In a sense, Blackness stands for the
ethnicity or race of a people, of the dark-skinned people of African origin. In an-

39 R Bastide, Color, Racism, and Christianity, pp. 312-327; F. M. Snowden Jr., Blacks in
Antiquity - Ethiopians in the Greco-Roman Experience, pp. 196-215; and, Before Color
Prejudice, (Cambridge: Harvard, 1983); Peter Frost, Attitudes toward Blacks in the Early
Christian Era, pp. l-I 1.

4° E. Balthazar, The Dark Centre: A Process Theology ofBlackness, p. 29. Also cited in J.
D Roberts, Black Theology Today., p. I2.

41 E. P. Balthazar, The Dark Centre, p. 32.
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other sense, it is an "ontological symbol"42 for all oppressed people in the whole
world. For James Cone claims, Blackness "symbolises oppression and liberation
in any society".43

Consequently, he says that Jesus Christ, who is the oppressed One par excel-
lence is symbolically Black.44 To say that Jesus is Black means that he has taken
upon himself the reason for the oppression of the Black people. God, who is be-
lieved to have become the oppressed One in Jesus Christ, is also Black.“ This is
the one way in which Cone tries to afi'u'm Blackness in the light of the Bible, and
m the light of the negative experiences of the Black race.46

For most other Black theologians, however, Blackness primarily signifies the
uniqueness of Black experience, history and culture. The affirmation of Blackness
then is a call on all Black people to go back to their African roots, so as to dis-
cover the indestructible "soul" of Blackness,47 which centuries of humiliation and
slavery have not been able to destroy.

Some of these indestructible elements of Blackness, which Black theology
must elevate, were acquired through the experience of suffering. In James Cone's
theology, they are identified as the Black people's will for life: the will to survive
and to be human in spite of a social and political set-up that defines a Black per-
son as "non-beirig" or as "nobody" .43

Today, Blackness has also come to stand for that intrinsic "rest" from the Afri-
can heritage, which survived years of slave existence and alienation. Apparently,
there is now a consensus among the Black theologians to make the unique aspects
of Blackness, embodied in the Afiican heritage, the foundation of Black theology.
Going back to the African roots is now seen as a necessary measure to be taken

42 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p. 1.
43 lbrd, p. (Preface, mo Edition).
44 James Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, p. as £; and, A B/OCT! Theology 0/us

eration, pp. 119-128.

45 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, pp. 63-66.

46 J. Cone does not enjoy the support of other Black theologians on this point. He has bear
vehemently criticised for making Blackness synonymous with oppression. J. D. Roberts
accuses him of "provincialism", an uncritical reduction of the immense oppression in the
world to Black experience. See J. D. Roberts, Black Theology Today, p. 39.

47 "Soul sums up the Black experience, whether religious or secular, better than any other
term." J . D. Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation, p. 9.

43 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, pp. ll, 25; and --, My Soul Looks Back, p. 23.
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in order to gain self-kriowledge and overcome identity crisis/49 As the works of
Gayraud S. Wilmore,5° Cecil W. Cone,51 J. Deotis Roberts,52 and, only recently,
those of James Cone,53 demonstrate, the tendency to look back to the African
Traditional Religions as the roots of Black theology is very much in vogue. As
they do that, it is being discovered that Black people have a "characteristic mode
of perceiving, experiencing, and orienting reality", which centtuies of slavery and
humiliation could not destroy.54

Excursus: The Intrinsic Aspects of "Blackness"
American Black theologians hold to at least four basic characteristics of the Afri-
can thought, which they consider to be intrinsic to the symbol of "Blackness".55
(I) It is characteristic of an Afiican reli 'ous world-view to perceive and conceive
reality in its wholeness or totality. Blacil eople naturall have a holistic vision of
reality that engulfs ones entire being, incihding the profhne and the sacred. ln an
African life the "secular and the sacred, the rational and the mystical, the individ-
ual and the social interact and are held in a d arnic tension in one continutun of
experience."56 To a great extent, this sense ofynwholeness in the African pattem of
thought accounts for the uniqueness of the Black religious experience in America
during and after the slave penod.
(2) A high sense of spirituality and reverence to the "Almighty and Soverei "
God. The idea of Go which the slaves broxfilg from Afiica hel ed them tm£i-
stand the Old Testament conception of the " 'ghty Sovereign (Eod".57

49 Cf J. Cone, My Soul Looks Back, p. 28: "without self-knowledge others can -make you
become what they desire".

50 As a theologian and historian, Wilmore did much to encourage Black theologians to midy
Afiican religions. See his Black Religion and Black Radicalism, first published 1973. The
same concem continued to influence the choice oftexts for his anthologies: G. Wilmore &.
J. Cone, (ed.). Black Theology: A Documentary History, I966-1976; G. Wi1more,(eil),
Afiican American Religious Studies.

51 Cf C. W. Cone, The Identity Crisis in Black Theology.

52 J. D. Roberts, Black Theology Today; and --, Black Theology in Dialogue, p. 20f

53 J Cone, For My People, chapter 3; and --, Black Theology as Liberation Theology, pp.
I83-185.

54 C. W. Cone, The Identity Crisis in Black Theology, pp. 31-32.

55 For details about these and other aspects of Black cultural heritage, see chapter nine of
this study and also B. Bujo, African Theology in its Social Context, pp. 17-33; A
Shorter, African Christian Theology, pp. 34-36.

5" J. D. Roberts, Black Theology Today, pp. 28-29.

57 C W. Cone, The Identity Crisis in Black Theology, p. 36. Cecil Cone, like most Black
theologians, takes his information about Afiican traditional religions exclusively from the
works of J. S. Mbiti, especially from his Concepts ofGod in Africa, and --, Afiican Re-

279



(3) A strong sense of communal life (sensus commimis) and an understanding of
hiunan COH‘l1I\l.lg1;'Y as embracing the "living" and the "livin dead" and the "yet-to
be bom" is pre ent. It is also apparent that the belief in the presence of the dead
ancestors in the Afiican commtuiity, hel ed the Afro-American slaves to read the
Bible as a "livirég Book", as a book, wi-iose stories, though of the ast, exercise
such catching e ects in the present, that it begins to dawn on the /gfrican reader
or listener that the dust of past years cannot cover the route to the "livin‘g dead‘.
As James Cone's interpretation of the Spirituals demonstrate, the sense or com-
munity was present m the slaves conception of heaven: Heaven was for the slaves
pnmanly the place where they would reunite with their families. The concem of
the slaves to join their fathers, mothers, sisters, after this life, was so much that
the fear of missing that community was more tormenting than the acute physical
pain inflicted by the inhumanity of slavery.53
(4) Closely related to_ the sensus communis is the African understandiii of per-
sonhood. In most African communities, being a person is not based on “filllliilllg”
(Descartes) or o_n “self-subsistence” (Boetluus-Scholastic tradition), but on be-
longing to a famil or community. 59 The understanding of person in most African
cultures is thus relational. That is why any normal African does all he can to be at
peace with his community.

8.2.3 The Sources ofBlack Theology
From the above, the following could stand for the hermeneutic principles of

Black theology: the motif of liberation, the social context of the oppressed as the
starting point of theological reflection, the exploration of the Black religious
thought and culture using the category of Blackness. In the light of these princi-
ples, Black theology considers four major sources as vital for its developmental

Iigions and Philosophy. This is a risky venture. Because, despite Mbiti's laudable attempt
to present a common view ofAfiican religions, it has been observed that given the size of
Afiica his comparative interpretations end up as conclusions too generalised to be truly
representative of the whole Afiican religious tradition. For criticism on this point see
Kwame Gyekye's review of Mbiti's African Religions and Philosophy, pp. 86-94; J. 0.
Awolalu, Sin and Its Removal in Afiican Traditional Religion, PP. 275-287. Thus, while
we hold the retiun to the Afiican roots in high esteem, Black theologians are better ad-
vised to diversify their sources of information. Mbiti is not the sole spokesman for African
traditional religion.

58 J. Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, chapter iv.

59 J. S. Pobee, Toward an African Theology, p. 49.

60 In 1970 James Cone named six sources of Black theology: Black experience, Blacli his
tory, Black culture, revelation, scripture and tradition. Cf. J. Cone, A Black Theology of
Liberation, pp. 21-35. We can however bring all his sources under the first three in our
list. As His more recent works suggest, Cone has also realised the need to recognise the
Third World theologies as sources, because Black theology does not only inspire them but
is itself inspired by the other Third World Theologies. Cf. J. Cone, For My People, pp.
140-156; --, My Soul Looks Back, p. 93-113. His brother Cecil W. Cone recognises the
three but one source, that being Third World Theologies. Cf C. W. Cone, The ldlltill)

280



(a) The African Roots. This would include, the Afiican Traditional Religions,
the true history of the Black race before slavery, especially with regard to the
contribution of Black Africans to the Egyptian Civilisation.61

(b) The Black Experience. This embraces the various experiences of suffering
and humiliation of the Black people in the Diaspora (in the United States, in Latin
America, in the Caribbean Islands), and on the African main land. In the Diaspora
it was gained through the encounter with slavery and racism; in the Afiican conti-
nent through the confrontation with racism (South Africa), colonialism, poverty
and comiption.

(c) The Bible. The Black people’s attachment to the Bible has been peculiar.
Although we have noted that the affinity of Black spirituality and conception of
God to the Jewish tradition made the slaves cherish the Bible as a book of spiri-
tuality and prophecy, it must equally be bome in mind, that the Bible influenced
the Black spirituality, the experience of God and methods of worship in the
States. The Black Churches make the Bible their primary document - a book of
consolation in suffering and a book of liberation in struggle. Since Black theology
purports to be a "Church theology", it follows the example of the Black slaves
and Churches to make the Bible its primary document, so as to be true to the
Black experience of God as Christians. In addition to the Bible, the Spirituals,
Blues and folklore are considered as sources. Tradition could be consulted, but
only the portions that speak the language of liberation.” Every aspect of the
Black Churches that mediates the people's experience with the story of Jesus
could serve as sources of Black theology.

(d) Other Third World theologies. According to Maulana Karenga, "Black
Liberation Theology helped inspire and was in turn inspired by Third World the-

Crisis in Black Theology, pp. 73-144. J. Deotis Roberts equally acknowledges the above
listed sources. Above all, he emphasises that in drawing from its sources, Black theology
should have a universal and ecumenical vision. Cf J. D. Roberts, Black Theology Today,
pp. 25 fll; and ---, Black Theology in Dialogue, pp. 11-19. It is in this connection that he
criticises Cone's Christology as being too Barthian, and implicitly exclusive of non-
Christological sources of divine revelation.

51 Cf M. Karenga, Black Religion, pp. 271-300.

52 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p.. 35; J. D. Roberts, Black Theologi in Dia-
logue, p. 37. Although the Black theologians do no say much about their influence fiom
the Euro-American theology, it is evident that much of Black theology is shaped either iii
accordance with or in opposition to the Westem theology. The influence of the theologies
of Karl Barth and R Niebuhr are evident. And even as they are critical of the process
theologians they make use of process thought nonetheless. Cf E. Balthazar, The Dark
Centre: A Process Theology ofBlackness.
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ology".63 Despite the initial tendency of Black theology to be restrictive, espe-
cially in Cone's version of it, it had always seen the Latin American Liberation
theology as a partner in the same cause for the oppressed people in the world.
While it is apparent that Black theology propagated liberation theology before
Latin American theology,“ the former got the impulse towards a systematisation
of liberation theology from the Latin Americans. Today, with the realisation on
the part of the Black theologians that apart from racism, there are other fonns of
institutionalised oppression in the world, like classism, sexism, imperialism, neo-
colonialism, the urge to identify with the liberation theologies all over the world
has become paramount. Black theologians, like their counterparts the world over,
have become aware of the fact that not only are "commonalities and divergences"
among Third World theologies, but that a "cross-fertilisation" of ideas is taking
place today.65

8. 3. The Doctrine ofGod in Black Theologv
8. 3. I The Reality ofGod and His Liberating Activities

The reality of God is an unquestionable presupposition in Black Theology. Of
course, faced with the absurdities of slavery and racism, and embarrassed by the
seemingly unending suffering of the innocent slaves, questions about God's role in
the lives of African Americans were definitely posed, just as doubts whether God
was not Himself a racist were occasionally expressed. Yet, there were virtually
no doubts about God's existence in the history of the oppressed Black people.
The questions about God's activity rather than his reality formed the common
feature of Black existence. Consequently, cases of atheism among the African
Americans are very rare today, and in fact virtually non-existent in the history of
the slave period. Like Black people in other parts of the world, they have been
said to "live in a pool of divinity"66

Subsequently, the Black slaves posed questions of "why?" and "how long?‘
with bittemess, but they were ever resolved in their conviction that God was
against racism and that He would liberate them in the future. The assurance that

63 M. Karenga, op. cit. , p. 290.

64 James Cone published His first two books on liberation theology in 1969 and 1970 re
spectively; three years later in 1973 Gustavo Gutierrez wrote his celebrated pioneefmfl
work on Latin American liberation theology.

65 K. C. Abraham (ed. ), Third World Theologies: Commonalities and Divergences.

66 C£ J. D.. Roberts, Black Theology in Dialogue, pp. 38 & 35. This vision of God, WW‘
also characterises Black people elsewhere is believed to be another proof of the "Aim"
presence" in the Black theology.
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God detests slavery was gained however from the biblical story of His liberation
of the oppressed Israelites. With this vision of the biblical God, it was clear to the
slaves that God could not sanction slavery, and that "...the God of the Exodus
was the Black man's God."57 Strictly, speaking, the Black slaves drew two les-
sons from the Exodus. First, that God reveals Himself in the act of liberation.
Secondly, that in this process God defines Himself as a God of and for the op-
pressed. Significantly, this inference, which the slaves made without any biblical
training has turned out to be the foundation on which the academic Black theol-
ogy builds its doctrine of God. For Black theology, the idea of the biblical God
and the phenomenon of liberation should then be the basis and starting point of
the Christian doctrine of God.63

Liberation is, for that reason, the measure of the authenticity of a conception of
God that claims to be Christian. God acts against the oppressors and in favour of
the oppressed to effect their liberation. This divine partiality was evident in the
Exodus and in the life of Jesus. Thus any conception of the divinity that does not
present God as a liberator of the oppressed is believed to be false and idolatrous.
For "God-talk is not Christian-talk unless it is directly related to the liberation of
the oppressed."59

8.3.2 The Visions of God and God-talk
At the end of his book "Is God a White Racist?",7° William Jones testifies to

the fact "that the Black theologians are tom by conflicting theological agendas".
On the one hand, they wish to conceive Black theology as a theology that grows
out of the experience of Black churches: as such it would embrace all theologies
evolved by the African Americans. On the other hand, they would want to under-
stand it as a liberation theology, whose central motif and content is the issue of
liberation. Given the fact, however, that not all Black churches have humanising
and liberating ideas of God, Black theologians are often caught in a dilemma of
insisting that liberation is the main content of the Black theology and also wanting
to understand Black theology as a theology of all the Black churches. In what
seems to be an attempt to resolve this dilemma, Cecil Cone writes, "Black Theol-
ogy must come to tenns not with Black people as such, but with the God of Black

67 J. D. Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation, p. 99.

63 J. Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p. 60: "The point of departure of Black theol-
ogy", James Cone insists, "is the biblical God as related to the Black Eberation struggle".
See also J . D. Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation, p. 83, for a similar aflirmation.

6° J.COI1C,1bld.
7° w. IL Jones, ls God/1 White Ractst?, p. 202.

283



people."71 What the true nature of the God of Black people should be in this
context is anything but definite.

The only definite thing seems to be that the conception of God in Black theol-
ogy presents itself in the background of a whole net of tensions.” Hope and faith
in a God who is good and liberates conflict invariably with the awareness of a
persistent suffering and of obvious absence of a definitive liberation of Black
people fiom racism and underprivileged existence. Without any clear sign of a
privileged liberation of the Black people, the God of the Black people is, in spite
of all odds, believed to be a liberator God.

Beyond and behind the issue of liberation however lies the problem of theo-
dicy, which, by all intents and purposes, seems to constitute the invisible anvil on
which the Black concept of God is forged. Whether it is admitted or not, the in-
tractable problem of theodicy is inseparable from the conception of God in Black
theology. This is true whether Black theology is conceived primarily as a re-
sponse to the crisis of Black suffering, or largely in terms of a liberation-
oppression / liberation-reconciliation formula.

The background function of theodicy for the Black God-talk becomes yet more
evident when one considers what some Black theologians tenn the central ques-
tion of their theological investigations. According to James Cone, the central
question for Black theology is this: "How do we dare speak of God in a suifenng
world, a world in which Black people are humiliated because they are Black?".73

J . D. Roberts holds a similar view as he writes,
I am taking the position that the problem of God presents itself to Blacks in terms,
not of the existence of God, but rather in tenns of the moral attributes of God ..
The Christian understanding of God must develop out of the Black experience of
oppression endured for almost four centuries. 74

Thus, it is the task of Black theology to work out "a Biblical basis for absorb
ing the experience of suffering into a faith in a God who is Creator, Redeemer,
and Judge". (98)

Similarly, but more poignantly, William Jones argues for the "priority" of
theodicy in God-talk. Theodicy, he claims, is "the controlling category for Black

7] C. W. Cone, The Identity Crisis in Black Theology, p. 144.

72 There are tensions between the African roots of Black religion and Euro-American influ-
ence on the Christian theology, between Black faith in liberation and persistent aiflerini.
between the struggle for liberation and the need for reconciliation. Details of such tensions
can be taken fiom the works ofCecil Cone and J. D. Roberts.

73 lbid.
74 J. Deotis Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation, p. 83.
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theo|ogy".75 Other Black critics have wamed Jones against reducing the whole
of Black theology to the theodicy issue. Roberts, for instance, even objects to
making theodicy the starting point of theology.76

Despite such explicit objections to the reduction of the whole of Black theol-
ogy to theodicy, one carmot avoid getting the impression that theodicy, as Jones
argues, is the controlling category for Black God-talk. Then, confionted with the
unfair distribution of suffering in this world - the unproportionality of Black suf-
fenng - Black theology is necessarily conditioned by the problem of theodicy.
Theodicy haunts all God-talk in Black theology. The reason for this phenomenon
is not far-fetched: Since Black people take the reality of God for granted, theolo-
gians are ever obliged to reconcile the goodness and power of God in the face of
suffering. hi that case the question of God, whether one likes, it or not, begins
with an inquiry into God's role in suffering.

There are varied and conflicting accounts about God's role in the sirffering of
the oppressed in Black theology. While for some theologians like James Cone,
God is absolutely on the side of the poor and must for that reason be conceived in
terms of His partiality for the poor, for others, God is neutral. God's neutrality is
invariably conceived in two senses: in the sense that He does not interfere in hu-
man affairs (William Jones) and in the sense that He cares equally for the op-
pressed and the oppressors (Major J . Jones and James Deotis Roberts).

8. 3. 2.1 God's Partiality for the Poor (James Cone)
The controlling idea of James Cones‘ theology is liberation. The conviction that

God intervenes to liberate the oppressed thus forms the basis for his conception
of God God, he contends, breaks the chains of slavery, not from without but
from within the struggle for liberation. He joins the oppressed in the struggle for
liberation, taking side with them to such an extent that He makes their liberation
His cause of action.77 For Cone, God's identification with the oppressed Black
people is so boundless and His immersion in the situation of their oppression so

75 William Jones, Is God A White Racist?, p. xix.

7° J. Deotis Roberts, Black Theology Today, p. 31.
77 J. Cone,/1 Black Theology ofLiberati0n, p. 56: "lt is God's cause because God has cho-

sen the Blacks as God's own people. And God has chosen them not for redemptive suffer-
ing but for freedom. Blacks are not elected to be Yahweh's suffering people. Rather we
are elected because we are oppressed against our will and God's, and God has decided to
make our liberation God's own undertaking."
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total that one could speak of the Blackness of God. "The Blackness of God
means that God has made the oppressed condition God's own condition."73

Cone does not however see God's assimiption of the condition of the poor as
an extraordinary act: God takes sides with the oppressed, not out of pity, but be-
cause the liberation of the oppressed is "part of the innennost nature of God" and
"the essence of divine activity".79 He goes on to contend that God's election of
the Israelites and in His Incarnation in Christ should be understood in this temi,
i.e. as events neither motivated by pity nor by merit, but dictated by God's onii
nature and disposition to take side with the oppressed. The conviction that Gods
Black, that is, that He is essentially on the side of the oppressed liberating them
from oppression has two implications for Cone's conception of God.

First, it means, according to James Cone, that God is partial. For him there can
neither be a "God of all peoples" nor a "colourless God". ln other words, he con-
tends that God cannot be for the oppressed and the oppressors at the same time.

Either God is identified with the oppressed to the point that their experience be-
comes God's experience, or God is a God of racism 30

The second implication is epistemological. "Knowing God means being on the
side of the oppressed, becoming one with them, and participating in the goal of
liberation. We must become Black with God."31 The knowledge of God is practi-
cal, excluding every sort of quietism in the face of oppression. God must be
known in the context of the human condition. That means that there can be no
knowledge of God "as God is in se",32 except as He reveals Himself in the work
of liberation.

Using God's partiality for the oppressed as a theological motif, James Corie
undertakes a reinterpretation of the Trinity33 and a review of some divine attrib-
utes.

a) Divine Love and Wrath. Black theology, Cone argues, agrees with other
modem theologies that love is the essence of God. But it distances itself from the
view that tends to deny the reality of the wrath of God. Justice and love of God

78 J. Cone, A Black Theology 0fLiberation, p. 63.
79 ibid., p. 64.
8° 1bid.,p.63.
81 Ibid.,p.65.
32 Ibid,p.7l.

33 Ibid., p. 64: "Taking seriously the Trinitarian view of the Godhead, Black theology says
that as Creator, God identified with oppressed Israel, participating in the bringing into
being of this people; as Redeemer, God became the Oppressed One in order that all miy
be free fiom oppression; as Holy Spirit, God continues the work ofHberation."
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are not mutually exclusive, they supplement each other in God.34 In contrast to
those who feel that divine love excludes divine wrath, Black theology insists that
wrath - just like love - belongs to the nature of God. His wrath emerges out of
His nature as liberator.

A God without wrath does not plan to do too much Hberating, for the two con-
cepts belong together. A God minus wrath seems to be a God who is basically not
against anything.

ln Cone's opinion, God must be against oppressors, if His activities of libera-
tion should have any meaning at all. Wrath is part of divine nature, because it is
part of love that liberates.

..then wrath is an indispensable element for describing the scope and meaning of
God's liberation of the oppressed. The wrath ofGod is the love ofGod in regard to
the forces opposed to liberation of the oppressed. Love without righteousness is
unacceptable to Blacks: this view of God is a product ofthe minds ofenslavers.35

b) God's Creatorship. James Cone observes that the priestly account of crea-
tion was written in exile. If in the situation of captivity, the oppressors and the op-
pressed were prone to forgetting the proper order of creation, it was necessary for
the Israelites to remind themselves that God, and not the oppressors, is the sole
author of creation. Thus, strictly speaking, "the biblical view of God as creator is
not a paleontological statement about the nature and origin of the universe, but a
theological assertion about God and God's relationship to the oppressed of the
land".35

Creation and God's authorship can only be properly understood from the per-
spective of the oppressed. From this point of view, creation out of nothing (ex
nihilo) does not merely emphasise God's aseity as classical theology teaches.
Rather, it primarily means that our "being finds its source in God. I am Black be-
cause God is Black!"37 God is the sole author and purpose of creation Accord-
ingly, the main message of the doctrine of creation is the equality of all humanity.
And in actual fact, the struggle for liberation is equally at the service of creation,

34 J. Cone expressed the relationship between divine love and justice more precisely in his
first work, Black Theology and Black Power, p. SI. "Love prevents righteousness from
being legalistic, and righteousness keeps love from being sentimental Both express God's
desire to be for man when man will not be for himself Love means that God rights the
wrongs of humanity because they are inconsistent with his purpose for man. Righteous-
ness means that God cannot turn his back on eviL that he cannot pretend that wrong is
right."

85 James Cone, A Black Theology ofLiberation, p. 7l.

3° ibid., p. 75.
*7 lbid.
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because it aims at reuniting the Lordship of creation, usurped by the oppressors,
back to God, the real Lord of creation.

c) Divine Immanence and Transcendence. In Black theology, the immanence
and transcendence of God are conceived as inclusive terms. For as much as the
divine involvement in the "human now-experiences" is emphasised, the view that
"God is always more than our experience of God" is very much held.“ Thinking
the relationship of inclusiveness between God's transcendence and immanence
seems easy for Cone, perhaps because immanence and transcendence are for him
no spatial concepts; they should be seen as relational terms expressing God's re-
lationship to finite human beings, especially to the oppressed, so that He can be
one with them and yet transcend them.

d) Divine Providence and Power. In the light of evil in the world, James Cone
finds it obligatory for Black theology to reinterpret the doctrine of providence.
The popular view of divine providence, typified in the thought of Emil Bnirmer,
according to which all that happens is taken to be in accordance with the divine
plan must be rejected. Such a view would lead to the logical conclusion, that God
is responsible for all that happens, including evil. Black theology "carmot accept
any view of God that even indirectly places divine approval on human suffer-
ing".39

The major content of divine providence, as Cone sees it, is freedom. God pro-
vides ways that now make the realisation of freedom possible. Providence is nei-
ther a statement about the future nor about God's power to do everything
"Providence is a statement about present reality". And it is apparent that the free-
dom to struggle for liberation is the only present reality.

As a corollary, God's omnipotence does not consist in making all things work
out well in this world for those who love Him. It is implied in the human freedom
to snuggle for liberation.9°

8.3.2.2 God's Neutrality and Non-interference (William Jones)
In the view of William Jones, it is presumptuous and in fact nonsensical to

speak of God's privileged partiality for the oppressed. Normally, every Black
theology begins its reflection with the presupposition that God is intrinsically
good, and that he is on the side of the oppressed. But looking at the long history

38 1bid.,p.77.
89 1bid.,p. vs.
9° Ibid.,p.8l.
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of Black sufl'ering and at its proportional increase in the present time, Jones feels
that the goodness of God cannot be assumed, it has to be proved.

In his opinion, it is illegitimate to claim the goodness of God by just looking at
the biblical account of His liberative activities. What God does for the Black
people at present must be taken note of. It is evident, no doubt, that "the biblical
writers establish Who God is by reference to what He has done or is domg".91
This suggests that the nature of God must be established in view of His actions,
both past and present. It also means that Black theology must conceive God to-
day in the light of what God does for the Black people, not in the light of what He
did for the Israelites.

When one makes conclusions about Who God is on the basis ofwhat He has done
for Black people, when one accents what is central to the Black past - oppression
and slavery - as the primary materials for reaching conclusions about the divine at-
iributes...it is not difficult to see the category ofdivine racism surfacing.

The sum of God's activities in the long history of Black oppression and slavery,
is anything but encoinaging. Then, even if there were enough cases of God's hb-
erating activities in the Black experience, the question would still remain why a
particular race must stiffer more than others. Why ethnic suffering?

ls God a racist? This is a question which every Black theology must have oc-
casion to answer. Judging from the available evidence of God's activities in the
Black experience, the probability of divine racism is as tenable as the claim of
His goodness. According to William Jones, therefore, divine racism must be re-
butted if the claim that God is good and a liberator should have any credibility at
all. Jones observes that all the major Black theologians work with a theological
framework unsuitable for the rebuttal of divine racism.92

All Black theologies of liberation are built on the assumption that God disap-
proves slavery and that He acts on behalf of the oppressed. This assumption can-
not be justified on the basis of Black experience, Jones maintains. Black theo-
logians make constant reference to the biblical experience of the Israelites, when
they intend to show that God is good and that He is a liberator. But as W. Jones
sees it, till now, there is no basis in Black history for projecting the view that God
is a liberator. The liberation of the Black people is not yet definite, given the
enomiity of the ongoing sufferings of the Black race.

As long as we cannot demonstrate the nature of God based on I-lis actions in
the history of the Black people, the claim that He is intrinsically good and that He
is a liberator remains theoretical and unsubstantiated. And as the liberating ac-

°1 w. Jones, Is Goda White Racist?, p. rs.
92 ibid., p. 23. See also pp. 71-I66 for details about his critiques on Joseph Washington,

James Cone, Albert Cleage, Major Jones, and J. Deotis Roberts.
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tivities of God are not so visible in the Black experience, William Jones thus
maintains that the emphasis Black theology places on liberation is illegitimate. He
seems to argue that God is to be charged with racism, if He is a liberator and has
not yet liberated the Black people..

He therefore contends, "that the liberation of non-Blacks, e.g. the Jews in the
Exodus account, can never count decisively against the charge that God isa
White racist".93 The reasons for divine attributes must be evident in the Black

aexperience.
In search of the meaning for Black suffering, Black theologians are always

prone to aflirming that Blacks are the "chosen people" of God, His suffering ser-
vants. This "favourite motif of Black theology", according to William Jones, is
absurd and unjustifiable. It is too early to make that conclusion about Black suf-
fering. Because, given the ambiguity of the biblical view of suffering - in some
cases, suffering can be a punishment, i.e. a sign of God's disfavour; in other
cases, it can be a mark of the selection of an individual or a people - it is not yet
evident whether Black suffering is a punishment or an evidence of God's choice
of Black people to be I-Iis suffering people. Suffering is "multi-evidential".94

In fact, even in terms of the Bible there can be no justification yet for seeing
Black suffering as a sign of God's favour. For, it is evident, Jones argues that suf-
fering can only be vindicated or shovm to be God's instrument of election, if there
is liberation or the "exaltation event" at the end. In all cases in the Bible, where
the claim of sufiering servant could be made, exaltation or liberation serves as
criterion. The Exodus event for instance gave the sure sign that the Israelites were
the suffering servants of God. Similarly, Job's suffering was vindicated by a
happy end. And most evidently the resurrection of Jesus Christ supplies the nec-
essary confirmation that the crucified Christ was the suffering servant of God. All
these facts therefore imply that the claim of being the suffering servant of Gorl
can only be made at the end of suffering, not while it persists.95 Since there is no
such confirmation in the history of the Black people yet, the model of suffering-
servant in Black theology has no justification. William Jones makes this point
abundantly clear in these rhetorical questions:

ls it possible to declare that Jesus is Lord ifwe afliim only the Cross and omit the
Resurrection? Can we declare that Blacks are the suflering servant if the only evi-
dence is the rm oftheir sufl'ering?.96

93 William Jones, ls God a While Racr'st?, p. 78. See also all ofChapter ofv.

94 lbrd., p. 6 er
95 ibid., pp. 11-20.
96 rm, p. 16.
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He therefore contends that the belief "that Blacks are God's chosen people
must be abandoned",97 because in the absence of liberation-exaltation in the lives
of Black people today, such a model raises rather than resolves the issue of divine
racism.

With the same strength, he rejects an eschatological option as an answer to di-
vine racism. The persistence of Black suffering puts a question mark on all es-
chatological options that are not based on the concrete experience of Black peo-
ple. "On what grounds can the Black theologian aflirm that God's activity will be
different in the future - i.e., effecting the liberation of Blacks - when the present
and past history of Blacks is oppression?"93

How can we defend the probable charge of divine racism? This is William
Jones‘ main question. And his conviction is that no theological model working
Wllh the proposition of divine partiality can answer the charge of divine racism.
Contrary to the views of his critics,99 the intention of William Jones here "is not
to demonstrate that God is a White racist or an anti-Semite. Rather, it is to ques-
tion the theological frameworks within which these charges legitimately sur-
face".1°°

William Jones believes that it is the duty of every Christian theologian to up-
hold the intrinsic goodness of God, but he contends that ir1 the face of the persis-
tent and excessive Black sufferings, Black theology has the extra burden of dem-
onstrating the truth of divine goodness. References to non-Black experiences
cannot sufiice; divine goodness must be inferred from the Black existence, oth-
erwise it is question-begging. It is apparent however for William Jones that any
theological model that admits God's interference in history cannot justify God in
the face of ethnic suffering.

He therefore suggests that the only way to answer the charge of divine racism
in Black theology is to maintain the neutrality of God in history. He advances this
view in the context of his "humanocentric theism", a model which he finds emi-
nently substantiated in the existentialist and personalistic thoughts of Martin
Buber, Harvey Cox and Howard Burkle. 101 According to Jones, the basic char-
acteristic of humanocentric theism is the advocacy of the "fimctional ultimacy of
man".

97 rm, p. mi.
93 rm, p. 12.
99 J. D. Roberts, Black Theology Today, p. 37.

'°° w. Jones, ls Goda White Racr's!?, p. 23.
1°] ibid., pp. 186-194.
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Man must act as if he were the ultimate valuator or the ultimate agent in human
history or both. Thus God's responsibility for the crimes and errors of human his-
tory is reduced ifnot effectively eliminated. 102

Htnnanocentric theism emphasises human freedom and suggests the self-limi-
tation of divine power. According to this view, God endows man with
"controlling and ovemrling sovereignty over the essential aspects of the human
situation". God does not intend to rule the world alone.1°3 In accordance with
God's mandate in creation (Buber) and as a consequence of the covenant com-
mitment (Cox), God assigns "codetermr'nr'ng power" to human beings, and thus
imposes a self-limitation of His sovereignty on Himself.

By virtue of the human status as co-creator, and of his endowment with free-
dom of choice and activity, human beings therefore have the whole responsibility
for the human predicament. God does not interfere, He merely persuades. Racism
must thus be seen as the "consequence of human activities alone", the conse-
quence of human misuse of power. 104 For William Jones, a theory of divine non-
interference is the only logical pattem of thought "to account for the maldistribu
tion of Black s1rfierir1g";1°5 it is the only appropriate model that can eliminate the
charge of divine racism.

Consequently, the God of William Jones creates and abandons His creatures to
their predicament and possibilities. God gives human beings the freedom to be
co-creators in His creation, but He withdraws out of respect for human freedom.
Although Jones’ idea of God’s non-interference entails God relating to the world
persuasively, it undoubtedly implies that God does not care. This view is in sharp
contrast to what a majority of Black theologians and believers think. As J. Deotis
Roberts rightly points out, no theist or believer can accept this view without re-
nouncing his faith.1°6 If anything, the history of Black religious experience in
America suggests that even at the worst point of slave existence, the Black slaves
shared the conviction that God was with them. 107

102 ibid., p. rorii.
103 This view bears a semblance of MacGregor’s kenotic model discussed earlier.

104 W. Jones, Is God a White Racr'st?, p. 19$.

105 1bid.,p. 201.
106 1. 1). Roberts, Black Theology Today, p. 31.
107 Major Jones, another pioneering Black theologian points out lamentingly, that the number

of Black people who share William Jones's view are however on the increase today, espe-
cially since the first phase of the Civil Rights Movement failed to achieve the complete
victory desired by Black people. Many Black people with a "non-religious mood" do no
longer believe that God can work their liberation. They rather tend to believe in their our
ability to effect liberation, as few victories in the past have revealed Because of their
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8.3.2.3 God's Neutralllv and Carefor All
(Major .l. Jones and James D. Roberts)

Another direction in the conceptualisation of God in Black theology is evident
in the thought of Major J . Jones. He neither agrees with James Cone's extreme
fonn of God's partiality nor with William Jones’ idea of God's neutrality that boils
down to God's indifference. For Major Jones, God is a caring God; He is not
against anybody. He is only against evil and suffering.

Major Jones appreciates William Jones’ reasons for proposing the idea of
God's neutrality. He does not however fully accept the views of the latter, espe-
cially those ones that seem to conjure up an idea of God's absence in the Black
liberation. For while it is true that a kind of restlessness and protest had always
accompanied the hope and faith of Black people in God due to seemingly 1mend-
ing suffering, such misgivings were not able to suppress their assurance that God
is on their side fighting against evil and suffering 103

ln contrast to William Jones, therefore, Major Jones recognises the indispen-
sability of a view of God's involvement in the affairs of mankind in the Black con-
ception of God. Agnostic and impersonal conceptions of God have no place in a
Black religious consciousness. Neither was the idea of a hidden God common-
place.

God for.us has never been a reality totally removed fiom the world or uninvolved
m the hrstoncal process. For the Black person of faith, God is, and always has
been, Almighty both Transcendence and Immanence on the march and sitting-
;n_l09

As Major J. Jones further observes, the belief in "a caring God" is common
both to African and Afro-Arnerican religious experiences. There are certainly
differences between the Afiican and Afro-American "God-cor1sciousness" based
on varied effects of colonisation and slavery, but the personal encounter of indi-
vidual Black people with God - whether they were dispossessed by colonisation
or uprooted and made homeless by slavery - reveal the image of a caring God.11°

Although Major Jones sees the image of a caring God imbedded in the Black
religious expenences during and after the absurd colonised and enslaved exis-

conviction that it is better to rely on themselves than wait for God, "God's reality has been
played down to the point that many feel no need for a living God's role in human affairs".
See M. J. Jones, The Color ofGod, pp. 24-25.

'08 M. J. Jones, The Color ofGod, p. 36.

'09 ibid., p. 43.

"°1o1d.,p. 31.
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tence, his proposal of the image of a caring God is not made primarily for the
sake of maintaining a continuity in Black tradition. He knows too well that conti-
nuity alone would not suffice, because as William Jones, his cotmterpart, rightly
contends, the "humanising and liberating quality" of a concept, not its continuity,
should be the measure of a valid Black theological statement about God.111

Major Jones is also aware of the fact that the Afro-American God-concept, far
from being concluded, is still evolving. He suggests nonetheless that our groping
for a "usable" concept of God must be done "in temis of understanding what
'God' means personally" for Black believers.112 Thus, while admitting that as of
yet there is no fixed Black God-concept valid at all times - Black people are still
in search of a usable concept of God113 - Major Jones contends nonetheless that
the chief particularity of the Black God-concept is the afiinnation that He is a
personal and caring God.114

The grand henneneutic task of Black theology is to affrnn that God rs a per-
sonal being. God relates to persons in terms of their natures - colour and sex God
can become "everything in everyone".115 Major Jones sees this fact as a justifi-
cation for the "God is Black" talk in Black theology. But even though "this ten-
dency to color God black", as Jones observes, "is characteristic of the tendency
to interpret God and religion from too narrow a frame of reference", he still ar-
gues in favour of God's Blackness. Thus, despite the limitations or reductionism
apparent in the theme of God's colour, Jones considers it a necessary and 11n-
avoidable anthropomorphism that helps to illustrate the primacy of God's personal
encounter with individuals or groups.116 Here, particularity seems to have pri-
macy over universality; the latter must grow out of the fonner, if our God-concept
must not be abstract.

One might ask, as William Jones does above, from where Black people get
their assurance that God cares, when the peculiar suffering of the Black people
still persists in this world. Major Jones would answer that the conviction that God
is a personal being who cares and responds does not depend on empirical experi-

111 W. Jones, Is God a White Racr'sr?, p. 202. In the same connection, William Jones makes
known his suspicion, namely, "that perhaps some of the cherished beliefs ofBlack people
are in fact part and parcel of their oppression".

112 M. J. Jones, The Color ofGod, p. 46.

113 1b1d,p. 37.
114 lbld.,pp. 311:
115 lbr'd.,p. 33.
116 1br'd.,pp.41fI
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ence alone, but mainly on what he calls "faith-knowledge".117 Faith-knowledge is
a knowledge of God in terms of faith. Because God is an absolute mystery,
whose nature and ways are beyond our comprehension we can only make as-
surnptions about Him based on the biblical revelation and on our own nature.
Since the future remains unknown to us, we carmot say that God does not liberate
totally.

Moreover, we meet ample evidence about God's care for human affairs in the
Scriptures especially in songs and prayers. God cares because He is a personal
being. That God is a personal being cannot be reasonably doubted; our own self-
knowledge as personal beings gives us the assurance that God Himself is a per-
sonal heing. It is hardly conceivable that an "impersonal source" could be the
source of the self-conscious human beings" we are.113 Rather than believe in an
impersonal God, Black people prefer to affinn that God's ways are strange.

For Major Jones, God's personal and caring nature dictates all that can be said
about Him. Like J . Deotis Roberts, he describes God's attributes in temis of di-
vine morality.119 God's nature, he claims, must be described in temis of God's
personal and moral perfection. What makes God unique is His perfection, His
holiness. Accordingly, Jones sees all the major divine attributes summarised as
follows: "God is a personal being of perfect holiness". From Jones one gets the
impression that emphasis on God's holiness or spirituality is very vital from the
Black theological perspective. Because as he writes:

To say that God is holy is to assert that God is outside all evil and to afirm that
God's ethical perfection excludes fiom the divine personality all tdencies toward
or any delight in evil. Positively stated, this means that God delights only in
good, that God is devoted solely to goodness, and that in God's personal holiness
the concept ofmoral perfection is wholly realised. 120

Because God is a holy being, He is by nature against evil and for good. And
because He is holy He is love par excellence. The sum of God's love and justice
is His holiness, that is, I-Iis definitive "no" to evil. For Major Jones, as for James
Cone, God's wrath is part and parcel of I-Iis love. But in contrast to Cone, Jones
does not believe that God's wrath is directed against evildoers, but against evil
itself. lt is at this point that he distances himself from Cone's claim that God is

111 ibid., p. 21.
113 M. J. Jones, The Color of God., p. 50. Moreover, "Black people of faith prefer a God

who cares - with all the theological problems that it entails - to a world ofblind forces that
do not care". p. 68.

119 M. J. Jones, The Color of God., pp. 5l ff. Cf. J. D. Roberts, Liberation and Reconcilia-
non, pp. 83 & 88.

120 M. J. Jones, The Color ofGod., p. 53.
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partial. Not even Cone's addendum that God loves those against whom His my
is directed, justifies the view, that God can be against His creatures.

God is not on anyone's side, right or wrong. He is against any wrong actions and
for anything perfective of his creation. God takes all sides and applies his love or
his wrath in balance as needed. Contrary to the usual human sense, God transcends
all sides 121

Major Jones, and in fact all Black theologians with few exceptions, emphasis;
that Black ethnic suffering is no sign of God's punishment, and that it has no re.
demptive purpose either. Black people are not to be viewed as the elected sulle-
ing servants of Yahweh, neither should their suffering and oppression be idem
fred with redemption. Jones nonetheless sees the Black situation or Blacknessi;
"a profotmd and mysterious assignment from God by which Black people lure
been called to bear witness to the message of his judgement and his grace torll
nations". 122

Does the claim that Blackness is a mysterious assignment not imply that Black
people are chosen as a special people? ls the God of Jones not as partial astla
of James Cone? How can God be Black and yet not partial to the Black people?
Major Jones seems to be in a dilemma here. However, he is less emphatic onlhe
issue of divine election of the Black people than James Cone. Rejecting the image
of a partial God He emphasises that of a God who cares for everybody, who can
become everything to everyone and yet cares deeply for the Black people. lhut
unlike Cone, Jones contends that God can take any colour.

God's Blackness does not negate his Whiteness or his Brownness. In Afiican myth,
the divine is sometimes referred to as the chameleon. God has taken on oppression
in all the colours ofhuman skin. 123

That God can enter any condition, no matter how depraved is the work of Hrs
grace. God is a God of grace, whose mercy is unfathomable. He hates eviL bu
He allows SlI1l’lCI'S to live. There is something like a tension between God's merry
which accords creatures every freedom and His wrathful justice, which 1s C0lll-
mrtted to redressing evil. God overcomes this tension through His "omr1ipotent re-
demption", which, as is exemplified on the Cross, consists in His suffering love.

Through God's suffering on the Cross, inflicted upon him by human beings, God's
grace hopes to win over the hearts ofpeople in spite of themselves. 124

121 1brd., p. ss.
1-'12 ibid., p. 98.
113 rota, p. 99.
124 Ibr'd., p. 51.
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In accordance with God's perfect holiness, Major Jones, like J. Deotis Roberts,
insists that God's all-goodness and omnipotence must be maintained. This is not
an easy claim to make in the face of persistent evil in the world, especially as it is
presupposed that God cares (Jones) for Black people and that He is present
(Roberts) in their condition. Admitting that the issue of evil poses a serious prob-
lem to the attribution of absolute goodness and power to God, Roberts suggests
that Black theology "must hold to the all-goodness and all-power of God...out of
sheer necessity". 125

Moreover, Major Jones claims on the one hand that God has an absolute
power, but on the other hand he speaks of self-restraint in God's exercise of
power. God's respect for human freedom makes Him restrain Himself.

Though God's power is absolute, God mercifully restrains himselfwhen dealing
with human beings. Through the loving self-restraint of God's power, we experi-
ence the grace and mercy of divine persuasion at its supremely mature level This is
a God who is all-powerfirl, restraining himself to deal with powerless creatures by
means of love's power ofpersuasion only. 126

8.3.3 The Suffering ofGod in Black Theology
The belief in God's care, in His involvement and presence in the history of hu-

man beings are the central claims of the Black theology of liberation. When these
claims are made from the perspective of the oppressed people, they lead naturally
to the afiinnation of God's suffering. If one overlooks William Jones‘ humanocen-
tric theism, with all its doubts about a God who liberates, it can thus be said of all
Black theologies of liberation, that divine passibility is the last resort for an ac-
ceptable approach to theodicy. It is the logical consequence of the belief in a
God, who, by becoming human, assumes the lot of human existence.

Black people are less interested in a God, whose perfection consists in His
non-interference in history. Theirs is a God who feels what they feel, who suffers
what they suffer, because I-Iis presence in the human condition is His priority.
Faced with the inexplicable Black ethnic suffering, therefore, all Black philoso-
phers and theologians would honestly want to exonerate God from the responsi-
bility for evil in the world. None would like to blame God as such, not even Wil-
liam Jones, who asks if God is not after all a White racist. He avoids this conclu-
sion himself, as he proposes that God does not interfere.

With this view, Jones sacrificed what is most central in Black faith, namely,
that God is present in the situation of the oppressed. He could do that perhaps be-

125 J. D. Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation, p. 93.

126 M. J. Jones, The Color of God, p. 57. Williams substantiates the kenotic power of God
with views from the Russian theologian Nikolai Berdyaev. See 3.1.3. ofthis study.
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cause, although he is Black, he leans more on philosophical principles than on the
Black experience and biblical accounts. Other Black people with more theologi-
cal inclinations find it however more representative of the Black and biblical faith
if the idea of God's suffering is used to argue for God's innocence in the face of
persistent Black sufiering. For the majority of Black thinkers, who realise the
centrality of the belief in God's experiential presence in Black religious con-
sciousness, the affrrrnation of divine passibility is imperative. God cannot be held
responsible for evil if He is Himself really present in human conditions.

It can be observed that the theme of divine suffering has not been developed
systematically in Black theology as Jtlrgen Moltmami does for instance in the
Westem theology. Nonetheless, the idea of a suffering God is perhaps more cen-
tral in Black theology than in any other theology. The symbolism of God's Black-
ness, the awareness of His presence in the worst period of slave existence, which
are recurrent themes in all Black theologies of liberation, are all clear indications
of God's boundless identification with the human situation of the oppressed. To
get a clearer idea of how this theme is developed in Black theology, l shall sketch
the views of James Cone and Major Jones.127

James Cone, as has been observed,123 does not develop the theme of divine
suffering systematically, but there is hardly any of his theological statements that
does not suggest God's real experience of suffering. He speaks of God's active
involvement in the struggle for the liberation of the oppressed, in a style that
knows no restraint in the use of anthropomorphism.129 God's identification is to-
tal, in action and colour - God is Black.

The idea of a suffering God emerges first in Cones‘ thought as he traces the
rejection of a retribution dogma in the Old Testament. In his view, the prophet
Isaiah introduced the idea of the Suffering Servant to correct the impression that
suffering is always retributive. With reference to ethnic suffering therefore, lsrael,
like Job, suffers, not just because of her sins, but because God has chosen her to
be His Sufiering Servant. God's election of Israel "is not a privileged status that IS
given to favourite people. It is a call to serve, to suffer with God in the divine

127 J. D. Roberts also treats this theme approvingly, see A Black Political Theology.
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974), 95-l l6; ---, Black Theology in Dialogue, p. 39.

128 W. McWilliams, The Passion ofGod, p. 66.

129 Cf J- Cone, My Soul Looks Back, p. 105. As Cone puts it, the “apparently cnrde, anthro-
pomorphic way of speaking of God is the Third World theologians way of concretising
Paul's saying that ‘God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose
what is weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in the
world, even the things that are not, to bring to nothing the things that are’ (l Cor. l: 27-
28 RSV)”.
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realisation of justice in the world."13° This interpretation of the popular Protes-
tant theme of divine Election here, presupposes a strong belief in the suffering of
God for justice. For Cone, divme suffering is a proof that the law of retribution
camiot explam the reality of suffering.

This becomes however concrete in the New Testament, as Jesus assinnes the
role of the Suffering Servant. If the theme of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah
helped to demonstrate that suffering can be vicarious and redemptive, and that the
innocent can suffer purposefully for the guilty, its application to Jesus’ life in the
New Testament introduces a new and deeper dirrierision: it now shows that “God
became the Suffering Servant in Israel's place, and thus took upon divine-self hu-
man pain". 131

James ‘Cone sees Christology as the favourite locale for developing the doc-
trine of divine suffering. The whole life of Jesus testifies to the fact that God's re-
$Ponse to evil is not speculative, but practical. God does not merely sympathise
{rm 1:1;25‘~1ff°1¢1$, He gets involved to such an extent that He becomes one with

em.
This is what the Incarnation means. God in Christ comes to the weak and the
11¢1P1¢$5, and becomes one with them, taking their condition of oppression as his
own and thus transforming their slave-existence into a hberated existence 133

In Black theology, the true divinity and true humanity of Jesus are established
facts. Without any rigorous theological speculation, Black people accept the di-

of Jesus and the inner Trinitarian relationship as given. In Black tradition,
the distinction between the sacred and the secular is not forcibly made. This could
11¢_¢0unt for the ease with which Black people accept the Chalcedonian formula
without being aware of all the sophisticated theological reflections leading to it.
The feeling that Jesus is their friend, and that his presence in their lives continues
as a divine reality in the form of the Holy Spirit is common.

Divine involvement and participation in the hurriari predicament reaches its cli-
max on the Cross of Jesus Christ. With the divinity of Jesus Christ in view, Cone
sees the Cross-resurrection events as the very work of God to liberate the op-
pressed. Besides, the Cross-resuirection events introduce a new style of God's
defence of the oppressed unparalleled by the events of the Old Testament: God
experiences oppression Himself and emerges victorious. That God was involved
personally on the Cross of Jesus, and that He still suffers with the oppressed

130 J. Cone, God ofthe Oppressed, p. I72.

131 Ibid., p. 114.
132 Ibid., p. 114-115.
133 11,,-(1,, p. 11.
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when they are persecuted is the basic truth that Black theology tries to establish,
when it says that God is Black and that Jesus is Black. "Jesus' Cross is God's
election of the poor by taking their pain and suffering upon the divine person."134
The divine participation in suffering on the Cross of Jesus "counts decisively
against any suggestion that God is indifferent to human pain".135

The event of the resurrection helps to underline this fact.
The Cross-resurrection events mean that we now know that Jesus‘ niiriistiy with
the poor and the wretched was God himself effecting his will to liberate the op-
pressed. ...God in Christ becomes poor and weak in order tliai the oppressed might
become h'berated fiom poverty and powerlessness. God becomes the victim in their
place and thus transforms the condition of slavery into the battleground for the
struggle of freedom 136

So much as Black theology emphasises the suffering of God, it does not admit
that God is weak. 137 God suffers not out of weakness but out of the botmdless-
ness of His being. Divine suffering is an affimiation of divine freedom and traii-
scendence. In Cone's view, divine freedom means divine self-affirination and
transcendence over creaturely existence. That God is free means that He is "free
to be for us", He is fi'ee to enter into the wretchedness of human existence. This is
in fact. the basic meaning of the Exodus, the Incarnation and the Cross of Jesus
Christ If God goes to such an extent to affirm His freedom and to effect the free-
dom of the oppressed, it means therefore, Cone maintains, that the Black people
are encouraged to struggle for freedom at all costs. 133

God's involvement in the human condition is no doubt impressive. Yet it re-
mains a mystery why God should choose to suffer and not effect freedom through
other means. Granted that God suffers, and that He is not for that reason a weak
God, must James Cone not explain why there should be divine suffering at all?
Unfortunately, he does not indicate why God must suffer. His main concem is to
maintain that God suffers out of solidarity with the oppressed. He is well aware
of the fact that the affirmation of divine suffering does not adequately supply the
reason for the ethnic sufferings of Black people, but prefers to see it as a mystery

The meaning of Black suffering remains a pan of the mystery of God's will. But the
presence of Jesus in their social existence did reveal that God was at work liberat-
ing them from bondage.

134 ibid., p. 105.
135 lbid.,p. I76.

136 J. Cone, God ofthe Oppressed, pp. 80-81; and, ---, Speaking the Tmth, p. 5.

137 Cf E. P. Wimberly, The Sufleiing God, pp. 61-62, referred to by J. Deotis Roberts, Black
Theology Today, p. I96

138 J. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. I39.
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One might perhaps turn to other sources in search of the reasons why God
makes the singular choice to suffer, i.e., if we want to maintain, as is common in
Black theology. that God does not suffer out of weakness.

Apparently, Major J. Jones provides a better accoimt of divine suffering than
James Cone l~Ic develops the doctrine of divine passibility in a Trinitarian con-
icxi, giving due attention to the relevance of Christology and Pneurnatology, to an
extent yet unknown perhaps among other Black theologians. God suffers and
subjects Himself to changes because He is personal, relational and responsive.

Traditionally, Black people believe in a God who is personal, caring and all-
powerful Every Black theology, Jones insists, must uphold these vital divine at-
tributes evident in Black belief. This, of course, confoimds the problem of tlieo-
dicy for Black theology, because it is left to explain how a good and powerful
God could allow the unproportional Black ethnic suffering. But that notwithstand-
ing Black theology is more interested in fashioning an "intelligible concept of
God" out of the background of Black experience than it is in providing a satisfac-
ioiy answer for theodicy Faced with the problem of theodicy, it does not primar-
ily seek to know how to justify God, but rather to fmd out "what God is doing in
evil times" 139

In the view of Major Jones, "To understand God and evil in the world more
fully, one must look at evil in terms of how it touches God personally".14° The
most popular classical Christian answers to theodicy fail to satisfy the religious
expenence and expectation of Black people,141 precisely because they work with
impersonal concepts of God that are alien to the Black God-concept. They tend to
compromise what is most precious for Black faith, namely, the absolute goodness
and power of God, and the assurance of His personal care. An impersonal con-
cept of God is not attractive to Black people, even when it makes room for all the
important attributes of God. Process theology is an example of such beautiful
speculations about God, which Black theology cannot accept for the mere fact
that it is conceived impersonally.

the identification of God with the creative processes render Process theology
unattractive to Black thinkers. Process thought is dressed in the right symbols, but
the meanings are alien. Black people have lived too close to evil and suffering in
‘the process‘ to accept the impersonal God of Process thought, who, although he
suffers lovingly the evil of the process, seems impotent to change the anti-Black
process. 142

139 M. J Jones, The Color 0fGod., p. 6l ff.

140 /bid, p. os.
1'11 ibid., p. 63 ff.

141 ibid., p. 11
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As oppressed people, Blacks cannot accept the notion of a God limited in
goodness and power. This is the paradox of the faith of the oppressed people.
God must be powerful, but He must as well be able to experience weakness.

There nnist be no doubt about his caring or his victory. And oppressed people
nnist have complete assurance of the ultimate victory of the good God. Oppressed
people necessarily reject the concept of a weak God, whether in muscle-power or
in morals. 143

Moreover, evil can only be properly assessed, especially as it affects God and
the oppressed, if it is interpreted in the light of a personal conception of God. An
impersonal conception of God can easily lead to ignorance or denial of the reality
of evil as it affects the oppressed. Then, the reality of evil is no where better con-
firmed than in the context of a personal relationship, in a situation where personal
beings are involved. When a theology that works with an impersonal conception
of God reflects on evil, "one senses a tendency to play verbal games with the real
and unpleasant realities of evil, a tendency that extends to calling evil the mere
absence of good, when in reality malevolence is much more than merely the ab-
sence of benevolence".144

In a true Black Christology, the affirmation of the personal imity of the Father
and the Son is ftmdamental. Although classical Christologies had ever recognised
that God was in Jesus Christ, God's presence was not always interpreted to mean
a personal unity with Jesus Christ. It was more of a rational unity, not personal
Beyond the usual rational conception, Black theology sees God's presence i11Je-
sus Cliiist or Jesus relationship with God as a full personal unity, a mutual imity
with personal and "relational effects on God himself".145

In the light of the mutual and personal relationship between Jesus and God
Black theology concludes that God was in Christ personally experiencing all that
Jesus experienced. His experience of our human condition has consequences even
in His inner-Trinitarian nature.

To assert that God himselfis capable of human experience...is to say that some-
thing took place radically, in the very root of the personhood of God, when God
expressed himselfin the person and work of Jesus Christ. How could God have
undergone a birth like ours, the divine coming forth of a human being, and still re-
mained the same? Nevertheless, when we say that he truly became a human person
by the assumption of human mind and soul, flesh and blood, we also believe that

143 111111., pp. so-61.
144 lbid., p. 13.
145 lbid., p. 11.
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God still remained truly God in nature and person. To say that God remained God,
however, is not to say that God did not change. 146

In this passage, Major Jones asserts on the one hand that God cannot be
changed by extemal forces, but on the other, he maintains that God has the fi'ee-
dom to change Himself, without loosing His identity. In the lncamation, in "God's
act of becoming human, something happened to him and something also hap-
pened to his creation".147 Major Jones would accept that God is immutable and
impassible, but only if by that we mean that God is not subject to any extemal
determination. God is however mutable and passible, in as much as He has the
freedom to subject Himself to change and suflering in response to the demand of
His personal and relational nature.

The mystery of Incamation is the height of God's personal relationship with
human beings. Approaching this mystery from the background of Black personal-
ism, Black theology tries to establish that God had a personal experience, in Jesus
Christ, of what it looks like to be human in an absurd human situation in which
Black people fmd themselves. Prior to the event of Incamation, God had only a
"theoretical" knowledge of human suffering, but now in the person of Christ He
has acquired a personal experience of divine abandonment, of the endurance of
injustice and suf’fering.143

From the perspective of Afro-Americans, God's hmnan experience in Jesus
Christ gives one the assurance that God has a personal experience of suffering. It
is a thing of relief for believers to know that the God whom they are going to
meet and who is going to judge them is "a God who has actually experienced and
now knows, at the lowest human level, what it means to be human".149

In this way, Major Jones undertakes a reinterpretation of divine omniscience.
There can be a limitation of knowledge in the realm of personal relationship that
does not entail imperfection. By virtue of the freedom that God bestows on hu-
man beings, He can be ignorant of the outcome of future events related to the ex-
ercise of their freedom.

We believe human actions to be truly free, such that whereas God's knowledge of
the past is total and absolute, God's knowledge of fixture evmts is not yet com-
plete, particularly so far as acts ofhuman freedom are concerned. The perfection of
divine omniscience, then, must be construed to be God's always perfectly increas-
ing knowledge taking in, with the passage of time, all knowable reality as it ex-
pands. Not to know as real and sure what is, as yet, neither sure nor real, is not

I46 ibid., p. 99.
'47 M. J. Jones, The Color ofGod., p. 94.

'48 1014., p. 96.
'49 ibid., p. 93.
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imperfection; to know the unreal and the unsure as uncertain and still fonning is to
know perfectly whatever is to be known. God could, of course, preclude tmcer-
tainty by determining beforehand what is to be and what all are to become; the high
price he would pay for this, however, would be the fieedom of his creatures to dc-
velop and grow. 150

The limitation of divine omniscience is here part of divine strategy to make hu-
man freedom possible. For if human freedom is to be real, and not pre-pro-
grammed by God, it means that God has to impose a limitation on His ovm
knowledge of the products of free agents. God's onmiscience consists in knowing
what is the case, and not what is unreal. But is this not a dangerous conclusion?
Does it not mean that God is Himself not sure of the outcome of His creation?
Does it not imply that God is not in any way in control of the end result of l-lis
creation? Ifthat is the case, how then can God be sure of His victory over evil at
the end of time, which forms the main content of Black hope, as oppressed peo-
ple?

Major Jones would certainly fmd it diflicult to answer these questions. Except
perhaps he sees such limitations as God's kenotic act. Even though he does not
explicitly speak of God's kenosis, it can be inferred from His line of thought, that
God's self-limitations in knowledge and in the exercise of His power is kenotic.
God limits Himself to authenticate human freedom, the first of God's priorities in
His plan for creation. hicamation is, therefore, a pure kenotic act, "the final and
complete self-humiliation". By this kenotic act, i.e., by becoming human, "God
accepts every condition of hurnanness and embraces the whole of human exis-
tence within his ovm being". He makes Himself "subject to all human limitations
and to all inhuman treatments".151 This means in effect that God carries this
limitation and suffering into His own being. Both human and divine nature are
thus affected, when God assumes the human condition. But because, God im-
poses these limitations and changes on Himself, because it is a "self-change",
Black theology insists nonetheless, that "within the inner-personal unity of the
Trinity of divine beings (God ad intra), the responsive relationship" of the three
divine Persons "was not subject to changes wrought upon God by extemal
events", but dependent on "self-change".152

God's suffering care is not only Christocentric, it is also Pneumatological.
God's presence is not seen as limited to the period of Jesus‘ earthly life. His pres-
ence continues today in the Person of the Holy Spirit. For Black people, the Holy
Spirit is God's continuing personal responsive Being with us since the resurrec-

l5° ibid., p. 95.
151 ma, p. 99.
152 rm, p. 95.
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tion of Christ.153 Just as the awareness of God's presence in Jesus Christ gives
Black people the assurance that God knows the depth of their sufiering person-
ally, the awareness of the presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives makes it evi-
dent that God continues to feel their suffering at each moment.

The reality of the Holy Spirit is central in Black faith For Black people the
proclamation in Jesus that "God is with us" receives its concretion in the role of
the Holy Spirit as abiding agent of God in Black lives. The feeling of God's pres-
ence and neamess highly cherished in Black faith is no where better expressed as
in the personal experience of the Holy Spirit. Not just now in the current relig-
ious, charismatic and Pentecostal movements of this century, but also earlier
during the slave period did belief in the neamess of God in the Holy Spirit add "a
needed dimension" to Black spirituality.l54

Although in Jones view, the Black people’s personal familiarity with the Holy
Spirit is strongly influenced by their Afiican religious heritage, especially by the
African belief in spirits or in the "Spirit of God" common to African religions,155
he insists that the Afro-American concept of the Holy Spirit "has its historical
roots in more explicitly Trinitarian and traditional Christian thought".l55 As the
union of God and Jesus Christ, sent to inhere in the world, the Third Person is
experienced as the abiding, personal and relational presence of God.

In the Person of the Holy Spirit it becomes yet more evident that it is God who
is experiencing what the oppressed suffers. The Holy Spirit enables and perfects
the personal relationship between God and human beings. Traditionally, the Fa-
ther is related to the Son through the Holy Spirit.

God becomes a subjective living reality within the lives of human beings The
Holy Spirit is that subjective reality who relates God personally to the inner core of
human existence. In the person of the Holy Spirit, God is present and active with
and within us, a God-awareness continuously present in every moment of human
history (Matt. zs; 20; John 14; 1e).157

Major Jones sees this indwelling of the divine subjectivity of the Holy Spirit as
"the deeps of God confronting the deeps of human subjectivity". This IS the height
of divine-human personal relation, which continues even today. By implication, it
emphasises that God becomes one with the human beings, in their lives’ struggle,
in their pains and suffering.

153 Major J. Jones, The Color ofGod, p. I01.
154 ibid., p. 102.
155 Ibid.,p. roe.
'56 ibid., p. 102.
'57 rm, p. 103.
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The Holy Spirit is God at work in the human condition. And as in Jesus Christ,
it is a work that can entail change and suffering.

Wherever God is at work, he works in and through Jesus Christ and the Holy
Spirit. In Jews Christ, God communicated his Word, the substance of his personal
being, and committed thus hirmelfin a relationship to humanity that led him to the
Cross . In the Holy Spirit, it is the same God doing the same work, working the
same deeds of sacrifice and liberation, divine love in the current stmgglc to set all
God's oppressed people free from every form of evil I53

8.4 Summary and Conclusion
With time, as Black people were gradually regaining their personal freedom,

they began also to entertain the desire for a religious freedom. They started to
establish separate Black churches among the Black slave communities in the
United States of America. Through the constitution of such independent churches,
the Black people hoped to effect their freedom even in the religious domain. But
as it soon became evident, separate churches did not bring the desired religious
freedom immediately, because the established forms of worship and interpreta-
tions of doctrines were still too alien to the Black mentality to such an extent that
they hindered free expressions of Black spirituality. The necessity for a theology
that took note of the Black religious experience was perceived. It was therefore
the attempt to reconcile Christianity with Black identity and goal that gave birth
to the development of the Black theology of the African Americans.

The major desire of Black people was freedom. Accordingly, liberation be-
came the motif and in fact the principal henneneutic principle for Black theology.
The use of the motif of liberation differs however, for, while some Black theolo-
gians perceive liberation merely as an important theological category, others, like
James Cone, see it as being identical with revelation and thus constituting the
main content of theology. In the background of Black theology lies the motivation
to promote that which is essentially characteristic of Black people. It is in this
sense that "Blackness" is made a theological symbol. "Blackness" is however a
symbol with double significance. For some Black theologians, it symbolises suf-
fering and could thus be applied to all who suffer the same fate as Black people.
For others it is a category for the description of that essence or "soul" of Black
people, which years of slavery and alienation could not destroy. In other words, it
constitutes for the latter the indestructible identity of Black people in the world.
In developing Black theology fiom this background, the following are considered
the most dominant sources: the African roots, Black experience in the history of
slavery and racism, the Bible and the other Third World theologies.

158 ibid., p. 119.
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The God-talk of Black people takes the reality of God as given, so that instead
of posing the question whether God exists, Black theology occupies itself primar-
ily with the issue of His role in the lives of Black people. Its God-talk is for that
reason conditioned to a great extent by the problem of theodicy. It conceives God
in temis of defining what God does in the face of the Black predicament. Basi-
cally, therefore, Blaek theology is as sure of God's involvement in the human
conditions as it is of the reality of God. Three different accotmts of God's rela-
tionship to His creatures are evident: while two of them propagate the idea of di-
vine involvement in the human affairs, one argues for God's neutrality and non-
interference.

James Cone's theology represents one account of God's involvement in the
world made in tenns of His partiality for the poor: In his view, God is by nature
against the oppressors and for the oppressed. As a result, His taking side with the
poor is no sign of pity, but an act that arises out of His being (of love and justice),
which of its nature includes wrath. Using his idea of divine partiality, Cone re-
views divine transcendence and immanence and sees them as interdependent at-
tributes. Similarly, he reinterprets providence to mean that God makes freedom
from oppression possible.

The most important criticisms that could be brought against Cone's views were
fomiulated by William Jones while proposing his own thesis for divine non-inter-
ference. Jones considers some aspects of Cone's theology inadequate: his idea of
divme partiality for the oppressed Black people, his conception of Black suffer-
ing as a sign of divine election of Black people to the status of suffering servants,
and also the use of an eschatological theodicy in defence of the charge of divine
racism. Jones is rather of the opinion that the only eflective theodicy is a theory
of divine non-interference, a theory that makes humankind responsible for all that
happens in this world (anthropodicy). This view which he propounds as a
"humano-centric theism" leaves much to be desired however, because it makes
God among other things impersonal.

This is the main criticism Major Jones brings against him. For Major Jones,
God is a personal and relational being, and is by that fact involved in human af-
fairs. He shares this view with Cone; but unlike the latter, Jones declines to ac-
cept the claim that God is partial to the poor. God, he argues, is on the side of the
poor, without, however, being against anybody; He is only against evil. He is
Black, but He can also take any other colour. Major Jones also criticises William
Jones‘ point that since Black people have not yet experienced total liberation
there is no basis for the claim that God is a liberator. This would have been the
case, Major Jones contends, if our knowledge of God were solely experiential.
Our knowledge of God as the liberator is however a "faith-kiiowledge". This, he
maintains, justifies the claims about God's nature as a liberator.
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With the exception of William Jones‘ theory of divine neutrality, all the other
conceptions of God in Black theology that propose the reality of divine inter-
vention accept ultimately that God can suffer. For Cone, God suffers to effect
justice in the world, and elects the oppressed Black people to suffer with I-lim.|59
It is also clear to him that God suffered with Christ on the Cross. But while af-
fimiing divine suffering, Cone is however careful not to suggest that divine pas-
sibility implies weakness on the part of God. Asked why God has no altemative
means for the realisation of justice than suffering Himself, Cone says that it isa
mystery. Cone's theology of divine suffering lacks, for that reason, a strong base;
a recourse to mystery is definitely too easy.

For a better developed theology of divine suffering one must tum to Major
Jones, who conceives it in a Trinitarian context. The inner-Trinitarian rela-
tionship, and particularly the person and work of the Holy Spirit in the world,
makes the possibility of divine suffering implicit. Rather than posit mystery as the
explanation for divine suffering, Major Jones attributes it to God's nature as a
personal and relational being. There exists a personal unity between the Father
and the Son, he contends, so that what happened to Jesus in his earthly life
touched God. In fact, since God is also in relation with I-Iis creatures, what
touches them touches Him also. For Major Jones, this must not imply an extemal
influence on God. God is Himself engaged in a "self-change"; He can subject
Himself to change, but He is not under any external influence. Thus, God is, in
one sense mutable, in another, immutable.

Significant of Black theology is that it is critical of itself. One can hardly single
out a weak point which had not been criticised within its own circle of theologi-
ans. The most one can do is to point at the most criticised views: The reduction of
revelation to liberation, and theology to the oppression-liberation parameter; the
use of Blackness as a symbol of the oppressed are just a few cases of delimita-
tion and reductionism, which must be overcome, if views of Black theology
should have any global theological relevance. James Cone's emphasis on the rela-
tivity of truth and theological language is an example of such erroneous conclu-
sions. The contextualisation of theology must not, in our view, entail the relativity
of truth. Relevance could be contextual, but not the truth as such. Cone's wider-
standing of transcendence and immanence as non-spatial concepts as well as
Major Jones‘ emphasis on the relational interpretation of divine nature could be
seen, however, as positive contributions toward the development of the theology
of divine suffering. However, despite the use of some paradoxical notions of con-
cepts from the African notion of God, Black theology tends towards a onc-
dimensional conception of God. The paradoxical tension between divine passibil-

I59 J. Cone, God ofthe Oppressed, p. 172.
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ity and impassibility typical of many contributions from the Fathers are virtually
non-existent here. Thus, while William Jones‘ theory of divine non-interference
represents an extreme fomi of divine impassibility, Cones and Major Jones’ the-
sis of divine intervention are capable only of presenting the reality of divine pas-
sibility, but incapable of conceiving God as a being in whose nature passibility
and impassibility are compatible.



9. DIVINE SUFFERING IN THEAFRICAN CHRISTIAN
THEOLOGIES

9.1 The Background and the Factors ofContextual Theology in Afiica
The history of Christianity in Africa has been extremely interriiittent. In the

third century, in the Patristic era, it flourished in North Africa, Nubia and Ethiopia
but later dcclined.1 And weakened by the Islamic presence, it could not make its
impact felt in other parts of Africa until 15th century, in the medieval period,
when it arrived at the Atlantic coasts of Africa through the Portuguese missionary
activity. Although this was Africa's second encotmter with Christianity,2 it did not
last longer than two centuries and vanished fiom the face of the Sub-Saharan Af-
rica in the 17th century. It returned much later at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury. This was the third encounter between Black Africa and Christianity.3

Since then the history of the Christian presence in Black Africa has been im-
broken. Christian Churches have also consistently grown both in ninnber and im-
portance. This is defiriitely the result of decades of intensive Protestant and
Catholic missionary activities. Now, one can even count the achievements of
Christianity in Afiica with some feelings of satisfaction and of assurance that it
has come to stay. In fact, series of celebrations being organised across the west-
em coast of the continent in this decade, especially among the Catholics, to mark
the inception and progress of Christianity in the Sub-Saharan Afiica deliver this
impression.4 But much as such celebrations are justified, people can hardly forget
that Christianity in Africa has still unresolved problems.

Despite its partial success, it has not yet got beyond the stage of a foreign relig-
ion. It has not yet outgrown its infantile stage after more than a century of consis-
tent growth. It is neither rooted nor assimilated in the lives of most African
Christians. Apparently, one of the most obvious signs of the African Christianity
today is its continuous dependence on the Westem world in theology, finance and
administration. The popular assumption is of course that the dependence of the
African Church on extemal sources is part of growth. This is however scarcely
convincing, especially in a situation, where such reliance is increasing rather than
decreasing. It has become probable to see it as a structural problem rather than as

1 See S. Neill, A History of Christian Missions, pp. 37 ff; For more details see C. P.
Groves, The Planting ofChristlaiitty in Africa.

2 See J. Baur, 2000 Years ofChri'str'anr'ty ln Afiica, pp. 43-99, esp. p. 45.
3 1bid.,p. I03 ff.
4 See for example, Celestine A. Obi and co. (eds.), A hundred Years of the Catholic

Church in Eastern Nigeria 1885- I 985.
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a process of growth. Even a syrnpathiser of Afiican Christianity might be moved
to ask critical questions: Is the Church in Afiica condemned to be a perpetual
suckling, feeding from the finished products of the Westem Christianity? Isa
century perhaps too short for maturity or was the Afiican Christianity pro-
grammed to lack identity right from the onset‘? In other words, how long would it
take the Church in Africa to be self-reliant in finance and theology?

These are all questions bordering on the future of the Church in Africa. Earlier
and recent reflections in this direction, invariably lead to one conclusion: Christi-
anity iri Africa must be contextualised, if its relevance, self-subsistence and future
is to be guaranteed. It is not surprising therefore, that in the last couple of dec-
ades, the contextualisation of Christianity at all levels - in liturgy and theology -
has become a major ecclesiological and theological orientation among Christians
in Africa.

It should be noted however that the quest for authenticity is not new in the Af-
rican Church. The first faint outcry for the contextualisation of Christianity was
made earlier in the nineteenth century by such pioneer Afiican rriissionaries like
Samuel Ajayi Crowther, the first African to be consecrated a bishop (I864) in
Nigeria. As early as that time bishop Crowther, together with his counterpart,
James Johnson from Sierra Leone, pledged for an indigenous expression of the
Christian faith.5

However, concrete steps towards the contextualisation of Christianity in Africa
were not taken until 1945 when Placide Tempels, a Belgian Franciscan mission-
ary, worked out the ontology of the "Bantu philosophy". The dominant airri of this
pioneering work, and in fact of all his philosophical and other theological writ-
ings, was to replace Greek categories with Afiican concepts, derived from the
African thought pattem.6 In I956, a decade before the second Vatican Council, a
group of French-speaking catholic priests published the papers presented in a
Symposium with the title: Des Prétres Noirs s’ interrogent.7 In tenns of content.
this collection should be seen as one forceful pledge for an African theology.

Although similar attempts to relate Christianity to Afiican culture were made a
year earlier in Ghana among the Protestant West Africans,3 West Afnca was to

5 Cf J. A. Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria 1841-1891, pp. 224 & 235.

6 P. Tempels, Bantu Philosophy. See also his Notre Rencontre. I-Iis books had a tremen-
dous influence on many later catholic theologians like Alex Kagame, La Philosophit
Bantu-Rwandatse, and V. Mulago, Nécessité de 1' adaptation missionaire chez les Bantu
du Congo.

7 Paris: Presence Afiicain, 1940.
8 C. G. Baeta, Christianity and African Culture.
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wait for about a decade before initiatives with far-reaching consequences for the
project of contextualisation began to appear. The first of such noble conferences,
with later influence on the direction of African theology, was held 1965 in Ibadan
(Nigeria).9 That conference, organised under the sponsorship of the "All Afiican
Coimcil of Churches", was a landmark in many ways: for the first time, Protestant
and Catholic, French- and English speaking, West and East (Central) Africans
came together (in a pair-African and ecumenical fonnn) to discuss the prospect of
African theology. Its major importance lay in confirming earlier efforts and en-
couraging further attempts towards an African theology done in the light of the
Biblical revelation.

The deliberations of this conference seem to have ushered in a new era of pro-
ductivity, evident in the number of publications - in the 1960s -.trrging for contex-
tualisation.1° Such publications have helped immensely to make the project of
doing African theology soar from the level of mere desire to its crurent stage as a
nonnal theological programme in Afiica. For while it used to be an issue in the
I960s, whether there could be anything like an African theology," it has become
an accepted project with immense support today. In fact, since John Paul H used
the tenn "Afiican theology" in his speech to Bishops in Zaire, in 1983,12 even
sceptics have come to the realisation, that doing African theology is no longer a
mere desire, that seeks justification, but a Church mandate for the interest of a
new and contextualised evangelisation for the third Millennium.

If doing theology in Africa is now equivalent to doing "African theology", it is
only because the latter has assiuned broader dimensions. In the past, African the-
ologies were prone to using the outmoded strategy of négritude, focusing almost

9 It was later published in English (and French) as Biblical Revelation and African Beliefs,
ed by K Dickson / P. Ellingworth. Similar Conferences were organised in the subsequent
years as follows: In 1971 a conference was held in Dar es Saalam (Tanzania) dedicated to
the issue ofBlack identity and solidarity. In I972, another one followed at Makerere Uni-
versity (Uganda) to define and affirm Afiican theology. The first conference of Third
World Theologians in Dar es Saalam (Tanzania) in I976 also helped define Afiican Chris-
tian Theology. Another mile stone in the constitution of Afiican Christian Theology was
laid by the Accra (Ghana) conference of I977 organised by the Pan-Afiican Conference of
Third World Theologians. The papers from this conference were later published as Afii-
can Theology en Route, ed. by Kofi Appiah-Kubi and Sergio Torres.

lo See, for instance, B. Idowu, Towards an Indigenous Church; H. Sawyerr, Creative Evan-
gelism; J. S. Mbiti, New Testament Eschatology in an African Background.

ll See the popular theological debate between Tharcisse Tschibangu and Allied Vanneste in
a seminar held on 29th January organised by the academic staff of the Catholic Faculty of
theology in Kinshasa (Zaire), published in as "Débat sur la ‘theologie afi'icaine"', in; Revue
du Clergé Afrrcaine I5 (I960) 333-352.

11 ct AFER, Oct. 1983, pp. 313-319.
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exclusively on the past cultural alienation of the Black people, sometimes in utter
disregard for the current problems in the society. Now, however, elforts are being
made in contemporary African theologies to synthesise the different approaches
to cultural revival and socio-political liberation." Today, to say the leasta
Christian theology that is uuly African responds to the past and present socio-
political challenges, and is, for that reason, both an inculturation and liberation
theology - a contextual theology, in every respect, sensitive to the peculiar lile
situations or contexis of the "hearers of the Word".

The fire of contextualisation has been inflamed at different times in the history
of Christianity in Africa by some religio-cultural, historical, theological and socio-
political factors. We shall sketch these factors here so as to get a clearer view of
the tensions in the conception of God in the Afiican Christian theology.

a) Religio-cultural factors. According to data from sociologists, our century
has witnessed a shift from monolithic to pluralistic concepts of culture: cultures
are no longer evaluated in terms of an idealistic model of one particular culture,
but more in their own terms. This shift has helped Afiicans to come to the reali-
sation that certain aspects of their culture had suffered undue rejection in the
hands of the European missionaries. The missionaries were only able to assess
the African culture in the light of their own culture. In all good faith, they only
selected familiar cultural elements and suppressed the others. In this way, apar-
tial integration of Christianity and African culture was achieved, but the inhibition
of some cultural values could not be avoided. The conscious or llIlCOI'lSCl0lIS ef-
forts on the part of Africans to retain such values and still practise Christianity
was bound to create a sort of "cultural tension",14 a situation whereby the al-
tempt to be a good Christian meant alienation from one's culture. Becoming a
convert was then for many a mixed blessing,l5 because they were caught be-
tween the joy of a new religion, which enjoyed the status of being the religion of
the colonial masters, and the sadness of parting from their cherished ways of life
and African identity. Caught in this tension, most African Christians have been
living a life full of syncretism and religious alienation. Archbishop Desmond Tutu
aptly calls this "a religious or spiritual schizophrenia". 16

13 B. Bujo, Afiican theology in its Social Context, p. 66. This book was originally published
in German: Afiikanische Theologie in ihrem gesellschafilichen Kontext, Dusseldorf I986.

14 J . S. Ukpon, The Emergence ofAfiican Theologies, p. 503.

15 Cf G. v. Paczensky, Teurer Segen. Christliche Mission and Kolonialismus. Reviewing
the role of the Christian missions in the colonised Afiica, the author considers missionary
activities to be a mixed blessing.

16 Desmond M. Tutu, Black Theology and Afiican Theology - Soulmates or Antagonists? p.
47. Syncretistic beliefs and practices in Afiica, it must be noted, are partly subtle and

314



Opinions differ as to how best to evaluate the phenomenon of syncretism in
Africa. For some theologians it is a negative development,17 for others it is posi-
tive. 13 But to our knowledge, it is indicative of an tmfinished process of integra-
tion; it is at best a yearning for proper contextualisation and, at worst, a symptom
of an ill-digested faith. In other words, syncretism is a sort of religious
"barometer" showing the different levels of religio-cultural integration just at-
tained, indeed, a reminder for theologians, that Christianity is not yet properly in-
camated, and above all, that proper inculturation is indispensable and urgent for
an effective evangelisation.19 Viewed thus, as an honest quest on the part of Af-
rican Christians to be "Christian" and "Afiican" at the sarne time, syncretism be-

partly crude, and could be found not only among the illiterates but also in the rank and file
of the educated elites. See K. Dickson, Theology in Afiica, p. l0. It is not tmcommon to
see a baptised Christian, honestly dedicated to Christian principles, avail hirnselfof the
services of the traditional religion - the religion ofhis ancestors This subtle form of syn-
cretism is ofien accompanied by guilty conscience. Crude forms of syncretism are also
found especially among the members of the Afiican Independent Churches. These
Churches make no secretes of the fact that they perform an tmcritical alignmait of the
spiritual elements ofboth the Afiican traditional and the Euro-christian religions

17 For Aylward Shorter, syncretism is a negative phenomenon. It essentially entails a lack of
proper integration of two juxtaposed elements of spirituality; it is an indication of the ab-
sence of a dialogue between two religions, and indeed, a sign of unresolved duality,
whereby a weaker religious tradition gets fixed in terms of the other. Shorter fears that
the adaptation approach to Afiican theology might be perpetrating this sort of syncretinn
A Shorter, African Christian Theology, pp. 2, 14 & 18.

13 According to Leonardo Bofll syncretism should be valued positively as a normal process
in the development of a religion in cross-cultural milieu. Cf. L. Bofi] Church: Charism
and Power, Liberation Theology and Institutional Church, pp. 89-107. In his view,
Christianity is "One Huge Syncretism", integrating elements of Jewish, Egyptian, Greek,
and European cultures into its characteristic features Syncretism thus belongs to the uni-
versal character of the Church. For Bofll "The question is not whether or not there is
syncretism in the Church. The Problem is in the type of syncretism that exists at present
and which one should be sought." (99) Despite his understanding of syncretism as a posi-
tive phenomenon - as an essential expression of the Church's thnist for relevance in every
culture - he admits nonetheless, that syncretism can be negative. It becomes negative, in-
deed, if, in the process of cultural alignment, the identity of Christianity gets lost. He
sees the Christian identity as that experience that joins us together with the experience of
Jesus Christ himself. False syncretism occurs then, when this experience is sacrificed for
another religious tradition. This is what Boff believes to be the case in the Yoniba religion
in Brazil, which he terms a perfect example of a false syncretism. Here the identity of
Christianity is lost to that of the voodoo religion. Boffs view, as we see it, can only have
relevance in a Christian circle.

19 P. Schineller comes close to our view of syncretism See his article lnculturation and Syn-
cretism: What is the Real Issue? Syncretism, according to him, should stand for inade-
quate inculturation.
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comes a challenge par excellence for an urgent contextualisation of theology and
can no longer be considered as a diabolic work in the lives of undecided Chris-
tians.

In the same connection, the rapid growth of the Independent African Churches
in the continent could be seen as another factor that moves the established
Churches to contextualisation. In the African society today, there is a phenomenal
drift of the members of the established Churches to the Independent Churches
and sects.2° Threatened by the massive loss of their members to these other
Churches, the established Churches are increasingly coming to the realisation that
the contextualisation of Christianity could offer the necessary solution to their
problems. Apparently, the success of the Independent Churches could be credited
to their radical tolerance and encouragement of syncretistic practices21 - they lure
members away from the established Churches into their fold, because they are
believed to be pacesetters in the Africanisation of Cluistianity. In fact, according
to the ex-members of the established Churches, the drift to the Independent
Churches is motivated by the desire to worship in accordance with the Afiican
mentality, i.e. by the quest for an authentic African spirituality.22

The current programme of contextualisation in the established African Chris-
tian Churches is dictated by the need, not only to stop the loss of members to the
Independent Churches, but largely to satisfy the religious yearnings of the Afiican
Christians.

b) Historical factors. It is still puzzles to many Afiican thinkers and theologi-
ans, that the Churches of North Africa could just disappear, after about four cen-
turies of fertile existence, during which the Church produced such great theologi-
ans like Tertullian, Cyprain, Augustine, Origen, Cyril, Clement of Alexandria and
Athanasius. It is even all the more perplexing to note that only the Coptic and

20 In some cases the drifi to these Churches is gradual, taking merely the form of an occa-
sional participation. See K Dickson, Theology in Africa, p. I0.

Heinrich Loth, an East German researcher, makes the extreme claim that the power-house
of the authentic Afiican Christianity is only to be found among the Independent Churches
C£ his book, Vom Schlangenlcult zur Christuskirche - Religion und Messianismus in Af-
ri/ca, pp. 256 if His claim is highly disputablc, because the crude form of syncretism
among these Churches can clearly give Christianity a pseudo-orientation. Their style of
Afiicanisation is very uncritical. The danger of Christianity loosing its identity in the proc-
ess, as Boffnotes above, is evident.

22 K. Dickson, Theology in Afiica, p. 114. As Dickson rightly observes, the "Independent
Churches are seekers, as much as the historic Churches, afler ways to satisfy their people's
spiritual longings".

21
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Ethiopian Churches survived the Arab-Islamic onslaught.23 Today, the African
Church keenly wants to leam from the fateful, instructive history of the latinised
Christianity in North Africa and Nubia (today's Sudan).

The main reasons for the disappearance of the Church in North Afiica is very
easy to identify. Both in theological and oflicial Church documents, inadequate
contextualisation or lack of inculturation have been noted,“ among others,25 as a
major reason for the demise of the Latin Church in North Africa. Already, the in-
adequate contextualisation or lack of inculturation is believed to have been one of
the chief causes for the disappearance of Christianity in North Africa. The Roman
Church in Egypt was Latin, and it was chiefly conceived for the upper class.
Neither the Bible nor the litrngy was translated into the native Berber language.
Consequently, the Church in North Afiica, despite its high standard in theology,

23 The ambivalence embodied in the history of these Churches is a lesson for the contempo-
rary Church. For on the one hand, the North African Churches had immense influence on
the Western Christianity, especially as the flag bearer of monasticism Cf Jedin, ll and
Dolan, J., Eds., History of the Church, p. 337. On the other hand, the same Churches are
known to have produced most of the heresies in the history of the Church. C£ J. Parratt,
lheologiegeschichte der Dritten Welt: Afrilra, p. 23. This paradoxical history might begin
to be logical if we see it a natural feature of an ill-adapted Church. Were the heresies not
symptomatic of cultural indigestion? Were they not perhaps the consequences of defi-
ciencies in the integration of Christianity in the North Afiican milieu? I-low far did the
suppression of heresies also mean the rejection of inculturation? In terms of the views in
D. Baker, (ed.), Heresy and Schism a.s Social and National Movements: Studies in
Church History, it might not be totally out of order, to agree with Zablon Nthamburi - see
his article, The Relevance ofDonatism for the Church in Africa Today - that the suppres-
sion of the Donatist schism amormted to silencing the cry for social and economic justice,
made on behalf of peasants, oppressed in the name of religion. (p. 217) Consequently, it
"meant the destruction of a golden opportunity for Christianity in North Afiica" to be
truly African (p. 219).

24 See The Church in Afiica and her Evangelising Mission towards the Year 2000, "You
shall be my witnesses " (Acts 1:8) - LINEAMENTA for the Synod ofBishops, Special As-
semblyfor Africa I994 (Kenya, Nairobi; St. Paul Publications), pp. 2-6. According to the
authors of this document, inculturation is being looked upon today as a necessary process
towards the consolidation of the place of Christianity in Afiica. For more information
about the fiuits of this synod see: Synodus Episcoponrm, Coetus specialis pro Afiica,
Nuntius, E. Civitate Vaticana; A G. Nnamani, The African Synod and the Model of
Church-as-Family, in: Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology, vol. 6/2 1994.

25 The adverse effect of the theological disputes between the Donatist and the Rome ori-
ented theologians on the Churches of North Africa is another well known reason for the
extinction of these Churches Cf L. R I-Iolme, The e.ttinctton of the Christian Church in
North Afiica; Z. Nthamburi, Op. cit., pp. 215-220.
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did not have roots in the native population. Naturally, it was too weak to resist
the Arab-Islamic incursion.”

Both the inculturation and liberation theologies in Africa have much to Ieam
from the fateful history of the North African Churches. For if these ancient
Churches disappeared largely because they were neither inculturated nor contex-
tualized, the African Church of today is challenged to intensify the project of in-
culturation. Again, if the peasants abandoned the Latin Church in North Africa
specifically because it was not sensitive to their social problems, the Church is
advised to confi'ont the structural injustice in the world today head-on. In order
words, if the fate of the Church in North Afiica should not repeat itself, i.e. if the
future of Christianity in Africa is to be guaranteed, the prograrmne of liberation
theology must be encouraged, inasmuch as it works towards effecting structural
changes that would end the fast perennial African problems of poverty, oppres-
sion and discrimination.

c) The theologicalfactors.27 Here, the theological renaissance initiated by the
period of Enlightemnent must be mentioned, especially with regard to the intro-
duction of the scientific historical method in the study of the Bible. This prepared
the way for the second theological factor, the theological pluralism, ratified by
the theology of the Second Vatican Council. With its special emphasis on the ad-
aptation of the Christian values to the world (Aggiomamento), the Second Vati-
can Cotmcil stimulated the urge for inculturation, the erection of a "world
Church" and the positive evaluation of the Afiican Traditional Religions.”

d) The socio-political factors. Political movements of the pre-independent and
post-independent Africa played significant roles in calling the attention of the Af-
rican Christians to the fonnulation of a Christianity with an Afiican face. Great
African leaders such as Léopold Senghor, the proponent of négritude, Kwame
Nkzrumah, the prince of Pan-Africanism, Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia, the cham-

26 The role that the inadequacy of contextualisation played in the disappearance of the Latin
Church in North Afiica becomes yet more evident, when it is observed that, in contrast,
the Orthodox Coptic and Ethiopian Churches have survived till today. Their survival is
apparently due to the fact that they were better inculturated and adapted to the needs of
the people. See M. Ghebremedhin, The Survival of Christianity in Ethiopia, pp. 3-32. ln
fact, both the Bible and the liturgy were, for instance, translated into the Coptic and the
Ethiopian languages. Today, these Orthodox Churches standing as oasis in a desert of ls-
lamic influence. They serve as the legacy of a well inculturated Afiican Christianity from
the distant past. Their survival speaks volumes in favour of the contextualisation of theol-
ogy in Afiica South of the Sahara.

27 For details see, J. S. Ukpon, The Emergence ofAfiican Theologies, pp. 502-509..

23 Cf Vatican H, Lumen gentium, 9-14, 22, 26, 27; Christus Dominus, 4-6, l1;Nostra ae-
tate 2.
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pion of African Humanism, Julius Nyerere, the apostle ofAfrican socialism, made
implicit and explicit appeals to the African Churches to evolve a Cl1I'r$l1_3fl11)' f°Y
Africa, a Christianity free from the cloak of neo-colomahsm and unper|ahsm.29

The influence of socio-political factors on the formulation of theology is even
more evident in the South African version of liberation theology. The primary aim
of this theology is to liberate the oppressed Black Africans from the web of po-
litical oppression and racial discrimination using biblical materials. For, the
struggle against racial discrimination and political oppression takes its inspiration
from the Black nationalism in the United States.3°

A great many Africans have realised that the attainment of political and eco-
nomic Independence, initiated during the political upheavals of the l960s, is be-
coming an i llusion Instead, neo-colonialism and imperialism are getting more and
more engraved in the oppressive and unjust structures of the world’s political and
economic order. The main causes of the African problems of underdevelopment
and hardship could be attributed to these latent means of oppression. In secular
and religious circles the opinion is gaining ground, therefore, that an African
spirituality can help reverse the downward trend of Africa's development.31 This
awareness provides the major motivation for the emergence of various forms of
liberation theologies, which make the liberation of Afiicans fiom the problems of
hunger, oppression, debt and cornrption a theological priority.

9.2 The Hermeneutics ofAfrican Christian Theology
A wide margin of the hemieneutics of African Christian theology would out of

necessity embrace the questions about its sources and methodologies. Before we

29 Cf. L. S. Senghor, Prose and Poetry; K Nkrumah, Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of
Imperialism; K Kaunda, Letter to My Children, especially the Essay, Faith and Values; J.
Nyerere, The Churches Role in Society, pp. 117- I28.

30 Black Nationalist Movement in the United States is believed to have had an enormous irr-
fluence, not only on the South Afiican "Black Theology" via the African American Black
Theology, but also on the "Afiican theology" via the Pan-Africanist Movement. Cf G. H.
Muzorewa, The Origins and Development ofAfiican Theology, pp. 46-56. Contrary to
common knowledge, Muzorewa sees a closer connection between the aims of Black
Theology and Afiican lnculturation Theology based on their common sources of political
inspiration. Black Nationalists influenced the authors (Nkrumah) of Pan-Afiicanism while
they were studying abroad. The latter in turn inspired the inception of Afiican theology in
Afiica. Hence Muzorewa‘s assumption, that "the spirit ofAfiican theology is influenced by
Black nationalism as well as Afiican nationalism" ($4). The spirit is the same for Afiican
and Black theology, namely, "restoring the proper image ofBlack humanity, an image um
had been grossly distorted by Europeans and white Americans" (S5).

31 Cf. M. Sebahire, Saving the Earth to save life: An African pot ofview, pp. 42-45_
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delve into these questions, we are required to streamline the scope of this tlieol-
ogy. The term "African Christian theology" is reserved for a cluster of theologies
reflecting both Christian and African realities. This means that the African Mos-
lem theologies and the theologies of the African Traditional Religions would be
outside our focus, since they are not Christian. Likewise, Clinstian theologies in
African soil which are "closed to the realities of the African presence"32 - like the
white South African Christian theologies of the Dutch, British and German ori-
gins - are not, as J . Mbiti rightly observes, within the orbit of our discussion.

Openness to the Christian and African realities are therefore the two essential
characteristics of Afiican contextual theology. Special emphasis is usually laid on
the African realities, either of past cultural heritage or of the current existential
situations. The earlier writers of Afiican theology had tended to believe that a
theology is legitimately African only if it makes the cultural aspects its concem.
This is definitely the assumption that lies at the backgroimd of Mbiti's much criti-
cised claim that the South African "Black Theology" is not a legitimate "African
Theology". His reluctance to include "Black Theology" in the fold of African
Christian theology generated many reactions in defence of the legitimacy and
relevance of "Black Theology" in Africa.33 It must be observed that such theo-
logical disputes characterised the reductionist and apologetic approaches of the
earliest stages of the Afiican Christian theologies. Recent studies tend to opt
rather for a more integrative, "problem-solving"34 and "multidimensional"35 ap-
proach. And it is in this sense, that we must see the theologies of inculturation
and the "South African Black Theology" as models of the one African Christian
theology.

Similarly, it is no longer an issue whether this theology has external or intemal
influences, but whether it makes its reflections on the Gospel of Christ from the
perspective of the African Christians, and whether it is sensitive to the cultural
and concrete realities of the African milieu. It is not particularly relevant, whether
the writers are expatriates or Africans. What matters, in eflect, is incorporating

32 J. S. Mbiti, Bible and Theology in Afiican Christianity, p, 17. In pp. 14-20 the author
distinguishes four strands of Christianity in Africa: a) the Coptic and Ethiopian Orthodox
Churches of North and Hom of Africa, b) the mission Christian Churches, c) the Afiican
Independent Christian Churches, and d) the Churches of the white South Africans.

33 Cf. D. M. Tutu, Black Theology and Afiican Theology, pp. 46-57; M. Buthelezi, Black
Theology or Black Theology/7, pp. 29-35. For the broad scope of this debate see the Black
American perspective: J. U. Young, Black and African Theologies. Among the Black
theologians, there were also views that tended to see Black theology as the only authentic
theology for South Afiica.

34 G. H. Muzorewa, The Origins and Development ofAfrican Theology, p. I5.

35 A Shorter, African Christian Theology, p. 58.
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the African history, ideas, feelings, categories and contexts into the interpretation
of the Christian message. The single criterion for judging the Afiicanness of a
theology is contextualisation.

There are ramifications in the cultural and socio-political life situations in dif-
ferent parts of Africa. In view of this fact the urge for contextualisation would in-
evitably lead to the multiplication of theologies. But irrespective of possible di-
vergence, it is common to collectively refer to all such theologies as the "African
Christian theology". This collective name is preferred in order to differentiate the
African contextual theologies fi'om the Westem and other Third World theolo-
gies. But when we speak of "Afiican theologies" in the plural, we do that to char-
acterise the different trends of theological reflections in Africa.35 In that sense,
inculturation and liberation theologies are but distinctive forms of the one African
Christian Theology.

9.2. I The Sources ofAflican Christian Theology
The Afiican Christian theology takes its materials for reflection from two main

sources: from the African situation, (i.e. from the Afiican Traditional Religions
and cultural life), and from the general Christian sources (the Bible and the
Church tradition).37

The principal elements of the heritage of the Afiican Traditional Religions
and Culture would include a) the concept of a Supreme God, whose immanence
and transcendence are equally emphasised, b) the veneration of the ancestors as
the "living-dead", whose spiritual presence penneates the domain of the living,
fonning part of the commimity but sometimes acting as the agents of God, c) the
concept of good and evil, d) the concept of life as related to ethics and ecology,
e) the concept of being and humanity, which is basically relational and communal,
f) African spirituality: sense of the sacred, rituals, rites of passage and initiation,
l) the African cosmology and holistic thought-pattem. These and many other val-
ues could be termed the material principles of African Christian Theology.

When the African Christian theologians make use of these sources, they do that
in the belief that divine revelation is possible in their culture. This is an implicit
rejection of Karl Barth's theology, which denies any sort of revelation in natural
religions.33 In contrast, revelation is perceived here as an ongoing phenomenon,
that is possible in every culture. Hence, African Tradition is seen as a sort of Pra-

36 Cf Ibid., pp. I3-17.

37 C. Nyamiti, My Approach to African theology, p. 39.

38 G. H. Muzorewa, The Origins and Development ofAfiican Theology, p. 114, note 4.
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eparatio Evangelica, "a prerequisite for Afiican Theology".39 In this sense, it is
not only believed that the African conception of the Supreme God finds its conti-
nuity in the Christian image of God (B. Idowu and J. Kibicho), but also that the
conception of God in the traditional religion is even qualitatively better than most
of what goes for the Christian view of God (G. Setiloane).4°

Similarly, the Bible plays a tremendous role in the African Christianity. It is
central, even among the members of the Independent Churches, where the adop-
tion of the African traditional heritage seems unrestricted. Reading the Bible is so
much part of these people's lives that in Ghana "they have been nicknamed ‘the
people with the dirty Bible'".41 The use of the Bible is however not limited to its
"literalistic interpretation" in the hands of these Churches. In the mission-fotmded
Churches, effort is being made, especially in the Protestant Churches, to grotmd
the African Christianity on the Bible, which Pobee calls "the foundation docu-
ment of the church".42

The Christian Tradition. Despite the programme of "Africanisation", the Afri-
can Church does not and cannot cut itself off from the long history of Christian
tradition. The link with the tradition of the Church might be faint among the lnde-
pendent Churches, and less emphasised among the Protestants than the Catholics,
but the Christian theological heritage, fashioned in the Westem culture, remains
an indispensable source of African theology.

The approach of the African Christian theologies to tradition differs remarkably
from that of the Westem theologies, and in fact, in two ways. While on the one
side, an effort is being made to retain only that, which is not peculiarly Westerrt
on the other hand, African theologians are being called upon to adopt an ecu-
menical approach to the wealth of Christian tradition. Calling on the Churches to
practise "co-operation and sharing of resources" among themselves, John Pobee
appeals to African Christian theologians to avoid "factionalism and be ecumeni-
cal".43 This should make it possible for the established Churches to borrow
useful ideas from the sects. Muzorewa even thinks that the Afiican Independent
Churches should be seen as a legitimate source of Afiican Christian theology.“

39 E. I. Metuh, Contextualization, p. I49.

40 Cf J. Parratt, Theologiegeschichte der Dritten Welt: Afrika, p. 110. The implication of
this view, Parratt insists, is the denial of the absolute revelation in Jesus Christ and the
singularity ofChristianity.

41 K Appiah-Kubi, Man Cures, God Heals.
42 J. S. Pobee, Toward anAfrican Theology, p. 20.

43 Ibid.
44 G. I-L Muzorewa, The Origins and Development ofAfiican Theology, pp. 92 f.
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Similarly, J. S. Mbiti concludes his book with the appeal for a "theological and
ecclesiastical contact between" the new Christian Africa and "ancient and well-
established Christianity of Egypt and Ethiopia", because, it is his conviction that
"The Orthodox Church in these two coimtries can certainly contribute a great deal
to the church elsewhere in Africa".45

9. 2.2 Methodologles and Models ofAfrican Christian Theology
The aforementioned factors and sources dictate the development of the African

Christian theology as it embarks on its programme of contextualisation hi general
tenns, it can be observed that the process of contextualisation in Africa niris on
two major paths - the paths of inculturation and liberation.“ An African Christian
theology today invariably takes one or both of these paths. Both themes make up
the contents of theological reflections in Africa. Hence, following the sense in
which inculturation or liberation is approached, various models of African theol-
ogy can be identified.

The theological reflections that emphasise culture are known as the Afiican in-
culturation theologies. It is a model that champions the course for the restoration
of the African cultural identity, which years of colonialism of the pre-independent
and neo-colonialism of the post-independent Africa have terribly damaged. It also
seeks to incamate the Christian values in the African cultural context by identify-
ing and correcting the shortcomings in the encounter between the Westem form
of Christianity - passed on through the missionary activities - and African religion
(and culture). For this theological trend, contextualisation means inculturation. hi
its earliest fomr, to be found among the pioneering works in African theology,
the significance of liberation is either unknown or denied.

The South African Black theology constitutes the second model. It is charac-
terised by its emphasis on liberation. Here cultural revival receives little or no at-
tention. This model arose out of the struggle against racial discrimination and the
allied socio-political oppression in South Africa. Contextualisation then consists
in the liberation of Africans from oppressive racial powers and inferiority com-
plex, which years of Apartheid regime have injected into their individual and
collective feelings.

Most people are aware of only these two models. However, it has become
common to see the emergent "African liberation theologies", which emphasise

45 J. s. Mbiti, Bible and Theology in Afiican Christianity, p. 229.
46 One can also speak of two schools of Afiican theology. See C. Nyamiti, African Chris-

tologies Today, p. 3.
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inculturation and liberation alike, as a third model.47 Those theological reflec-
tions, which by equally focusing on both socio-cultural and politico-economic
problems, i.e. on both past and present issues, tend to overcome the exclusive
tendencies of the earlier trends belong to this model. It addresses the issue of
poverty and underdevelopment in Africa caused by oppressive structures and sys-
tems. Like Black theology, it makes liberation a major issue. However, liberation
is more broadly conceived here, as liberation from cultural alienation, poverty,
exploitation and corruption. Liberation means cultural freedom, and inculturation
implies liberation from cultural alienation. In effect, contextualisation must ad-
dress the issues of culture and existential necessities.

Furthermore, there are differences in the methodological approaches based on
confessional inclinations. Within the Afiican inculturation theologies alone, for
instance, there are marked variations in the Catholic and Protestant contributions.
Among the Catholic theologians, the theological methods are much more fonnal,
speculative and philosophical. The works of Placide Tempels, Mulago, Tschi-
bangu and Nyarniti demonstrate a great deal of the Catholic methodologies. In
their theologies the encotmter is more between the African culture and the classi-
cal Church theologies. Geographically, this approach is more prevalent in the
Eastem and Central part of Black Africa. For their Protestant counterparts, the
main concem is to relate the Bible to the Afiican culture. The search for an Afri-
can philosophy or for usable philosophical categories is not as common as the
search for fomis of revelation in Afiican Traditional Religions equivalent to the
Christian revelations in the Biblical literature. The works of E. B. Idowtt K.
Dickson, J . S. Mbiti, and to a lesser extent J . Pobee, exemplify the Protestant
methodological inclinations. This methodology is more common in West Africa.

There are also methodological differences arising from the manner in which
theologians view both the local African and extemal Christian sources of theol-
ogy. For some African theologians, the extemal sources are seen as finished
products of Christianity, which in effect, only need to be intemalised and ab-
sorbed without any virtual attempt at structural changes. This is the way of the so
called "adaptation", "adoption" and "accommodation" approaches. This is also
known as the "moderate approach", because it seeks to translate the message of
Christianity into the lingual and cultural African ways of expression, with little or
no analysis of the assumptions of the received Biblical and classical theologies.

47 J. S. Ulrpon, The Emergence ofAfiican Theologies, pp. 501-536", see also his book, Afii-
can Theologies Now - A Profile. The author bases his classification on the dominant
problem, each of the trends offer solutions for - cultural alienation, racial/colour
nation and poverty. For other attempts at a classification ofAfiican Christian theology see
also E-J. Pénoukou, The Churches ofAfiica, pp. I2 l-122; E. I. Metuh, Contextualization.
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This approach tends to scmtinise the local tradition more than the received theo-
logical models.

The more "radical approach" - to be found among Protestants and Catholics
alike - seeks to effect structural changes in the process of contextualising Christi-
anity. Here earlier theologies and Biblical interpretations are received critically.
The local sources are more or less exposed to scrutiny, but they are valued to be
very potent for the enrichment of Christianity itself. This approach makes much
more frequent use of such terms like the "indigenisation", "Afiicanisation",
"inculturation", "interinculturation", and "incamation" of theology. Here the basic
assumption is that in the encounter of local and extemal sources, something new
can result. For this radical approach, the classical theologies and Biblical litera-
ture are not expected to provide finished answers, but guiding principles toward
the contextualisation of Christianity.

From the historical point of view, therefore, the "moderate adaptation ap-
proach" characterised more by the earliest stages of Afiican Christian theology,
while the "radical incamational approach" is typical of the more recent stages of
the inculturation theologies.

9.3 God in the Aflican Traditional Religions
As the above discussions sufficiently suggest, the African Christian theology

can only be illuminated in the light of the African Traditional Religions and Cul-
ture. It is common for an African Christian to perceive God in terms ofcertain as-
sumptions he inherited from his traditional religious views. This fact obliges us to
outline the basic features of the notion of God in the African Traditional Relig-
ions, before examining the peculiarities of the African Christian God-Talk. The
reality of God is a basic assumption in an average Afiican society. All things
speak of the reality of God.43 And accordingly, an all-pervading consciousness of
the divine presence is also factually afiimied in every cultural expression - in
languages, names, songs, proverbs and in behavioural pattems. Even if there is no
certainty as to whether a "scientific" knowledge of God was prevalent in Africa
before the influence of foreign cultures, it is obvious that Africans have always
had what Idowu calls a "saving knowledge of God"49 - a knowledge of God's
nature and attributes. For although the nature of God is mostly undefmed, it is al-
ways implied in the huge collection of the African religious and cultural expres-
sions.

48 O. Bimwenyi-Kweshi testifies to the truth of this fact in the German title ofhis book, Alle
Dmge erzdhlen von Gott. Grundlegung afiilranlscher Uleologie.

49 E. Bolaji Idowu, God, p. 2|.

325



In this connection, a noble attempt to classify the obvious nature and attributes
of God in the African religious views has been made by a Kenyan theologian, J.
S, Mbiti. In a comparative research based on at least 300 different religious
groups in Afiica, he catalogues the divine attributes into four major groups: the
intrinsic, the etemal, the moral and practical attributes of God.5° Africans gen-
erally believe, he maintains, that God has intrinsic attributes - omnipotence, om-
nipresence, omniscience, transcendence and immanence.5l According to him,
there is also a common belief among Africans in the etemal attributes of God,
namely, that God is an immutable, invisible, incomprehensible, infinite, mysteri-
ous, self-subsistent and pre-eminent spirit, who is essentially one in a multiplicity
of mediator deities. And while mercy, love, justice, anger, goodness and faithful-
ness are supposed to be His major moral attributes, creatorship, providence, sus-
tenance and govemance of the world are His practical attributes.

Strictly speaking, all the above mentioned attributes are conventional and to be
found in all the world religions. They are by no means peculiar to African relig-
ious views. Neither have we affirmed them here in order to demonstrate that Afri-
cans, contrary to popular assumptions, have an acceptable concept of God.52 The
repetition is rather in keeping with the Afiican context, where the real belief is
often cloaked in a cloud of apparent contradictions. In such a context, even obvi-
ous attributes need to be reaffirmed. Hence irrespective of the fact that the reality
of God is a basic assumption in Black Afiica, a knowledge of His true nature is
not less difficult to come by. Our efi°ort below shall therefore be directed towards
illuminating those ambiguous features of the traditional Afiican views, which
complicate the Afiican Christian image of God.

9.3.1 One God and Many Deities
Most Africans believe in the existence of One Supreme God and many minor

deities and spirit forces - human and non-hurnan - who occupy various positions
in the ontological hierarchy of being. This is a vision of God that ofien leaves for-

50 J. S. Mbiti, Concepts ofGod in Africa, pp. 3-41.

51 However, it should be noted that this thesis has already been vehemently criticised by
Okot PBitek,. In his book, African Religions in Weslem Scholarship, pp.80-89, he ar-
gues that the predication of such attributes to God as well as the claim that there is a
monotheistic vision of Him in African religion are signs of an imdue hellenization of the
Afiican religious thought. Similar objections have also been made by a few other Afiican
intellectuals. See for instance, Donatus I. Nwoga, The Supreme God as Slrager in lgbo
Religious Thought.

52 It is probable that Mbiti's research was motivated by the need to aflirm that Afiicans share
similar notions of God with the rest of the world religions. Our purpose is different.
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eigners and shallow observers to wonder, whether African religionists are theists
or deists, monotheists or polytheists. The confusion is further provoked by the
fact, that while one can find shrines for the worship of various deities, benevolent
and malevolent spirits, ancestors, and witches conspicuously positioned in
homes, village squares, and at revered comers, temples dedicated to God are
rare.53

Hence the popular impression, that Afiicans make flagrant veneration and
sacrifices to small divinities, but none to the Supreme God. In some circles, it
has been argued, that Africans do not worship a Supreme God, but a litany of
deities. This perception is certainly false. In reality, the belief in One Supreme
God is the central idea of African Traditional Religions.54 The Supreme God is
worshipped, albeit indirectly.

Among the Igbos of Nigeria, for instance, the Supreme God is supposed to be
behind everything. He is known to be the "Creator of everything including dei-
ties".55 In the Igbo world-view, there are two classes of spiritual beings: the first
class - non-hurnan - comprising of Chukwu (the Supreme God), Muo (the deities)
and Arusi (spiritual forces) and the other - human - the Ndichie (ancestors). Al-
though Chukwu is Himself one of the spiritual beings, He is the author of all be-
mgs. He occupies the highest position in the hierarchy of spiritual beings. The
deities, who are themselves creatures of God, have power and influence over hu-
man beings. Each of them is designated to monitor a particular domain of creation
and aspects of human affairs.

The spiritual beings - the deities and the ancestral spirits - are in a sense func-
tionaries of God; and according to S. N. Ezeanya,

God created these spirits and assigned them their special responsibilities and areas
ofjurisdiction. They have resources and have fiill powers to act without conmlting
God or asking for his permission. They, unlike the Supreme God, can sometimes
disappoint man; this is why success and failures are attributed to them They can

53 There are exceptions, no doubt. In Igboland, for instance, it has been observed that
shrines for Chukwu, "the Great Spirit or Providence", or for Ezechiteolre Abiama, "the
King, Providence and Creator of the universe" still exit in Ihembosi and in Nsulrka areas
of the Northem Igbos, where direct worship of the Supreme God are practised. See Eme-
fie Ikengn Metuh, God and Man in African Religion. In his own findings, Parrinder also
claims that a visible temple and direct worship to God are common only among the
Ashanti of Ghana and the Kikuyu of Kenya. Otherwise, direct and conventional worship
of the Supreme God is a rare phenomenon in tropical Afiica. Cf B. G. Paninder, West
African Religion (I969), pp. I5 ff.

54 J. S. Mbiti, Concepts ofGod in Africa, p. viii; -----, African Religions and Philosophy, p.
29.

55 E. I.-Metuh, God andMan, p. nr..

327



be himgry, angry, jealous and revengefiil. In view of this, man must always seek to
be on the best ofterms with them.56

They are therefore justified, as intermediaries of God, to receive sacrifices, for
themselves and on God's behalf.

Usually, more direct sacrifices and worships are made to these interrnediaries -
the deities and ancestors - than to God Himself. In all devotions, however, an
implicit homage is always paid to the Supreme God. In some cases, the deities
are explicitly asked to convey the prayers to God57. In principle, therefore, God
is the ultimate recipient of devotions, even when in practice, the deities are the
immediate addressees. Admittedly, cases abound, where worshippers are so
much preoccupied with the deities, that they lose sight of the significance of the
Supreme God. He is sometimes pushed to the backgroimd and practically forgot-
ten. These are nevertheless exceptions - deviations - rather than the rule.

The deities are, for that reason, no rivals to the God of the African Traditional
Religions. They administer their assignments with a great deal of sovereignty and
independence, but the "ultimate power and authority rest with God".53 In that
sense, His omnipotence is not threatened; neither does the existence of the deities
challenge His sovereignty and unity. The deities merely have powers delegated to
them and they mediate between God and man.

This illustration notwithstanding, doubts might still remain as to how the om-
nipotence of God could harmonise with the relative sovereignty of the deities and
how the paradox of one God and a multiple divinities could be defended. Accord-
ing to Metuh, this puzzle could be best explained in the light of the African cori-
ception of royalty and nobility: "...the number and power of the subordinate dei-
ties enhance the importance and supremacy of Chukwu, just as the prestige of a
king is sometimes measured by the number and power of his subordinate
chiefs."59 Rather than constituting a challenge to the Supreme God, therefore, the
existence and power of the minor deities are themselves manifestations of His
power and magnanimity.

Thus the God of the Afiican Traditional Religions could be called the "one
God who is served by many divine beings"- This characterisation of God certainly
springs the bounds of polytheism and monotheism. It is neither one nor the other.

56 S. N. Ezeanya, God, Spirits and the Spirit World, p. 42.

57 ibid., p. 102.
58 rm, p. 62.
59 1bid., 62.
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Hence the suggestion of E. Bolaji Idowu that the notion of God in the Afiican
Traditional Religions should be termed "diffused monotheism".5°

The fact that neither polytheism nor monotheism can express the African no-
tion of God adequately, proves, beyond doubt, that Africans conceive God in a
manner untypical of the Westem thought pattem. hi effect, then, what mostly
seem like discrepancy between the worship of multiple deities and ancestors on
the one hand, and the belief in One Supreme God on the other, might after all be
part of the peculiar Afiican thought pattem. Africans are keen on holding to a so-
phisticated tension between two apparently opposing concepts. G. M. Setiloane
considers this tendency a special prerogative of the African world-view.“ Seti-
loane's view certainly smacks of an exaggeration, but we cannot deny the fact that
most African religious phenomena only become intelligible, when they are seen in
the lime light of a spirally circular and holistic thought-pattem.62

This fact partly explains why there is no rigid separation of the spiritual from
the mundane life in an average Afiican world view - no sterile detachment of the
divine from the secular, and of the dead (the living-dead) from the living. Dualis-
tic thinking is not a common feature of the African mode of thought. Like the Ig-
bos, most Africans have a holistic view of reality, entertaining no dichotomy be-
tween the spiritual and the material world. There is no isolated being, Ens a se,
existing in a world of its own. There is rather a "vital relationship between be-
ings", so that practically, "what happens to any part affects the other".63 This
view also defines the African sense of morality. 54

60 E. B. Idowu, Olodiunaré, God in Yoruba Belief, p. 204; -- African Traditional Relig-
ion: A definition, p. I35.

6| G. M. Setiloane, Afiican Theology, p. 39.
62 The importance of this thought pattem for theological reflection cannot be neglected, be-

cause as an American theologian recently pointed out, Afi'ica's contribution to the world
might be "to help us see life as a single reality in which both material and spiritual dimeri-
sions have place". W. A Dryness, Learning about Theologyfiorn the Third World.

63 E. l. Mettih, God and man, p. 58.
64 Morality and immorality are defined according to how far the ontological harmony of be-

ing is preserved or disrupted. God is believed to have arranged the order ofbeing, and any
interference with this order is an offence against Him The major preoccupation of an Igbo
- and that is also the case among many Afiicans - is to preserve the ontological order of
being. It has been noted, in fact, that the highest percentage of sacrificial offerings are
made in order to restore the disrupted ontological order. lbid., p. I35.
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9.3.2 God as the Immanent Transcendence
In an average Afiican religious-view, God the creator is not supposed to be

anywhere outside His creation. He is immanent in the world, but I-le keeps His
distance. The intermediaries are supposed to be nearer to human beings, and, they
are for that reason, the immediate partners in communication.65 This does not
mean however that God is remote. In reality, an African feels God's presence and
active role in his life. The consciousness of God's all-engulfing presence and
neamess accompanies him all through life. God is not believed to be distant from
the human sphere. He is invisible like all spirits, but His domain and the invisible
zones of the spiritual beings are all located in this world.

According to G. M. Setiloane, divinity is never located "outside" nature in an
ideal African view." there is a continuous feeling of the active presence
(irmnanence) of God in the totality of life; His transcendence is but "another part
of this reality".66 In the Igbo world-view, for instance, there is a diffusing pres-
ence of the spiritual domain within our world. It is perhaps for this reason, that
unlike for the Christians, the Igbos have no clear concept of Heaven, as a domain
opposed to the world. The ancestors are not rewarded by joining God in a differ-
ent world, but by being sent back to join their relations and kindred in a better
and more blessed life on earth. In the light of the Igbo view of life-after death, life
is conceived as one continuous cyclic process of living and dying.

Afier a brief stay in the spirit-land one is allowed by God to reincamate to continue
the joyous cycle of life. The wicked are deprived ofthe joy of reincamating.67

There is a continuous movement from immanent to transcendent life, a continu-
ity in being. Life and death are versions of one single existence. The dead do not
cease to exist, they continue their existence in an invisible state as the "living-
dead" (Mbiti). In this connection, Shelton observes that for the Nsirkka Igbos of
Nigeria, "'man' and ‘ancestors’ are not terms which one can easily separate, for the
living man is a reincarnated ancestor and, when he dies, will become a spiritual-
ised ancestor".63 Similarly, divine transcendence is thought of in connection with
His immanence; transcendence does not place God outside His creation, but in a
special position within it. For the Igbos God is the Eze bi n’ elu, ogodo ya n’ alrpu
n’ ala - "the king living up in the sky, whose robe touches the ground." This view
of God reveals a keenness towards achieving a balance between divine transcen-

65 E. I. Metuh, GodandMan, p. 134.

66 G. S. Setiloane, op. cit.

67 E. I. Metuh, Godandman, p. 150.

63 A. J. Shelton, The Igbo-[gala Borderland, p. 82.
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dence and immanence.69 That God can be transcendent and immanent simultane-
ously is a view held, not only by the Igbos, but, as Mbiti says, by most Afiican
Traditional Religions.7° Africans make a vast use of anthropomorphism in the
qualification of divine attributes, but their notion of God nevertheless displays a
depth of paradoxical thinking - a tenuous blend of the neamess and remoteness of
God is typical of this thought pattem. Thus a typical Afiican thinks neither line-
arly nor dualistically, but paradoxically and holistically.

The failure to perceive this African view of reality has led some experts to
gross misrepresentation of the notion of God in the Afiican Traditional Relig-
ions.7l D. Westermarm is one among many such experts, who have rmwittirigly
distorted the African notion of God. As he could not fmd conspicuous shrines and
elaborate rituals reserved for the worship of the Supreme God, Westerrnarin hur-
riedly concluded that the Afiican God is a Deus otiosus (an inactive God), a Deus
absconditus (a hidden and withdrawn God), and Deus remotus (a God remote to
worshippers).72 His misconception was perhaps further aided by the availability
of myths which tell the stories of God's withdrawal from humanity.73 But as E. I.
Metuh rightly contends, it would be a hurried conclusion to claim that such sto-
ries - though illustrative of some elements of the African notion of God - neces-
sarily suggest the remoteness of God.

In fact, the myths about God's withdrawal tend to say more about His neamess
than about His remoteness. Such myths as told in the Igbo and Ashanti traditions,
begin usually with a picture of God's immanence, and end up with His eventual
withdrawal. As is told in some Afiican myths, God was initially very close to
human beings, but as people would not allow Him rest, he had to withdraw.
There are apparently two reasons for God's withdrawal. For one thing, God's
supposed withdrawal underlines His willingness to afford human beings turre-
stricted freedom of movement (Ashanti), and secondly, it is God's way of letting

6° E. I. Metuh, GodandMan, pp. I4-I7.
70 J . S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, p. 29.

7| J. S. Mbiti, Concepts ofGod in Africa, p. 12.

72 D. Westerman, Afiica and Christianity, p. 74.
73 Among the Igbos of South Eastem Nigeria, for instance, there is a myth about the with-

drawal of God. God used to be very close to people, but He was incessantly disturbed
with major and minor complaints. The disturbance was too much for I-Iim so that He had
to withdraw into the Heavens. Human beings can still relate to Hint but only through the
mediation of the deities and the ancestors, whose help they must sohcit for through the
performance of certain rites and rituals. Similar stories about the withdrawal of God
abound in other ethnic groups in West Afiica - among the Akans, Yonibas and the Meade
of Sierra Leone. See H. Sawyer, God: Ancestor or Creator, p. I05.
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His creatures become relatively independent in their attempt to solve life's prob-
lems.74 The myths about God's withdrawal are, mainly, attempts "to explain the
universal human experience of divine transcendence",75 and, we might add, at-
tempts to convey human freedom. It is therefore implicit in the setting of these
stories themselves, that detachment is not an essential part of God's nature. His
immanence was expressed before His transcendence. Besides, there are other
myths and sayings that make exclusive reference to the immanence of God. Con-
sequently, the proper nature of God in the African Traditional Religions, cannot
be inferred from only one myth, but through a synthesis of all the attributes hinted
at in the various myths about the divinity.

9.3.3 God as the Great Ancestor
hi the Afiican world-view, the ancestors occupy a special position in the order

of beings - they have natural and supematural status. Through death, which, in
the strict sense, is understood as a passage into a new life, the dead relatives,
who lived morally well, acquire a singular status that places them in an unbroken
relationship with the living, and also in a spiritual and invisible state with God.
There are of course some other requirements other than death and probity of life,
which make a dead individual qualify as an ancestor. He must be male and have
died in an adult age. While some people might see sex and age as limitations
placed on the qualification for the status of an ancestor, all would agree that up-
rightness of character essentially belongs to the image of an ancestor. Ancestors
are therefore primarily venerated as models of behaviour for the living, and thus
as mediators in the relationship between God and the living. Even though the
veneration of ancestors differs from culture to culture in Afi'ica,75 it is no exag-
geration to claim that a deep insight into the African tmderstanding of life, death,
being and God-human-world relationship cannot be gained without explicating
the cult of ancestors. In fact, the cult of ancestors belongs to the African doctrine
of God, because, God as father, is sometimes referred to as an ancestor.

How can God be an ancestor? In the African world-view, life is a participation
in the source of being, a sharing in the life-giving principle. The principle of be-
ing, or life-giving force, which sustains all that have life, is not conceived as a

74 Cf the stories respectively in: E. Rubingh, The African Shape of the Gospel, p. 3, and E
I. Metuh, God andMan, p. 13.

75 E. I. Metuh, Godana'Man, p. I4.

76 The Masai ofEastern Africa for example have no ancestral veneration. And even in those
cultures where it is a common practice, the degree of veneration differs. Cf C. Nyamiti,
Christ as Our Ancestor, p. I5.
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philosophical abstraction, but concretely, as that which vitalises. According to E.
B Idowu God is for the Africans the "Immense, overflowing Source of Being",77
the source and giver of life. God transmits life through the parents, and through
blood-relationships. In that capacity He is an ancestor.

Being in relationship with the parents, whether living or dead (ancestors),
amounts to being in relation with the source of life. God transmits life through the
parents corporeally and mystically. This explains why for some Africans, espe-
cially the Akaris of Ghana, blood symbolises this life principle from God. Blood
establishes the corporeal link between parents and descendants, the same link
continues even after death, albeit in a mystical fomi, and must be maintained
through the performance of certain rituals. Such ritual relationships, besides re-
freshing the mind of the living about the dead relatives, have the additional finic-
tion of holding the channel to the source of life open. This makes good relation-
ship with parent-ancestors compulsory. For the abandonment of this relationship
would amount to breaking with the channel of life. Implicitly, therefore, life with-
out relationship, in the Afiican world-view, means non-existence. What J. S.
Pobee writes in this connection about the Akan ontology definitely applies to all
Africans.

Whereas Descartes spoke for Western man when he said cogito ergo sum - I think,
therefore I exist - Akan man's ontology is cognatus ergo sum - I am related by
blood, therefore I exist, or I exist because I belong to a family. And a family, which
is the basic unit, consists of the living, the dead, and the yet-to-be~bom The family
relationships determine the view ofman.73

If in the Afiican world-view, death does not destroy the parental link, the ari-
cestors are still the channel through which the Source of being communicates hfe
to the living relatives.79 Logically, the "participation in the life coming from the

77 E. B. Idowu, God, pp. 25-26. He arrives at this conclusion through the analysis of two
Afiican names for God: Orise fiom the Owo people ofYorubaland and Chukwu fiom the
Igbo people of Nigeria. God's name Orise is a compound word consisting of a noun Ori
(the essence of being) and a verb se ( to originate). God's name Orise could therefore be
translated as "the very source of being". Chukwu the Igbo name for God has the same
connotation. It is composed of two words, Chi and Ukwu. Chi could mean spirit, provi-
dence, but also Source ofbeing. Ukwu means great or immense. As Chi-Ulrwu, God is the
main-source of Being. The two words ori and chi, which form part of the divine names
are also, as Idowu rightly observes, the very the terms used to qualify the essence or des-
tiny of human beings. Each person has his chi or ori, " a semi-split entity which asstmies
the role of man's guardian-angel".

73 J. S. Pobee, Toward an Afiican Theology, p. 49.

79 As the grand-parents of the living, it is believed that they care for their living descendants
They are expected to protect their kins fiom sickness and calamity. If the Ancestors are
offended, for instance, by lack of proper burial, they might cause suffering and hardship
for the living. So, Afiicans do all they can to maintain a good relationship with the ances-
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ancestors is the only way the individual shares the life of the community. Cur 05
from this source he ceases to exist."3° Hence, participating in the life of the com.
munity guarantees both life and contact with God. To live is to participate in the
life-pririciple, which God transmits through the ancestors.

It is obvious from the above that the transmission of life is the main charac-
teristic of parenthood. Since God Himself is the ultimate source of life, He must
also be the Great Parent, the Ultimate Ancestor. This is the logic of those Afri-
cans who attribute parenthood to God. It must be noted however that this view
does not find a general acceptance among all Africans. For although all African
culttnes know God as father, and some even call Him mother, only few of them
freely attribute parenthood to Him. When fatherhood is used it is most probably
meant to be metaphorical.

Similarly, opinions differ in the African circle as to whether the fatherhood of
God should also imply His ancestorship. While the Igbos, for instance, believe
that God is the Source of life, and could, for that reason, be called father, they do
not conceive Him as an ancestor, because, as Metuh contends, there is no family
relation between God and the first parents in the Igbo world-view. For them,
"God is not an ancestor but creator of the first ancestors."31 In contrast, the
Akaris of Ghana believe that God is the Great Ancestor. This forms the main the-
sis of J. B. Danquah in The Akan Doctrine ofGod. Other Ghanaian theologians
like P. Sarpong and H. Sawyer confirm Danquah's claim.32 Sawyer goes even
further to affnm that the same belief is held by the Yorubas and the Mende peo-
ple of Sierra Leone.

Is God a creator or an ancestor, or is He both? Danquah and Sawyerr would
affirm that God is both creator and ancestor. God is the Great Ancestor because
all life comes from Him. He is as such the Chief, the King, and Creator of the
world. This view is most vivid among the Akans, perhaps because they arrive at
the Ancestorship of God through a matrilirieal and royal system.33 Despite the

tors. Where favour cannot be obtained through the ancestors, direct appeal to God is the
last resort. It is in this sense that prayers are made both to God and the ancestors. In many
cases, prayers to the ancestors do not differ greatly from those made to God, but the
"tone of submission and supplication which appears in prayers to God and the deities is
significantly absent" Cf E. I. Metuh, God and man, p. 94

80 E. Uzukwu, The God of our ancestors and Afiican unity, p. 347.

81 ibid., p. I2.
32 P. Sarpong, Ghana in Retrospect.

33 "Among the Akan...the concept of God as the Great Ancestor can be traced back, first, to
the kra, that spark of fire that comes fiom Nyame; every one receives this spark at bnth
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disagreement on the issue of divine aricestorship, it has begtm to play a sigiificant
role in the fashioning of the Afiican Christian Clnistology and the doctrine of
God, as we shall soon see.

9.4 God in the Aflican Christian Theology
When a theologian attempts to defme the notion of God that is peculiar to the

African Christianity, he is inevitably confronted with clarifying questions as fol-
lows. Where are the points of continuity and discontinuity between Traditional
Religion and Christianity? Are there positive views about God in the Afiican
Traditional Religions worthy of emulation? How does the Afiican Christian con-
ception of God integrate such elements of belief?

To begin with the fnst question, there is a basic assinnption among African
Christians, that Christianity has not introduced a new God to the Afiicaris, but in-
deed the same God their ancestors had always worshipped- Accordingly, the ex-
perience of God is not new to an Afiican. What is new is the experience of God
in Jesus Christ. Actually, if an African of the pre-Cliristian era worshipped God
through his natural ancestors, an Afiican Christian would do the same thing to-
day, however through Jesus Christ, from whom he expects the "ultimate answer
to his religious questions".34 With a sense of asstnance that there is a continuity
in revelation and in the experience of God, Afiican Christians feel themselves
justified to echo the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews? "Long ago God spoke to
our ancestors in many and various ways...but in these last days he has spoken to
us by a Son" (cf Heb. 1:1-2.).

This awareness of a continuity in religious experience is today equally accom-
panied by the consciousness for the relevance of tradition in the religious expres-
sions. If the earliest Afiican Christians were initially persuaded by the missionar-
ies to abandon their tradition in order to encounter God in Jesus Christ, African
Christian theology makes it a task today to affimi the contrary, namely, that one
can hear God's speech in Jesus Christ without having to break with tradition. This
claim is made in the conviction, that what Jesus said to the Jews applies to Afri-
cans also: I have not come to abolish yotn (legal and ancestral) tradition but to
fulfil it (Mat. 5:17). Preparing the tradition as a vehicle for conveying the message
of God in Jesus Christ is today, among other things, the major assignment African
Christian theology sets for itself.

through his mother, second, to the collective lO’0 of the Royal ancestors which kings re-
ceive at their coronation." H. Sawyerr, op. cit. p. 96.

84 M. Ntetein, Initiation, Traditional and Christian, p. I07.
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Strictly speaking, Jesus Clnist is the novelty in the religious experience of an
African Christian. This implies, in effect, that the Christ-event must be the criteria
and the ultimate basis for differentiating the African Christian image of God from
the traditional African notion of God. Christology, in the Afiican Christian theol-
ogy, is then not only central in the conception of God but also the common stan-
ing-point for a Trinitarian doctrine of God. Only through Christology can we
identify what is new about the conception of God in an African Christian theol-
ogy.

9. 4. I The African Ancestral Christologies
Names and titles are significant in the African tradition. They are generally

self-explanatory, saying something about the bearer. An inexplicable name looses
its meaning, because it can no longer establish a link between the owner and the
community. Where a name or title ceases to be intelligible to a people, altemative
names are introduced. This seems to have also been the case in the biblical and
patristic tradition. Christ was initially introduced as the "Messiah". But as the
meaning of this title became less intelligible to the Hellenised Christians, both the
biblical writers and the Fathers of the Church began to replace it with such titles
of Jesus like Logos (Word), Kyrios (Lord) or even "the new Orpheus".35 These
later titles were supposed to be more familiar to the Hellenised audience. Simi-
larly, Afiican theologians now say that the time has come for theologians to find
altemative titles that would communicate the person and messiahship of Jesus
Christ to the Afiican Christians better than the tenns Logos and Kyrios have done
hitherto.

Already, series of Christological titles bome out of an Afiican experience are
emerging. Jesus has been called the "master of initiation",36 "healer",37 "elder-
brother",33 "ancestor par excellence".39 Among all his titles, those expressing his
ancestral figure are most popular, perhaps because all the other titles are believed
to be implied in the ancestor-tradition. The image of an ancestor has thus become
something like a paradigm for African Christian theology, a key theme on which
theologians can fruitfully discuss the person of Christ and the nature of God, as
well as other issues like salvation, death and life.

35 E. Schillebeeckx, Jesus, and experiment in Christology, p. 22.

36 A T. Sanon, Jesus, Master of Initiation; see also M. Ntetem, Initiation, Traditional and
Christian, op. cit.

37 C. Kolié, Jesus as Healer? pp. I28.

38 F. Kabasélé, Christ as Ancestor and Elder Brother, pp. I I6.

39 See B. Bujo and Charles Nyamiti, passim.
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In recent times a number of theologians have made ancestral tradition their
starting point. Bénézet Bujo and Charles Nyamiti are the most distinguished pro-
ponents of this tradition. Although both have the same point of departtne, their
approaches differ. While Bujo aims at incarriatirig Christianity on the ancestral
tradition, especially emphasising the natural cormection between ancestral Chris-
tology and Ecclesiology, between ancestry and liberation, Nyamiti seeks to adapt
elements of ancestral tradition to classical (Thomistic) tradition, and thus sees the
doctrine of the Trinity as the natural implication of an ancestral Christology. Fa-
vouring a Christology "from below" Bujo tends to base the ancestorsliip of Jesus
on ethical grounds. In contrast, Nyamiti heavily leans on a Christology "from
above", and does not hesitate to use ontological categories to account for Jesus’
ancestorship. For our purpose, we shall discuss the views of these two authors,
who, in our opinion, embody the two major trends in the African ancestral theol-
ogy.

9. 4. I. I Jesus as the Proto-Ancestor (Bénézet Bujo)
Bujo begins his ancestral Christology with the basic asstnnption that ancestors

are models of behaviour. This is in line with his understanding of ancestorship.
Ancestors are those who lived morally well and died in a state of fiiendship with
God, he says. They can, for that reason, mediate between God and man, care for
and maintain a good relationship with their descendants. They are remembered
mostly because of their good deeds. hi fact, the reality of the cult of ancestors
takes its origin from the commemoration of the good deeds and last words of the
ancestors.

The commemoration of the deeds and words of the dead normally begin out of
the need to keep contact with the cherished dead relatives, to honour and to emu-
late them. With time, however, such conirnemorations become nomiative codes
of conduct for the living, which must be observed as a "memorial narrative act of
salvation”.96 Through such commemorations, known as the ancestral cult, a per-
manent contact, and indeed a vital union between the ancestors and the commu-
nity of the living are instituted and maintained. This commimion brings life,9l be-

96 B. Bujo, African Theology in its Social Context, p. 78.
9| lbid., pp. 75-79. This vital union with the ancestors is situated in the general context of

the African tmderstanding of the community, as encompassing the living and the dead.
Other theologians also plead for the integration of the Afiican ancestral tradition into the
Christian doctrines of the community of the faithful and of the communion of the saints,
communio sanctorum. The Afiican understanding of community includes the Church
militant on earth and the triumphant in heaven. See Fasholé-Luke, Ancestor Veneration
and the Community of Saints, pp. 209-221.
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cause ancestors, as intermediaries between God and the living, are believed to
communicate life mystically to those who maintain a relationship with them. In
other words, the ancestors are mediators, intennediaries, sources of life, and
guarantors of unity in the community.

This ancestral tradition, Bujo contends, finds its continuation and fulfilment in
the events of Jesus Christ. Historically, the ancestors are the "forertmners" of Je-
sus in the works of salvation.92 But in terms of universality and efficacy, the
salvifie work of Jesus surpasses the mediation of our natinal ancestors. In con-
trast to our hinnan ancestors, who mediate exclusively for their own relatives and
friends, Jesus extends his mediation to the whole htnnan race. He universalises
the significance of the works of salvation and transcends the aspirations of the
ancestors. It is in this way that Bujo sees Jesus as the one who corrects and
completes the traditional morality of Afi'ica.93

Jesus is an ancestor with a difference. As "the ultimate embodiment of all the
virtues of the ancestors, the realisation of the salvation for which they yeamed",
Jesus is not merely an ancestor. He is "the Proto-Ancestor, the Proto-Life-Force,
bearer in a transcendent form of the prirriitive ‘vital union‘ and ‘vital force'".94 He
is the "Proto-Ancestor" because of the quality and tmiqueness of his ancestorship.
Unlike the ancestorship of the dead relatives, the ancestorship of Christ is not
particularly biological, neither does it follow consanguinity. It is analogical and
supematural, and thus "begets in us a mystical and supemattiral life".95

Since Jesus is not our ancestor by blood (his ancestorship is merely analogi-
cal), it would be necessary to know when this ancestorship began in the life of
Christ. From the standpoint of Bujo's model, the ancestorship of Jesus Christ did
not begin earlier than when he commenced his earthly work of salvation; it began
precisely with his pre-Easter activities and was fulfilled in the post-Easter expen-
ence. By implication, one cannot speak of an earlier ancestral relation between
God and man prior to the paschal mysteries. It is only through the passion, death
and resurrection of Christ, that a new ancestral and mystical relationship was
opened up between Jesus and his descendants.96

92 Bujo, op. cit., p. 83.

93 lbid.,p.88.
94 Ibid., p. 81.
95 lbid.,p.94.
96 ibid., p. 81. See similar ideas in J. Mutiso-Mubinda, Anthropology and the Paschal Mys-

tery, I979), p. 52. Mutiso-Mubirida, unlike Bujo, does not eiqilain Christ's Ancestorship
solely with the event of the paschal mystery, he makes the biblical teaching that Christ is
the "first-born of all Creation" his starting-point.
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In a sense, Jesus is our ancestor by merit - through his special mediation. In
another sense, it appears as if he is our ancestor only by the grace of God -
through a mystical relationship. The precise point at which the ancestorship of
Christ began is not very clear in this model. At some points in his book, Bujo
makes a few allusions to the Incamation as an event with an ancestral signifi-
cance. Theoretically, this would imply that the lncamation plays a role in deter-
mining the ancestorship of Christ. hi practical terms, however, it is derived fi'om
the soteriological and eschatological dimensions of the Christ-event, i.e. from the
realities surrounding his salvifie acts and paschal mysteries. The Incarnation plays
little or no role in Bujo's justification of the ancestorship of Jesus.

Apparently, Bujo does not want to trace the ancestorship of Christ fiom any
pre-existent, apriori, inner-Trinitarian relationship. For him, the mystical ances-
torship of Jesus carmot be inferred fiom the reality of the pre-existent Chnst. It
has to emerge out of the realities of the historical Jesus. This does not mean how-
ever that he denies the significance of the Christ of faith in the formulation of an
ancestral Christology. But to all intents and purposes, Bujo does not allow the
Christ of faith to feature as the pre-existent Christ, but rather as the glorified
Christ The glorified Christ is the Proto-ancestor par excellence, the one, who by
passing through death to life has been initiated as an ancestor. Thus in his system,
the paschal mystery does determine Christ's ancestorship more than the Incarna-
IIOH.

Folowing the evaluation this model made above, it would not be wrong to say
that Bujo overemphasises eschatology at the expense of the Incarnation. And al-
though he is detemiiried "to keep the earthly Jesus and the Christ of faith in a kind
of dynamic tension",97 it is doubtful whether that tension was successfully
maintained all through his work. Neither could he balance the tension between a
"descending" and "ascending" Cltiistology as he theoretically reconimends.93 By
de-emphasising the incamational event, his model is bound to end up as a one-
dimensional account of Jesus‘ ancestorship. There is no doubt that the paschal
events play a significant role in making Jesus the "vehicle of life-energy",99 "the
life-giving grace which flows into all his descendants, the true ‘life-sotnce' which
Africa has been seeking", "the unique source of life".l°° But by failing to recog-
mse the place of the Adamite origin in the Jesus‘ ancestorship, Bujo owes us an

97 lbid.,p.
93 lbid.,p.8l.
99 lbid.,p.87.
10° ibid., p. 94.
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explanation of how the relationship between Jesus - the mystical, spiritual Proto-
Ancestor - and our biological ancestors can be possible.

Ifthe ancestorship of Jesus Christ is not based on a descending ancestral link,
on a phylogenetic relationship with us, how can Bujo still affirm the biblical fact
that Jesus is the first bom of all creation? In other words, if the "Proto-Ancestor"
is merely a "Model-Ancestor" and not also the "Prirne-Ancestor", how can one
reasonably establish an ancestral link between Jesus Christ and our biological an-
cestors who died before the earthly life of Jesus? Is there no link between the
natural life principle fiom God and the mystical life source of the Post-Easter
event?161 If the divinity of Jesus Christ is not a factor in his ancestorship, how
can we still see his life as a kenotic existence? As far as we can see, there would
be no adequate basis for suggesting Jesus‘ ancestorship, if his relationship to us
were merely spiritual and analogical, and not also human and natural.

This brings us to the major shortcoming in Bujo's model, namely, the failure to
apply his model convincingly to the doctrine of God. In our opinion, an ancestral
Christology must have serious implications for the Trinitarian doctrine of God.
Bujo blocks this possibility. His objection to the idea that God could be called an
Ancestor made other alternatives seem remote. The absence of an incamational
theology in his system made the matter worse, because, by that fact alone, he
missed the chance to trace the source of life in God. How else, then, could he
have forgotten the Johannine message that Jesus was the source of life even be-
fore his death-resurrection events.

He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and
without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was
life, and the life was the light of all people.(Jri. I: I-4)

As this passage shows, Jesus Christ was the author of being right from the begin-
ning, even before the events of the paschal mystery. Does this fact not make him

101 On this point see J. Parratt, Theologiegeschichte der Dritten Welt: Afrika, p. I90. Parratt
goes on to criticise Bujo for idealising the Afiican past, as if everything had been perfect
before colonialism It is certainly not wrong to liken Jesus to only those ancestors who
were good and God-fearing, but it would be wrong to say, as Bujo does, that only the
good ones are ancestors. This is a delimitation of the ancestor tradition, which many Afii-
cans would find difficult to accept, because, not only is ancestorship essentially based on
the blood relationship, it would also be impossible to have a clear-cut separation of the
good fiom the bad ancestors. In many Afiican traditions, a father does not cease to be a
father after death, simply because he lived badly. He might not be revered, but only pla-
cated to avoid calamity, but he remains a father. However, the so called negative sides of
the ancestors as Parratt calls the power of the ancestors to inflict evil on their communi-
ties, should not be exaggerated. Unlike the evil spirits, the ancestors only cause evil to call
the attention of the descendants to a broken relationship or harmony in the order of being
(Igbo).
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our common ancestor, even as pre-existent Christ? At some points in his work,
Bujo was able to work out the ancestral relation in the inrier-Trinity, especially
since it concems the "vital ration" among the Persons of the Trinity,1°2 but he
failed, nevertheless, to integrate such reflections into the mainstream of his
model To assess the Trinitarian implication of the ancestral Clnistology we must
tum to the views of other authors,1°3 typified in the personalistic and ancestral
theology of Charles Nyamiti.

9. 4. 1.2 Jesus as Brother-Ancestor (Charles Nyamiti)
Charles Nyamiti approaches the Ancestorship of Jesus Christ differently. In

line with his imderstanding of the Afiican aricestorsltip, he contends that every
ancestorship, including that of Christ, must be based, a) on natural relationship -
through parenthood or brotherhood, b) on supernatural or sacred status - ac-
quired through the events of death.1°4 While one is protological the other is es-
chatological. Ancestorship is confirmed after death (eschatologically), but it takes
its origin in the prime (protological) relationships at the inception of life.

The eschatological dimensions of the ancestorship must therefore presuppose
the protological levels, which could be spiritual or corporeal. Nyamiti thus traces
the origin of Christ's ancestral relationship back to two facts - Christ's common

'62 While discussing Sanon's view of initiation, Bujo made some remarkable points which he
did not pursue further. Consider for instance the following: "The Father has the fiillness of
etemal life and begets the Son. They live for each other in a total and vital union, mutually
reinforcing their common life. The vital power goes out from the Father to beget the Son
and finally returns to the Father. In terms of the vital union of traditional Afiica, there is a
mutually-reinforcing stream of energy which results in the building-up of community. This
vital union which produces the interaction between Father and Son, and which constitutes
the bond between them, is nothing else than that divine power which, being within the
Godhead, takes actual form and is identified as the Holy Spirit." B. Bujo, African theol-
ogy, p. 86. On the issue of Incamation and divine immutability, Bujo once again adopts
Karl Rahner's view, that through the Incamation the human is taken into the mystery of
God, but he does not go firrther to reflect on the implications of this statement for the an-
cestorship, or fatherhood of God. See p. 82.

163 See for instance Pénoukou's ancestral Christology. Applying his Ewe-Mina (Togo) con-
ception of life and death to the Christ-Event, Pénoukou calls Christ the Jete-Ancestor, ie.
the ancestor who is the source of life. In this tradition, death is seen as a passage into life,
a completion or fiilfilment of the ontological relationship between God and man, because,
being human consists in being in relation with God and it is not completed till one goes
back to life through death. With the Ewe-Mina concept of death and ancestorship, Pe-
noukou explains the Trinity in terms of a relational ontology. Cf E. J. Penoulrou, Chris-
tology in the Village, pp. 24-51.

164 C. Nyamiti, Christ As Our Ancestor, p. I5.
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Adamite origin with us and Incamation. As true man, the God-man shares the
same Adamite origin with us - in assuming our humanity he also assumed the Ad-
amite origin; this makes him consanguineously related to us as our natural
brother-ancestor. Both the Scripture and Church Tradition, Nyamiti contends, at-
test to the truth of our having corporeal and consanguineous ties with Jesus
Christ, not merely because of our common Adamite origin, but also for the extra
reason that, "by eating His body and drinking His blood in the Eucharist, we
likewise obtain mystically true consanguineous ties with Him and through Him,
with one another". 105

Secondly, he is our brother-ancestor through adoption. Although Christ is the
only rightful Son of his Father, he has made us share in his divine Sonship as the
adopted and privileged children of God. Through this adoption we have become
descendants of God and Christ has become our brother-ancestor, "both in His di-
vinity and his humanity".l°6 As the natural Son and Descendant of the Father,
the Logos was in an ancestral relationship within the Trinity, prior to this adop-
tion. And it is precisely because he is truly man, that our relationship with him is
natural. Evidently, therefore, his ancestorship "is rooted not only in consanguine-
ous ties but in the mystery of the Trinity itself".1°7 lndeed, for Nyamiti, Christ's
"divine-human structure" (the Incamation) is more important a factor in detemiin-
ing his brother-ancestor than his cormnon Adamite origin with us. 103

And since Christ's ancestorship is derived from his divine-human structure, it is
obviously protological; this means that his ancestorship was a reality right from
the beginning. Prior to his death and resurrection, Jesus became our ancestor by
the hicamation - at the moment of his conception. His ancestorship, however,
was to attain its fLllll'l€SS only through his death and the consequent resurrection
and exaltation. Nyamiti sees the events of the paschal mystery as a sort of initia-
tion rite that brought Christ's ancestorship to its plenitude. As man, Jesus is our
natural brother in Adam. But as God-man, he is also our incarnate brother, the
source and fountain of our supematural life.

Having noted the Adamite origin and hicamation as the two points of departure
of Christ's ancestral relationship to us, Nyamiti goes further to identify the pas-
chal mystery as the point of its factualisation. The Incamation itself is incomplete

105 C. Nyamiti, The Incamation viewed fiom the Afiican understanding ofperson, in; Afiican
Chrislian Studies vol. 8, June 1992, p. ll. Nyamiti rightly criticises Bujo for denying this
fact.

106 Charles Nyamiti, Chris! As Our Ancestor, p. 25.

107 ibid., p. 21.
108 ibid., pp. 21-28.



without its fulfilment in the eschatological events. Strictly speaking, therefore, it
is in the mysteries of Incamation and paschal events that both Christs filial ari-
cestorship and our adoption to divine Sonship is shaped and realised.l°9 Accord-
ing to Nyamiti, Christ's ancestorship is dynamic and nascent. For although it
principally began with the Incamation, it only got factualised later through the re-
deeming activities of the paschal mystery - passion, death and restnrect1on."°

Like Bujo, Nyamiti believes in the superiority of Christ's ancestorship to that of
our African ancestors. But unlike the former, he accotmts for this superiority with
a more intrinsic reason. As we saw earlier, Bujo justifies the superiority of
Christ's ancestorship with two extrinsic reasons - the supremacy of Jesus‘ own
conduct and the universality of his mediation. For Nyamiti, the reason is more in-
trinsic: it is to be fotmd in the mystery of Incamation, in the reality of the hypos-
tatic union. Thanks to the divine-human structure, which the person of Jesus
Christ embodies, he is immeasurably closer to God, the main source of life. He is
by that fact the pre-eminent giver of life, the inner source and vital principle of
the life of his descendants. Without him his descendants can do nothing (Jn.
l5 :5). No human ancestor is as near to God as the God-man. For Nyamiti, it is
this fact, more than any other, that places Jesus Christ above every human ances-
tor.

The centrality of the Incamation in Nyamiti's ancestral theology is outstanding.
Not just because he dedicates a series of magazine articles to the issue of
"hicamation as viewed from the African understanding of person",m but be-
cause, in his view, all events in the life of Jesus - birth, life, passion, death, resur-
rection and glorification - are simply stages of an ongoing lncamationm ln the
light of an African notion of person, there is gowth in the Incamation, which only
came to its fullness through the acquisition of htnnan ancestral status initiated
through death. The notion of person in an African context, as Nyamiti sees it, in-

109 rm, p. so.
no Ibid, p. 36. Christ's ancestorship therefore reached its fullest maturity at the eschatologi-

cal fulfilment. "It is important to note", Nyamiti reminds his readers, "that like His Incar-
nation Christ's Ancestorship gradually grew and reached its highest maturity afler His
glorification. Such growth must have been proportionate to the growth of the lncamation.
As Christ grew in humanity so also did His lncamation grow, in the sense that Christ be-
came existentially more perfect as a human being and, hence, more perfect as incamate
and Ancestor. "

lll See Charles Nyamiti, The lncamation viewed from the African understanding of person,
in: Afriwn Christian Studies (= ACS), Nairobi, vol 6, March I990, pp. 3-27. Continued
with the same title in ACS, June 1990, 23-76; ACS, vol 7, March 1991, pp. 29,-52; ACS,
Jtme 1991, pp. 41-68;ACS, vol 8, Jtme I992, pp. l-28.

"1 c. Nyamiti, The hicamation, in: ACS, vol a, Jtme 1991, 42.
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eludes, among other things, the fiillness of life, ancestral wisdom, fill/illed rela-
tionality to other personal beings both living and dead, mystical vital power and
sacredness.113 If one were to observe that such a concept of person is so lofty
and virtually tmattainable, Nyamiti would not deny it. lndeed, he states categori-
cally that "for the Afiican the fullness of life or personality is an ideal which can
never be perfectly realised here below, because the potentialities of the personal
elements are indefinitely open to fulfilment".114 By that standard, death is a nec-
essary experience that contributes to the fulfilment of life - i.e. to being human.

Consequently, the death of Christ was, for Nyamiti, not only a necessary ini-
tiation into the status of an ancestor, it was also a vital part of the Logos
"becoming man". This means that Christ would not have become fully a htunan
person, in an African context, if he did not taste death. in this connection,
Nyamiti's view is very similar to that of the Togolese theologian, Efoé Julien Pe-
noukou, who holds that, in Ewe-Mina ontology, "the human being is completed
only in passing from life to death, for a better life".1 15 Nyamiti likewise contends
that without death Christ's ancestorship would not have been fulfilled. And nei-
ther would he have got the mystical vital power, which naturally belongs to those
who have passed through death to new life. It is death, after all, that ushers in the
period of ancestorship. According to this view, the resurrection was particularly
necessary for Jesus Christ, because, without that event, the kenotic human con-
dition, which the Logos assumed by the lncamation, would have prevailed. The
resurrection put an end to the kenotic condition and the God-man was exalted
and restored to his throne. 115

1 13 C. Nyamiti, The Incamation, in: ACS, March 1990, 23-25.

114 C. Nyamiti, The Incamation, in: ACS, June 1992, 15. Nyamiti perceives a certain parallel-
ism between this Afiican notion ofperson and those of some classical writers: "Thou has
made us for thyself O Lord, and our heart is restless until it rest in thee " (St. Augustine);
“man has a natural desire to see God" (St. Thomas); "man is transcendentally open to the
Absolute [God]" (K Rahner).

115 E. J. Pénoukou, Christology in the Village, p. 31.

116 It should be noted that for Nyamiti, Christ's kenotic condition began with the lncamation
That view is not new. But he seems to be introducing something new, namely, what he
calls the Afiican interpretation of kenosis. According to this view "kenosis in the God-
man involves different stages: it was deeper at His babyhood...but it became less at His
adult age". (C. Nyamiti, The Incamation, in: ACS, vol. 7, June 1991, 57). Here, kenos's
means lack of an "accomplished personal adulthood". (C. Nyamiti, The lncamation, in:
ACS, vol 6, Jtme 1990, 70). This view suggests that the kenotic life of Christ was being
reduced towards the end ofhis life. In addition, it makes childhood seem inferior to adult-
hood. Is that true?. Does Christ's call on Christians to become childlike not say the con-
trary? We think that Nyamiti's understanding of kenosis is erroneous. If kenosis means
self-giving, as we believe, how can he justify his view that Christ was more kenotic as:
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Christ's Cross and resurrection are seen here as the climax of his ancestral ac-
tivity,117 and, of course, the fulfilment of his personhood. Although his restnrec-
tion is, from the human point of view, a unique and new phenomenon, it is none-
theless, Nyamiti says, "the fullest accomplishment of the African ideals of per-
sona|ity". Fortunately, this same event "reveals God's ultimate ptn'pose for o1n'
personality". What is God's ultimate purpose for our personality, which he so
discloses to us in the Christ-event? By implication, Nyamiti believes that hbera-
tion is that ultimate purpose.

By raising Him from the dead, God has oficially acknowledged Him as our nn-
surpassable eldest Brother - as the absolutely mature man with the highest possible
human rank and dignity, and has thereby accomplished in His being the unique
principle of our total liberation from spiritual and material ignorance, poverty, dis-
ease, a11d all forms of oppression or servitude. 1 13

lt is therefore apparent, in Nyamiti's ancestral theology, that redemption is the
main reason for Incarnation. For "it was precisely in order to show concretely
how we, as human beings, could fulfil God's command and acquire our true per-
sonality that the Logos became man, and used His humanity to achieve that
goal". 1 19 That the Logos became man is for Nyamiti the height of kenosis; the act
of lncamation implies more htmiility, more self-sacrifice than Christ's passion and
death.12° Thus, by the Incamation, the work of redemption was already initiated,
the paschal mysteries merely brought it to its climax Nyamiti is indeed convinced
that there is an "intrinsic link between the hicamation and Christ's paschal mys-
tery" - "an intimate link" between Incamation, ancestorship and the redeeming
activities of Christ - which necessitates that "Christology and Soteiiology cannot
be treated separately". 121 The ancestorship of Christ is practically soteriological,
precisely because it bridges the gap (between humankind and God) created by
our sins. 122

Christ's ancestorship features in a double relationship. 123 Besides, his ancestral
relationship to us with all its soteriological significance, Christ has an ancestral

child than as an adult? His idea of kenosis is too biologically conceived to be theologically
relevant.

117 Charles Nyamiti, Christ As Our Ancestor, pp. 42 fli

"8 c. Nyamiti, The Incamation, in: ACS, vol. 1, March 1991, 41.
119 c. Nyamiti, The Incarnation, in: ACS, vol a, June 1992,15.
120 ibid., p. 4.

111 or ibid., p. 9 and c. Nyamiti, Christ As Our Ancestor, p. so
122 C. Nyamiti, Christ As Our Ancestor, p. 35. Afiican soteriology, according to Nyamiti,

consists in bridging the gap between God and humankind.
123 1bid.,pp. 31-33.
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relationship within the Trinity, which is in itself ontological. According to
Nyamiti, Christ has an ancestral relationship with his Father in the immanent
Trinity. An etemal descendency and ancestorship obtains in this inner-Trinitarian
relationship. The Father and the Son relate to each other in a "mutual giving of the
divine Spirit", who is a token of the love between them.124 The Holy Spirit is
love, but he is also life. The act of giving (life) to the other is a basic characteris-
tic of African ancestorship. lrnplicitly, therefore, the relationship of the Son to the
Father, whereby the fomier gives the divine Spirit to the latter, is ancestral. Hence
Nya1niti's claim that in their mutual self-donation, the Father and the Son are De-
scendant and Ancestor to each other, and, that accordingly the Son has the status
of an ancestor ir1 the immanent Trinity, even before he extended it to us through
adoption. The ancestorship of Christ is further confinned by the fact that the Holy
Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son (filioque) alike.

Thanks to divine grace, both Father and Son extend the ancestral relationship
in their inner-Tririitarian life to us ad extra. They jointly send us the Holy Spirit
as gift of their love. The Spirit in us makes us cry "Abba, Father" (Gal. 4:6) and
thus not only confirms our privileged participation in the etemal Sonship of Christ
but also our right to call God our Ancestor. For, by just being united with the Son
and his Father in Spirit, we are made descendants of both the Logos (as our
Brother-ancestor), and the Father (as our Parent-ancestor).

9. 4.2 The Triune God ofthe Afiican Christian: an Ancestor and
Liberator

From the preceding presentation of two model African ancestral Christologies,
we can go on to sketch the significance of the ancestral tradition for the African
understanding of the Christian God. We have shown, that while both models give
suflicient indication of the Christocentricism of ancestral theology, only that of
Nyamiti provides us with the suitable basis for reflections on the Trinitarian im-
plications of the category of ancestorship. His model will once again serve as an
example of an ancestral conception of the Christian God.

9. 4.2.1 The Ancestorship ofa Triune God
In his book, African Tradition and the Christian God, Nyamiti proposes an

analogical application of ancestorship to God.125 Just as God is similar and dis-

124 ibid., pp. 58-59.

125 Cf. C. Nyamiti, Afiican Tradition and the Christian God, pp. 45-52. He sees the adop-
tion of the principle of analogy as the surest way to escape the pitfalls of excessive an-
thropomorphism in the Afiican thinking. (p. 61).
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similar to man, divine ancestorship is like and unlike the htnnan ancestorship. The
differences obviously outweigh the similarities, but one can, nevertheless, find
sufficient parallels between the human and Trinitarian relationships, which could
warrant the use of a single category (ancestor) to qualify the nattne of these rela-
tionships. Nyamiti also, among other things, observes that we, as htnnan beings,
cannot claim to have consanguineous ties with God; neither car1 the best of human
(ancestral) relationship measure favourably with the perfect and most fruitful re-
lationships of the inner-Trinitarian life. For although "ancestorship", in its true
African sense, is a term applied only to the well-behaved dead relatives, htnnan
ancestry entails certain imperfections and limitations (including death), which
cannot be thought of God.

ln what sense then does Nyamiti hope to apply this term to God without imply-
ing the imperfection which it cormotes in human sphere? He attempts that by lo-
cating the foundation of ancestorship ir1 God Himself. God is an ancestor ir1 a
"fomial and proper sense", not in a figurative or metaphorical, but 111 the true
sense of the word. The tenn "ancestor" does not connote any sort of imperfec-
tion; it is not unworthy of the divine nature either, because God is Himself the
tnre ancestor. "Human ancestorship is but a faint and imperfect replica of divine
ancestorship. The Trinity is the exemplar of all human ancestorship."126 By ap-
plying it to God, therefore, we are reminded that the divine ancestorship is a
model for htnnan ancestry and not vice versa.

Nyamiti sets out to justify the authenticity of divine ancestorship at two levels
- first, in the inner-Trinitarian interaction, and secondly at the God-world rela-
tionship. God is truly an ancestor, primarily, in relation to Himself, in His triune
life. The inner-Trinitarian events of generation and procession together with the
fact of the Son's likeness (being a real image) of the Father are the proofs for di-
vi11e ancestorship. God the Father gives life to the Son, and the Son becomes "the
perfect image of the Father", "his archetype and norm",127and the Holy Spirit
proceeds from both Persons as the bond of love. There has been a true ancestor-
ship-descendancy in God, even before His providential creation and incarnation.
But beside this inner-Trinitarian occurrence of generation, which, of itself, would
sufiice to establish the divine ancestorship, our author sees yet another reason in
the Person of Christ - he is, as the revelation of God, the perfect image of his Fa-
ther. Nyamiti contends, therefore, that if there is truth in the ancestorship of
Christ, as was shown above, the same ancestorship due to Jesus Christ the Son of
God should also be applicable to God the Father, inasmuch as the Son is the per-
fect image of the Father.

116 ibid., p. 4s.
127 ibid., p. 47.
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God is Ancestor because he not only generates the Son but is also the Prototype of
the Son and because there exists between him and the Son an intimate relationship
of sacred communication ofnature and love through the Holy Spirit. 123

Secondly, the origin of the extra-Trinitarian relationships with the cosmic and
htnnan beings should be seen as denoting the origin of divine ancestorship to us
also. Here Nyamiti refers to the hicamation and not to the creation. For, in his
view, it is by virtue of the mystery of Incamation of the Logos in Jesus Christ,
that God took into Himself, what is human to protect and preserve. In the proc-
ess, Christ did not only divinise human ancestorship, he also htmianised the
Trinitarian ancestorship. For irrespective of the supematural qualities he acquired
after his death and resurrection, he did not cease to be human.129 Strictly speak-
ing, therefore, he carried the virtues of human ancestry into God, and maintains a
mediation superior to that of the ancestors. In other words, Christ had earlier in-
corporated the human ancestors into his Mystical Body to be perfected. For that
reason, Nyamiti dares to say that

God has become - like human ancestors - an Ancestor through man (Jesus). Just as
human ancestors can operate mystically only after death, so also can God's ances-
torship bear its fiuits for us only after the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ,
through the communication of the Holy Spirit.130

In a word, the categories of ancestorship and descendancy as applied to the
Trinity are terms used to express the parenthood of God - the Fatherhood and
Sonship in God - to which we are acquainted fiom the biblical tradition. If one
were to wonder why Nyamiti should prefer the categories of ancestorship and de-
scendancy to the classical Father and Son images, he would contend that, the
former present the nature of the Trinity better than the latter. For while the Father-
Son category tends to eclipse the Holy Spirit and make Him a "stranger", the An-
cestor-Descendant category perfectly embraces the three Persons and even de-
fmes the role of the Holy spirit more vividly in the works of the Trinity ad extra.

According to the Afiican conception ofancestry, an ancestor is essentially, entitled
to the sacred communication with his descendant. Since in God, this sacred com-
munication can only be made through the Holy Spirit, divine ancestorship and de-
scendancy demand by their very nature the presence of the Holy Spirit.131

Consequently, "Divine love based on ancestorship and descendancy appears to us
deeper than that which is founded on the Father-Son relationship alone." 132

128 1b1'd., p. 4s.
119 1bid., p. 41.
13° ma, p. so.
131 ibid., p. 49.
131 1014., p. so.
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9. 4. 2.2 The True Nature ofan Ancestor-God, Who liberates
In an African context reality is usually interpreted in terms of life. Things are

valued according to how they promote or diminish life. God Himself is conceived
and differentiated from other realities to the degree He communicates life. I11 fact,
to say that God is an ancestor means ultimately that He is a life-giver, a progeni-
tor. l-le is the Great Ancestor because He possesses and communicates life in
fullness. Strictly speaking, life is then the central idea behind any ancestorship.

Accordingly, Nyamiti makes life the controlling concept in his investigation on
the nature of God who is an ancestor. While other Trinitarian and liberation theo-
logians emphasise love as the key idea in defming the attributes of God, Nyamiti
makes life the inspiration for the conception of God. "God is pure tmlimited activ-
ity. because he is Life itself and the ultimate Source of life".133 I11 God there is
an ongoing activity, an activity of giving and receiving life.

The Trinitarian life abides in the solidarity, totality and communion of the di-
vine Persons. God is the etemal source of life and for that reason is the "Living
Power". According to African thought, life is a sign of power in solidarity and
communion. In God, life, power and activity are identical, each must be thought
of in terms of the other. The divine activity of giving and receiving life in solidar-
ity is ongoing, and this makes God the etemal and supreme Source of Life. Out
of the fullness of life in the Trinity, God corrmiunicates life to people through the
Incarnation and grace.

Logically, since God is the sole author of life, and life is the highest form of
power, He Himself is ornnipotent. He can give and take back life. Nyamiti illus-
trates this point further using the African philosophy of solitude and community.
I11 the African world-view, a solitary being is weak Separation ushers in weak-
ness, but being together - in union - gives strength. This also applies to God in
His inner-Trinitarian life, says Nyamiti. For the Persons of the Trinity, strength
consists ir1 giving and receiving life. In them "power is based on the intrinsic
unity and plurality of shared life".

I11 keeping with such a Trinitarian theology, Nyamiti further maintains, that we
are obliged to defme the omnipotence of God in terms of life, solidarity, totality
and participation. God is ahnighty because He is the fullness of life. Life is the
highest fomr of power. He who has it in fullness, ultimately possesses the fulhiess
of power. The possession of the fullness of life only seems possible in the God-
head, where mutual giving and receiving is perfected. This means then for
Nyamiti that the Trinity is the ultimate basis of divine ornnipotence.

133 ibid., p. 53.
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In terms ofthe Trinity, God is omnipotent only because in him there is perfect soli-
darity and oneness of life, with an unbounded sharing of this life among the divine
Persons. 134

According to Nyamiti, it should be noted that the Bible speaks of the power of
God only in Trinitarian tenns (Lk. 1:35; l Cor. 1:24). And it is only in tenns of
Christ's solidarity and communion in the Trinity that we dare to understand the
Cross as the manifestation of the power of God in weakness (l Cor. l8-25).

Closely connected with the idea of life and power in God is communion and
sharing.135 Life and power are shared and nurtured in participation. This is the
case with every existent being. For just like an African believes that his power
depends on communal life, he also assumes that the cosmos derives its force
through participation in a communion of being and life.136 Beings are held in ex-
istence through their participation in God. Similarly, but surely in a higher degree,
the Trinitarian life takes the form of participation. Participation (or communion
and communication as Nyamiti prefers to call it) explains God's power and life.
He is almighty because He shares His life totally and endlessly in an intimate
solidarity, to an extent beyond the possibility of any other being. In fact,

the secret of God's power and life lies in communication and sharing: without
communicating his life and power to the Son, the Father is powerless and lifeless,
and without sharing in the Fathers life and power, the Son and the Spirit are pow-
erless and non-existent.137

In other words, Communication finds its perfection in God. His self-communi-
cation in Jesus Christ gives us that assurance, says Nyamiti. For if there were to
be any doubt as to the nature of divine communication in the irmer Trinity, the
event of the Incarnation (the highest participation ever willed by God in His crea-
tion) sufliciently shows, that God communicates His life, power and love unre-
servedly. "No one else can share his being so totally with another that he be-
comes identical with that other without thereby losing his own identity." 133 Hu-
man life follows the same principle, albeit, as a poor replica of the communal life

134 1bid., p. ss.
135 Ibid., pp. sa-65.
136 It is again necessary to note that participation is used here in an Afiican sense. It is not to

be understood as "pars capere", to take part of a certain whole, as its etymological mean-
ing in Westem philosophy suggests, rather it implies a communion. For as Nyamiti em-
phasises, "to participate", in an Afiican sense, "is not firstly to appropriate to oneself a
part ofa whole, but rather to belong to that whole, to make with it a certain totality of
communion". See 1bid., p.60

137 ibid., p. 62.
Bgna
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in God. In the Afiican anthropology, htnnanity is defined in terms of relation, and
ultimately in relation to the source of life. For the African Christianity - in keeping
with the African view of personality - htrrnarrity therefore consists in a person's
neamess to God, in the sharing in God's life and power, says Nyamiti.139

Similarly, he defmes divine sanctity ir1 terms of God's creative power. God is
holy because of His moral purity and opposition to evil and sin; that means, He is
holy in an absolute and moral sense. His holiness first and foremost consists in
His "radical difference from creatures". That God is holy because of His ftmda-
mental difference from His creatures is evident both in the biblical and Afiican
understanding of the sacred. But that this radical difference is connected with
moral purity is a view held only in the biblical tradition- According to Nyamiti, an
African Traditional Religion does not seem to include the moral aspect in its un-
derstanding of the sacred, because in most cases something could be evil and also
sacred ir1 an African context, especially when it concenrs evil spirits.

Today, African Christian theology corrects this part of traditional belief and
emphasises the role of morality as the basis for sanctity. Holiness hence means
God's resolved opposition to evil and injustice. But although Nyamiti sees God's
radical difference from His creatures and the purity of His morality as the two
constituents of divine holiness, he emphasises the issue of difference more than
morality. At this point; his approach difi'ers from that of the liberation theologi-
ans, especially the Black theologians. For while the Black theologians of libera-
tion see the holiness of God detemrined by God's strong sense for justice,
Nyamiti sees it in God's uniqueness. This makes him reject any theology that
implies suffering, change or evolution m the divinity. Then, in his view, the belief
in divine passibility would inevitably lead to the blurring of the difierence be-
tween God and man.14°

In an article entitled "My approach to African theology", Nyamiti says that he
is not a liberation theologian;141 he is also definitive about his opposition to the
approaches of liberation theology, which, in his view is unduly restricted to socio-
political matters. He is however a strong advocate of an African liberation tl1eol-
ogy, if only it is placed within the realm of the inculturation theology, and specifi-
cally the ancestral theology. Nyamiti perceives a certain parallelism between the
two theologies in their approaches to the theology of the Cross. God's triumph on
the Cross over the passion and death of Christ reveals the divine power and life.

139 ibid., p. es.
14° ibid., p. es.
141 C. Nyamiti, The lncamation, in: ACS, vol 7, March |991_ 35_
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These two characteristic features of God are both seen as signs of divine ances-
torship and liberation.

The connection Nyamiti makes between ancestorship and liberation becomes
clear in the following argtnnent:

Since then (afier the resurrection) the Cross has been the source of, the sign of
and the way to divine power. And this means that it is also the way to divine life, a
life that means Hberation from the powers of evil, a life that means participation in
all the fiillness ofGod. The inner Hberation that comes fiom the Cross is the neces-
sary requisite for all efforts at socio-political liberation. In a word: when endured in
and for God, suffering and death are the gate to true Afiican authenticity. 142

Viewed in the light of otrr topic, the above passage shows how Nyamiti brings
divine life, power and holiness to bear on his image of God as a liberator. He un-
derstands liberation as an essential characteristic of God and sees the history of
salvation as a history of liberation. Since after the Fall, says Nyamiti, God's ac-
tivity in the world has become a work of liberation, a liberation that consists in
God's effort to ttrrn humanity away from its trend towards doom, back to I-Iim,
who is the goal of humanldnd. According to Nyamiti all other intentions to liber-
ate humankind fi'om suffering, moral evils, death and corruption receive their
meaning from God's salvifie act as liberator.

It is by bringing men back to their origin and goal, God, that the Christian faith at-
tacks the very root of all oppression: human selfishness and fear. Without this re-
ttun to God, the very struggle for h'beration may be inspired by the desire to domi-
nate and oppress others. 143

In that case, liberation is primarily liberation fiom sin. Although this type of
liberation is believed to have originated through the events of the paschal mystery
- Cross and resurrection - it takes precedence over the liberation from socio-
political oppression. 144

141 c. Nyamiti, Afiican Tradition and the Christian God, p. 22. One might agree with
Nyamiti that the Cross has a liberating dimension and that it manifests God's power in
weakness. But his theology of the Cross here smacks of a glorification of suffering. He
does not avoid creating the wrong impression that the Cross is desirable and that God is
out to nnrltiply the of the Cross so as to demonstrate His power over life. The criticism
Hen'bert Rticker levels against Afiican theologies is too generalised to be valid. but it
definitely applies to Nyamiti. According to Rficker, the Afiican theologies of the Cross
misrepresent the biblical revelation when they give the impression that suffering is indis-
pensable for salvation- Those holding such views are reminded that - Gott will nicht das
Leiden, sondem das Leben - God does not want suffering, but life. See H. Rfrcker,
"Afrikanische Theologie”, p. 212.

143 C. Nyamiti, Afiican Tradition and the Christian God, p. 41.

144 1014., p. 42.
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9.4.3 Impassibility and Passibility ofthe Ancestor-liberator God
Earlier in this chapter, it was pointed out that, in the African Traditional Relig-

ions (ATR), God is, among other things, transcendent, immutable and impassible.
His omnipotence and sovereignty are held in high esteem. His transcendence is so
much emphasised that some earlier writers wrongly thought that Afiicans were
worshipping an inactive and remote God. The theory of a withdrawn God has
been refuted since the realisation that a normal African believer is always con-
scious of a pervading presence of God in his life. It nevertheless remains a fact,
that transcendence, impassibility and immutability are essential characteristics of
God in the ATR.

That God cannot sufler change or weakness is a well-established fact in the
African Traditional Religions- This might seem contradictory in the face of its tur-
restricted use of anthropomorphism, and its relentless claim that God can be per-
ceived and experienced in all realities. However, when it noted that there are no
stories of God's direct intervention in history in ATR, the claim for divine impas-
sibility becomes logical. The African understanding of history does not seem to
encourage the conception of a God, who changes or sufiers in any way, not even
when the theory of a withdrawn God is accepted. Africans conceive history as a
cyclic occurrence.145 History is a life-death repetition, and htmranity is fashioned
in a seemingly unending process of reincamation. God is both inside and outside
of this circle that He does not need to re-enter. God's extraordinary intervention
or His phenomenal revelation through a prophet is not envisaged. This partly ex-
plains why no African Traditional Religion is centred on a religious hero. 146 In
this system, God is expected to reveal Himself ordinarily in nature, as is common
in other natural religions.

145 On this point, the Afiican world-view, usually different from the Greek thought, bears a
resemblance to the Hellenistic conception of time. The Afiican conception ofhistory as a
cyclic phenomenon calls to mind Aristotle's conception of time as an uncreated circular
motion. This, we know, lies behind his conception of the Absolute as the "unmoved
mover". Paraphrasing Aristotle's view on this, Bertrand Russell lets him say that “There is
one unmoved mover, which directly causes a circular motion. Circular motion is the pri-
mary kind, and the only kind which can be continuous and infinite. The first mover has no
parts or magnitude and is at the circumference of the world." Russell also observes, that
while the Christian followers of Aristotle rejected the latters notion of time as tmcreated -
since the Bible is explicit about the beginning of the universe - there is no indication that
his theory of "tmmoved mover" was dropped. See B. Russell, History of Westem Phl-
losophy, p. 216.

146 According to J. Parratt, Theologiegeschtchte der Drmen Welt: Afrika, pp. 119-121, the
lack of a historical figure in the Afiican Traditional Religion constitutes one point of its
discontinuity from Christianity. The Afiican and Christian understanding ofor approach to
history differs.

353



Christianity brought a new conception of history for Afiican believers - history
as a lineal process leading to an eschatological fulfilment in God. God's interven-
tion can be anticipated within such an eschatological history, but not within his-
tory as an etemal repetition, as a cyclic occurrence. The role of historicity in the
conception of divine mobility and passibility is obvious as Gemran idealism has
shown.147 God's special entrance in history in the person of Jesus Christ brought
Him into the vagarious movement of history heading towards an open future. God
is in the history of the world to direct it. in contrast, the African tradition, in its
characteristic cyclic visualisation of history is prone to see perfection in the im-
mutability and impassibility of God. Hence while the Supreme God is supposed
to be perfect and almighty, immutable and impassible, His intermediaries, are
known to be erratic and unpredictable in the expression of their favours and arr-
ger.143

Now, it is left to us to investigate the views of the African Christian theologies
on the impassibility-passibility debate, bearing in mind that the African Tradi-
tional Religions, which inspire them to a great extent, profess belief in the impas-
sibility of God. Our survey will reveal two approaches to the problem. While
some would hold to the doctrine of divine impassibility, others see in the passi-
bility of God the logical attribute of a God who, according to African realities,
must be conceived in relational terms. On this issue an invisible line seems to be
drawn between the pure inculturation theologies (of adaptation) and the African
theologies of liberation.

(i) Charles Nyamiti is an exponent of the first group and an advocate of the im-
passibility of God in the African Christian theology. As we saw above, he expli-
cates Christology and the doctrine of the Trinity in ancestral terms. Like no other
African theologian, he works out the ancestral implication of the Cross for the
Trinitarian image of God and agrees with Moltmann that the Cross should be in-
terpreted in Trinitarian terms. But he stops short at admitting that God Himself
was involved on the Cross of His Son and rejects any further implication of
Moltmann's theology of the Cross leading to the "error of the Patripassianism" -
that the Father himself sufiers the Cross.149

Nyamiti also disagrees with Karl Rahners thesis that God, who is immutable in
Himself, can be mutable in another. He finds this idea very contradictory. In the
same connection, he criticises the kenotic theology of Geddes MacGregor with
the reason that the latters idea of self-limitation in God contradicts divine tran-

147 C£, A. Schilson and W. Kasper, Chrisrologie im Prdsens, p. l8.

148 C£ S. N. Ezeanya, op. cit., p. 42.

149 C. Nyamiti, Christ As Ou_r Ancestor, p. 44;
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scendence. 15° Paradoxically, Nyamiti would accept that God the Father becomes
an ancestor through the ancestorship of the Son, but he would not admit that God
the Father suffers with God the Son.

At many points in his works, he wams that if the positive African elements are
to be adopted into Christianity, the characteristic African sense of anthropomor-
phism must be pruned away from them. The Afiican belief in God's immutability
should rather be allowed to flourish. God could be called father and mother, in
the African sense, provided that there is no corporeal connotation attached to
it.|5l Nyamiti also believes that God reveals I-Iis power in a special manner
"through the weakness of Christ's Cross",152and it is through his triumph on the
Cross that we become partakers of the divine nattn'e",153 yet he insists that God
the Father was not involved in the suflering of the Son.

However, as he begins to explicate the nature of God in terms of power, life
and holiness, one gets the impression that his insistence on divine impassibility is
no longer as definitive as the Afiican conception of God would have impelled him
to be. The logic of the Cross has brought in a new vision of divine power in
weakness that seems to make the discontinuity of Christianity from traditional re-
ligious philosophy imperative. At this point a new vision seems to be operative,
as he comments:

What is new to the Afiican is the fact that God's power is manifest in weakness: in
Christ's humility, meekness, forgiving of sins, and - most astoundingly - in his mf-
fering, his death on the Cross, and its glorious consequences in Christ himself and
in the whole ofcreation. '54

To all intents and purposes, what Nyamiti wants to say here is that the Cross
has introduced a conception that would not have been acceptable otherwise in
African philosophical and religious circle. On this point, he does not hide his rn-
debtedness to the Scholastic philosophy and Thomistic theology, which he sees
as the yard stick for measuring authentic theology. But as much as he insists on
the immutability and impassibility of God, his acceptance of God's power in

150 C. Nyamiti, The Incamation, in ACS, vol. 7, Jtme I99], 45, note I5. Nyamiti's rejection of
self-limitation in God is not surprising, because of his negative conception of kenosis In
his system, kenosis refers to an unaccomplished personality (see C. Nyamiti, The Incama-
tron, 1n: A CS, vol. 8, June I992, 3 ff); he could not, therefore, view self-giving or self-
limitation as an enhancement ofpower as Geddes MacGregor does.

'51 C. Nyamiti, African Tradition and the Christian God, pp. I I-I9; See also his article, The
Afiican sense of God's motherhood in the light of Christian faith, 269-274.

'52 C. Nyamiti, African Tradition and the Christian God, p. 40.

'53 ibid., p. ss.
'54 ibid., pp. 56-57.
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weakness makes the issue of Deus patierrs implicit. We would be belabouring the
obvious to say that Nyamiti contradicts himself on this point, for it seems irrec-
oncilable to admit on the one hand that God manifests His power in suffering and
on the other hand to maintain that He is impassible, especially since he rejects
Ralmefs view.

(ii) Just as Nyamiti was forced to minimise his insistence on the impassibility
of God at the point where he began to reflect on the liberating dimension of the
Cross, the opinion of African theologians of liberation on this issue is more or
less tilted towards the acceptance of divine passibility. Herc we would want to
begin with the African liberation theologians with firm root in inculturation theol-
ogy before moving to the South African Black theology of liberation.

Bénézet Bujo, who understands African inculturation theology essentially as a
liberation theology, gives an implicit approval of divine mutability. Reflecting on
the mystery of Incarnation in the light of his ancestral theology, he follows the
foot steps of Karl Rahner and implicitly maintains, that God is changeable. God's
mutability is expressed in His kenosis, which, in this context is understood as the
taking up of what is htnnan into the "mystery of God".155

In a more profound manner, Jean-Marc Ela evolves a theology of divine suf-
fering based on God's involvement in history. God defmes Himself through His
intervention in history. To say that God is impassible in the face of the vicissi-
tudes of history (especially of Africans) is to say that He is not involved in his-
tory.

But in the olficial churches, God's divinity has been posited in a changelessness, an
immutability, an impassibility such that the history of human beings is effectively
abandoned to its own devices, deprived of the capacity to appear as the locus of
manifestation of God's action. If the God of preaching is simply the God of
theodicies, that is, of Greek metaphysics, then God is nothing but a supreme, eter-
nal idea, having no connection with anything that happens on earth, where human
beings live their lives. Devoid of any openness to the world, God cannot become
involved in the human drama, for God cannot compromise the divine purity in any
historical becoming. 156

That is, according to Ela, the very God the missionaries introduced to the colo-
nised Africans. The colonised people could not identify this image of an impassi-
ble God with the God of the Exodus, of whom they hear that He was bent on put-
ting an end to oppression, servitude and colonisation among the Israelites, be-
cause He was moved by their suffering The notion that the passibility of God is
the only effective theodicy is implicit in the above passage. In the face of human

155 B. Bujo, African Theology, p. 82.
156 J.-M. Iila, African Cry, p. 30.
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suffering, God can be "justified" for the fact that the God of the Exodus is the
God, who gets involved and not the God of theodicies, Ela implies. According to
him, the Exodus event does not suggest that God is impassible, it rather presents
a God, who defines Himself by "intervening in peoples history". It is an event that
infonns us about "the living relationship between revelation and history".157

Again, Ela continues, it should be noted that God introduced Himself in the
Exodus-event, not as a being "tumed inward upon itself", but as the one "tumed
towards human beings". Consequently, "God is God" to the extent that He inter-
venes in history. 153 In addition, the Exodus event reveals that God owns the fu-
ture personally; human beings are thus referred to the future of God - a future as
promise and hope. Accordingly, "History is the tension between promise and
fulfilment". In-between lies an indefinite reality. Even the knowledge of God is
"provisional - impossible without a transformation of the world".159

The intervention of God in history is, for Ela, the scandal of Christian faith,
which is not limited to the event of the Exodus but is most profoundly exhibited
further in the mystery of the Cross. The Cross reveals that God is involved in lib-
eration, that He is on the side of the poor and oppressed. The Cross of Jesus
Christ shows that God takes the place of the helpless to efi"ect their hberation.
Like Nyamiti, Ela believes that it is on the Cross of Jesus Christ that God's om-
nipotence in weakness is revealed. But unlike the former, he contends that "God
is not neutral". 16° He takes the side of the underside of history. It is in Christ that
we discover the God "who frees and transforms life in solidarity", a "God of life"
and a "God of hope".151

All in all, Ela is convinced that a relevant image of God can only emerge for
the Africans, if due connection is made between the African cult of ancestors and
the Christian faith. The significance of death, the commrmion between the visible
living and the invisible dead must be recognised, not for the sake of rediscovering
"within Christianity an African vision of humanity",l62 but most significantly to
aid the "symbolic understanding of our relationship with God".l63 For the Chtuch

157 Ibid., p. 31.
153 Ibr'd., p. 33.
159 ibid., p. 35. At this point Ela seems to take his inspiration from Moltmann's theology of

hope. His faith in eschatological dimension of history is as obvious as his departure fiom
the African cyclic, or better said, spirally cyclic conception ofhistory.

160 J-M. Ela, My Faith as an African, pp. I02-I12.

"51 See ibid., pp. 99, 100, and 101 respectively.
162 1bid., p. 25.
163 ibid., p. 45.
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in Afiica to become authentic, says Ela, the ancestral tradition must be related to
the Gospel, in fact, there is the "need to reread the Bible itself in the light of the
Afiican's relationship to the invisible world",164 rather than to approach the Gos-
pel with a borrowed personality, which the author identifies as Scholasticism.
Practically, therefore, Ela advocates an "epistemological break with the Scholas-
tic tmiverse" and a nurturing of the Afiican culture and symbolism, so as to avoid
making an abstract image of an unconcemed God. 165

The most radical approach to our topic comes from Mercy Amba Oduyoye, a
native of Ghana, who is equally a convinced inculturation, liberation and feminist
theologian)“ In her view, the biblical image of God is that of a caring and com-
passionate God. This makes Him suffer with His people. Having due recourse to
the Old Testament literature to substantiate her point, Oduyoye thus observes:
"At the centre of the Hebrew story is a God of compassion who suffers with the
world to keep it from falling apart." 167 The Jews understood God's liberative ac-
tivity "as the outcome of the nature of God as a caring God".l‘53 With reference
to the Genesis‘ account of a creation out of chaos and in view of the understand-
ing of creation as ongoing, Oduyoye conceives God as always being at work
transforming chaos into order, redeeming by creating. She sees creation as libera-
tion. And implicitly, this divine liberative and creative activity is painfirl. God is
for that reason a vulnerable and a suffering God.169

Turning to the New Testament account, Oduyoye finds useful images about
God that suggest divine passibility. Firstly, it is Luke's father image of God, and
secondly the image of God as a shepherd, which, though of Old Testament origin,

164 1b1'd., p. 141.
165 1bid., pp. 41-42, and 142-142.
166 M. A Oduyoye, Hearing and Knowing. Oduyoye's contribution is significant in many re-

spects. Because of her membership in the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theo-
logians (EATWOT) and in the Ecumenical Association of Afiican Theologians (EAAT),
she is apt to hold a broad and representative view of liberation theology. Liberation theol-
ogy is a Third World theology par excellence, she contends. However, Third World the-
ology is not, she continues, a theology of a particular geographical location, but a theol-
ogy that encompasses all theologies done fiom the underside ofhistory with the noble aim
to redress injustice and rmrighteousness, (p. 2) to liberate the oppressed not only from the
strangling grip of foreign nations but also fiom the oppressive traditions, from the ugly
side of Afiican tradition, for example. (p. 81) Her views on God are therefore typical of
Afiican inculturation, liberation and feminist theologies.

167 1br'd., p. er.
168 1br'd., p. so.
169 1br'd., p. 92. Oduyoye's view of creation as a painfirl act of liberation reminds one of

MacGregor's account of creativity as a tedious act.
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find ample use in the New Testament, especially in the expression of divine love
and care. "This (father) image together with that of a caring shepherd and the lost
coin presents us with a God who suffers to give us the chance of a second
birth." '70 For the fact that God owns the earth and cares for His creatures, makes
l-lim bear the burden of human irresponsibility and failures. If that is not a good
enough reason for God to suffer, Oduyoye continues, He suffers out of love; "...
God actually searches for us and suffers rmtil the community is corr1plete."17l
God's activity in this regard is ongoing in the world of today.

After all is said and done, what we need, Oduyoye goes on, is a "relational lan-
guage about God". 172 The talk about God's vulnerability or His passibility is one
such language. It would help us not only in the explication of an integrated com-
munity, but most importantly in the interpretation of the doctrine of the Trinity.
Like most African theologians Oduyoye sees in the Trinity a model "full of vital-
ity" that would help give "a unique meaning to our being created in the image of
God". 173

As would be expected, the theology of divine suffering is common in South
African Black theology. On this issue, the voice of Archbishop Desmond Tutu is
as distinct as his appeal for a bibhcal image of God. The Bible, especially in the
Exodus account, reveals God, as a God who acts in history, God who intervenes,
a God who takes side, a God of compassion, who cannot remain neutral in the
face of injustice. 174 According to Tutu, divine action in history is the characteris-
tic of Yahweh. And herein lies the kemel of the revelation of God in the Old
Testament. For it is through the activities of the God of the Israehtes in history,
that we come to understand that "History, unlike the ancient Greek and Roman
tmderstanding, was not cyclic but moved towards an end, Telos, and so was lin-

17° Ibid., p. 95.
171 ibid., p. 96.
I72 1bid., p. 136.
173 1bid., p. I42. For more details about her feminist view on the totality ofhumankind as the

authentic image of God, see also her article: M. A Oduyoye, In the Image of God, pp.
4|-53

174 D. Tutu, Hope and Suffering, pp. 38, 5], 79 & 82. Similarly, Allan Boesak dorsesthis
vision of God when he says that "God makes himself vulnerable". See his article, Libera-
tion Theology in South Afiica, p. I74; On God's activity in history, with reference to the
Ethics of Black Theology, see also A Boesak, Farewell To Innocence, pp. 66 if In his
article, A Holy Rage for Justice, pp. 44-45, Boesak admires the Kaj Munlr's post-war
theology of divine suffering, cf. also T. A Mofokeng, The Crucified among the Cross-
bearers, p. 263.
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ear, teleological and eschatological."175 Even though history is neither a deter-
ministic nor a closed system, God envisages a consummation for it; accordingly,
God is not an onlooker, He is not indifferent to the affairs of this world. He is
moved by the agony and suffering of His people, and He intervenes to let history
have its course and attain its consummation.

For that reason, the image of the God of the Bible is authentic only if He is de-
picted as a God of compassion, who can be touched by the events of this world.

Surely God can't remain aloof and untouched by our suffering as some Aristotelian
unmoved mover. The Bible assures us that God is really like a nursing mother in
his tender concern for his people who suffer. He longs after us, even when we are
wayward, waiting for our return like the father of the prodigal waits for the retum
ofhis son. He is like a mother hen who would collect her young under the shadow
of her wings, and in Jesus Christ he weeps over a beloved city. Yes God weeps
with and for us, because our God suffers the exquisite pain of a dying God. '76

Generally, Black theology demands that God be represented in relational im-
ages, as Sabelo Ntwasa and Basil Moore, have suggested in their article, The
Concept of God in Black Theology.l77 These writers prefer to replace the image
of God as Person or God as Love with God as freedom. To say that "God is
Freedom", they contend, is the best way to conceive transcendence and imma-
nence in relational tenns. Not very many theologians would buy their idea that
freedom expresses God's nature or relationality better than personhood and love.
Even as they qualify God as freedom par excellence, they could not get beyond
what personalism says about God. However, their emphasis on freedom is not ir-
relevant, because it helps to show that God enjoys boundless freedom, even the
freedom to undertake suffering, or to make Himself vulnerable as Boesak and
others say. God's passibility is often seen as a sign of His unlimited freedom.

9.5 Summary and Conclusion
The first major point which this Chapter brings to our notice is that the African

vision of the Christian God can only be grasped from the perspective of Africa's
quest for a contextual theology. The urgency of contextualisation, as was shown
above, is dictated by various factors, which are religio-cultural, historical, theo-
logical and socio-political in nature. In view of these factors, the relevance, self-
subsistence and future of the Church in Africa is believed to be certain only if a
measure of contextualisation is undertaken. Contextualisation dictates the henne-
neutics of African Christian theology, not just in terms of the sources (which must

175 D. Tutu, Hope and Suffering, p. 79.

176 D. Tutu, The Theology ofL1'beration in Africa, p. I67

177 See pp. 18-28, especially pp. 26-27.
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be African and Christian), but in tenns of its methodologies. For, as a venture
which entails interpreting the Bible and the Church tradition from the point of
view of the African situation (traditional religion, life and culture), the target of
contextual theology is to use categories familiar to Afiicans in evolving a theol-
ogy sensitive to the peculiar problems of Afiica, problems of past and resent ori-
gins. The nature of this programme makes the different, but inclusive approaches
of inculturation and liberation theologies inevitable.

Having situated the Afiican view of the Christian God within the overall proj-
ect of contextualisation, our study went on to examine some tenuous elements of
belief embodied in the notion of God in African Traditional Religions. Such para-
doxical elements of belief like unity in multiplicity, transcendence ir1 immanence
and the ancestorship of God were examined by pointing out the specific African
thought-pattem that lies at the backgrotmd of the African notion of God. Charac-
teristic of this thought-pattem is, as we observed, a paradoxical and holistic ap-
proach to reality, which, in its special fonn, shows itself as a relational thougl1t-
pattem. This view of reality influences the African notion of the Christian God
greatly, especially where the category of ancestorship becomes a paradigm for
discussing Christology and the doctrine of the Trinity.

For an African Christian, the person and life of Jesus Christ constitute the new
content of his faith; this makes the difference between his experience of God and
that of an African who is not a Christian. The Christ-event is therefore the ulti-
mate point of differentiation between the African Christian image of God and the
traditional African notion of God. The route that leads to the specifically African
concept of the Christian God inevitably passes through Christology. So far, it rs
within the African ancestral Christologies that Africans have attempted to gain a
new vision of the doctrine of the Trinity. And evidently, the significance of the
ancestral tradition in the African rmderstanding of the Christian God is enormous.
In keeping with the African ancestral tradition, God could be called both an arr-
cestor and a liberator.

God intervenes in human affairs in the person of Jesus Christ. For it is in the
person, life and work of Jesus Christ that the liberating dimension of the African
ancestry finds its fulfilment. However, the logic of his Cross introduces a sort of
epistemological break, a break that perfects the discontinuity between the logic of
a natural religion (Afiican Traditional Religions) and a revealed religion
(Christianity). The message of the Cross contradicts the religious philosophy of
the traditional African. In the face of God's revelation of power in weakness on
the Cross of Jesus Christ, the African theologian is indeed at pains to maintain
and justify the African Traditional image of God as the transcendent, mrmutable
and impassible One. This, however, does not imply an immediate denial of these
attributes. Thanks to the African understanding of person as fulhress of life in
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relationality, the divine omnipotence could be reinterpreted to such an extent that
it can harmonise with the reality of the Cross.

However, when God's immutability and impassibility are reinterpreted in temis
of relationality, they seem to loose their distinctiveness. In fact, as Africans inter-
pret the Cross in the light of the Afiican philosophy of relations, and from the
point of view of the liberation theology, they arrive at a point where a conscious
or unconscious affirmation of the divine suffering and change becomes irresisti-
ble. Confionted with the stark realities of the Cross and liberation, theologians,
like Nyamiti, whose thoughts are rooted in both African and Church tradition,
begin to be less categorical in their affirmation of the axiom of divine immutabil-
ity and impassability. The issue of endless suffering in Africa is yet another fac-
tor. A majority of African Christian theologians have begun to see the possibility
of divine passibility as possible solution to the problem of theodicy.
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10. GENERAL CONCLUSION

10.1 Review

10.1.1 The Roots ofthe Theological Dilemma
As was shown in the first chapter, the attempt to merge the Hellenistic and the

Semitic conceptions of God into one acceptable notion of God has been a basic
preoccupation of theology since the onset of Christianity. It has been a challenge
for theologians to harmonise these two apparently contradictory rmderstandings
of the divine reality. In practical terms, this has always meant mediating between
the immutable and impassible God of the (Greek) philosophers and the dynamic
and passionate God of the Semitic bibhcal experience. The difficulties associated
with such an endeavour are all too obvious in the history of Christian theology.
Of course, in view of the difference between the Semitic and the Hellenistic per-
ception of the God-world relationship, the task of evolving a feasible mediation
between their various conceptions of the divine reality is wearisome. In fact, it
does at times seem impossible. Yet it is indispensable for any theological inquiry
that is truly Christian.

If the significance of these various conceptions of God bequeathed to Christi-
anity is to be perceived, they must be seen in the light of the God-world relation-
ship, which they entail. In conceiving the God-world relationship, as this study
depicts, the Hellenistic philosophers give priority to the difference between God
and the world. To that effect, they make the discontinuity between the absolute
Being and the contingent creatures their starting point. Consequently, philo-
sophical theology tend to conceive God by negating the world. In contrast, the
Jewish tradition interprets the God-world relationship primarily from the point of
view of the continuity or similarity between God and the world. Accordingly, it
conceives human beings first and foremost as the image of God (Gen. 1:27). This
also explains the inclination of Semitic thought towards an anthropomorphic vi-
sion of God and a theomorphic view of humankind (the world).

The evaluation of the divine attributes to a great extent then depends on
whether discontinuity or continuity is considered to be more important in the
God-world relationship. The emphasis that the Hellenistic philosophers place on
the impassibility (inrrnutability) and aseity of God could be seen for instance as
the logical development of a vision of reality that gives priority to differentiation
over commonalities and to discontinuity over continuity in the God-world rela-
tionship. The same thing could be sard of their tendency to conceive an inverse
relationship between divine transcendence and immanence and of their under-
standing of apatheia as a measure of perfection. Their inclination to disparage
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emotions proves this point beyond doubt. Conversely, since the biblical writers
and prophets emphasise the continuity between God and the world more than the
discontinuity, they are able to conceive divine transcendence and immanence
paradoxically, that is to say, in their mutual inclusiveness. The affirmation of the
suffering, mutability and emotions in God seems apparent (1.4).

Based also on their varied ways of conceiving the God-world relationship, the
two traditions inherited by Christianity interpret divine immutability differently.
According to Greek philosophy, God is ontologically irmnutable in I-Iis essence,
that is, in that which differentiates Him from His creatures. In the Semitic relig-
ious view, however, He is immutable in His presence, i.e. in terms of that which
keeps Him in contact with His creatures.1 The Old Testament conceives divine
immutability accordingly in relational terms: God is said to be immutable in His
will, precisely because He is resolute in His primary option for humankind, i.e. in
His commitment to the covenant promise. Even where the Old Testament speaks
about God changing His mind, it invariably implies a change undertaken to
maintain the basic immutability of I-Iis relationship and option for humankind.
Consequently, the biblical notion of immutability is believed to provide dynamism
and flexibility on the part of God. Such is the paradox of divine attributes con-
ceived in terms of God's relationship to humankind. Thus, while the search for
God's essence and substance in the Hellenistic philosophy reflects a basic em-
phasis on the differentiation of God and the world, the Jewish description of God
in terms of His presence and relation to His people presupposes a strong faith in
the human image of God mentioned above in this book.

Christianity not only inherited varied conceptions of God from the Hellenistic
Judaism, but also an allegorical method of integrating them, which Philo of Alex-
andria initiated. Definitely, the significance of Philo's allegorical method does not
lie in its efficacy - it does not even do justice to the use of anthropomorphic
metaphors in the Bible (1.5). It demonstrates however, that harmonising rather
than contrasting the Hellenistic with the Semitic attributes of God was the earliest
approach Hellenistic Judaism adopted toward resolving the dilemma of divine
predication. In fact, Philo's method paved the way for the subsequent. tendencies
in the Judaeo-Christian tradition of mediating between two apparently contradic-
tory axioms, rather than displacing one with the other. Even though this ideal
could not be said to have been realised in Philo's allegorical method, it could be
said nonetheless, that his approach presupposes a preference for matching the
discontinuity with the continuity, the differences with the similarities between
God and the world. Thus, despite his own one-sided affirmation of divine impas-

1 Cf A J. Heschel, The Prophets, p. 275: The Bible does not speak "the language of es-
sence", but "the language ofpresence".

364



sibility and excessive leaning on the Hellemstic philosophy, his allegorical
method signifies an implicit rejection of a one-dimerrsional approach to the issue
of divine reality. It indeed points to the fact that the authenticity of God-talk must
be measured according to the degree of success in the endeavour to harmonise
the "God in Himself" with the "God for us", i.e. in mediating between God's
continuity and discontinuity with the world, between I-Iis passibility and impas-
sibility.

The succeeding Christian theologies follow the example of the Hellenistic Ju-
daism in seeking to mediate between the philosophical and the anthropomorphic
attributes of God. However, Philo's attempt to mediate between the opposing at-
tributes of God, by explaining away the authenticity of the anthropomorphic ex-
pressions in the Bible, does not enjoy an tmanimous acceptance. Some Church
Fathers, especially the Apostolic Fathers, rather prefer to adopt the New Testa-
ment tradition, which tolerates anthropomorphism insofar as God's fi'eedom is not
tampered with. In practical terms, this means that even a negatively judged emo-
tion like suffering could be attributed to God if it proves rather than disproves
God's sovereignty and His ability to take initiative.

It is in this sense that the New Testament, despite avoiding direct attribution of
negatively judged emotion to God, takes up the Old Testament theme of the
wrath of God and gives it a kenotic and eschatological dimension God adjourns
the expression of His anger by means of a kenotic self-restraint. (2.I.l). By that
means, an implicit reference is made to I-Iis passibility, albeit in a marmer that
demonstrates His freedom to take up suffering. Thus, while conceiving divine
suffering in terms of God's relation to humankind, the New Testament makes di-
vine freedom and sovereignty a priority. This must be seen as a continuation of
the Old Testarnent's trend of conceiving divine immutability, in tenns of God's
relation to His people and not in tenns of divine aseity. The God of the Bible has
a limitless freedom to undertake an action that might seem philosophically in-
compatible with His nature. This provides for the dynamism of God's action in
history and for the paradoxical nature of His attributes. The priority the New
Testament gives to God's freedom offers a reliable basis for the effective concep-
tion of the paradox of divine nature. For, in line with His freedom no limitation
can be set to His mode of action. Besides, although there is no exphcit reference
in the New Testament to either the irrrpassibility or passibility of God, an implicit
assrnnption of the divine suffering can be inferred from its use of the metaphor of
the relationship of a "father" to his "son" in typifying God's relationship to the
world.

Therefore, whereas the Hellenistic Judaism bequeathed the idea of the har-
monisation of the attributes to Christianity, the New Testament supplies the basis
on which this mediation could take place. In the light of the legacy of Philo's
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method and the New Testaments approach to the problem, three major ap-
proaches or tendencies from the patristic to the reformation penod, can be ob-
served in the Christian theologies, in their attempt to portray the God-world rela-
tionship and to unravel the theological dilemma of a God who is both impassible
and passible: a one-sided affirmation of divine impassibility, an unconditional as-
sertion of divine passibility and the paradoxical conception of the passibility and
impassibility of God. Here again all depends on the starting point, whether dis-
continuity or continuity of the God-world relationship is presupposed.

I 0. 1.2 The Three Major Approaches in the Classical Theologies

10.1.2.1 A One-dimensional Aflirmation ofDivine Impasslblllzjy
The Apologists (2.2.1) are the first in this group. Using Philo's allegorical

method they uy to explain the authenticity of the anthropomorphic expressions
away and thus ultimately deny the possibility of divine suffering. Theoretically,
some of them are poised to conceive these axioms in their paradoxical tension. In
practical terms, however, they take to a one-dimensional affimiation of divine
impassibility. The influence of the Hellenistic philosophy is strikingly evident in
their views, so much that, in their attempt to differentiate the Christian God from
the mythological gods, they make divine impassibility and immutability seem
identical with God's transcendence and perfection.

Similarly, the Christian Gnostics (2.2.2) emphasise the discontinuity between
the divinity and humanity of Christ, so much that an outright denial of divine pas-
sibility becomes unavoidable. Perceiving the Greek doctrine of divine apatheia as
an attestation of the divine transcendence, the denial of the possibility of divine
suffering in effect becomes an attempt to preserve God's sovereignty. The Chns-
tological tension is thus totally absent. This trend continues in the third century
Christologies, especially in the thoughts of Clement of Alexandria (2.33) and
Tertullian (2.3.2). Clement rejects any possibility of divine suffering and insists
that absolute apatheia constitutes the very nature of God. Conceiving apatheia as
being identical with perfection, he uses it to differentiate God fi'om His creatures.
For Tertullian, therefore, neither God nor the divine nature in Jesus Chnst suf-
fered on the Cross.

Such a one-sided affirmation of divine impassibility is most evident in the
Christological controversies of the fourth century. There is tuianimous consent
among both the orthodox and heretic theologians that passibility is unworthy of
God. The Arians and the Apollinarists, the Alexandrian and the Antiochian
schools, the Cappadocians, and in fact other theologians of this period (2.4), af-
fu-m the impassibility of God without reservation, despite their differences in ap-
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proach. The axiom of divine impassibility is a basic assumption in the whole dis-
cussion conceming the hypostatic union. Even a theologian like Cyril of Alexan-
dria, who, in the tradition of the Alexandrian Christology, emphasises the hypos-
tatic tmion (the union of two natures) also makes a one-dimensional affimiation of
divine impassibility. The reason for this phenomenon seems to be the general ten-
dency towards the prevalent Docetism at this time. The docetist denial of the true
humanity of Christ inevitably leads to an unreserved affirmation of divine impas-
sibility. Hence, the paradoxical unity of Christ remained elusive for both the An-
tiochians and the Alexandrians. For, while the fonner arrived at a disjunctive
unity using their Logos-anthropos-model, the latter conceived a tmity of natures
that is fractional employing a Logos-sarx-model which carmot conceive human
nature entirely.

The tmconditional afiirmation of divine impassibility reaches its climax in the
Medieval-Scholastic (2.5) approach to the problem. Thomas Aquinas, thanks to
his in-depth analysis of the nature of emotions, contends, for instance, that an in-
corporeal Being like God cannot suffer because He lacks the organ for the expe-
rience of emotions and passibility. Though Thomas’ solution is peculiarly philo-
sophical, and consequently prone to one-dimensional aflirmation of divine im-
passibility, his reflections on the possibility of love without suffering and of emo-
tions without corporeality prove to be important for the development of a theol-
ogy of divine suffering.

Later, among the Reformers (2.6), only Calvin unreservedly aflirms divine im-
passibility and denies the passibility of God. For Calvin, God is basically incom-
prehensible and can thus only be conceived by way of negation.

I0. 1.2.2 An Unconditional Aflirmation ofDivine Passibility
This is rare in the tradition of the Church. In the period in question, only the

Modalists (2.3.1) make an explicit and exclusive affinnation of divine passibility.
Their main concem is the preservation of the unity of the Godhead, which they
try to attain, not by denying the humanity of the Son (Docetists), but by recognis-
ing only a nominal difference between the divinity and humanity of Christ. By
implication the Father and the Son are merged into one identity. Noetus, Praxeas
and Sabellius propagate this view in various ways. However, although the Mo-
dalists are mostly remembered in this connection because of the Praxean heresy
of Patripassianism, which entails the explicit claim that the Father suffered with
the Son, their gravest error, in our view, is not the affinnation of divine suffenng,
but the tautological identity given to the Father and the Son. For, as a result, the
basis for establishing the paradoxical unity of the God-man is eroded.
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However, notwithstanding the explicit affirmation of the divine passibility,
there are signs that the Modalists firmly held to the belief that there is an enduring
impassibility of God, which survived the "transitory theophany of the divinity"
during the earthly life of the Son.

I 0. 1.2.3 A Paradoxical Approach to Divine Impassibility and Passibility
This approach, which characterises the New Testarnent's contribution, fmds

its explicit formulation in the theologies of the Apostolic Fathers, especially St.
Ignatius ofAntioch, (2.l.2) who, without any attempt at a rigorous theological
reflection, afinns both the passibility and impassibility of God. He does this in
the context of his Christology, making it clear, by that fact, that for the Christians
this paradox is primarily a Christological dilemma, a dilemma in conceiving the
unity of God and humankind (the world) in Jesus Christ. As a Christological di-
lemma, the axioms of divine impassibility and passibility are to be conceived to-
gether with the divinity and humanity of Cluist. His paradoxical approach is
therefore set in a Cluistological framework. Though it is not possible to evaluate
his views, since he did not reflect further on this issue, his expression of these at-
tributes in their paradoxical tension is exemplary.

Irenaeus ofLyon follows his example and evolves a paradoxical approach to
the issue of the Cluistological dilemma (2.2.3). This is however much more de-
veloped in the third century theologies of Origen and his pupil Gregorios Thau-
maturgos. Origen conceives the impassibility and passibility of God as both be-
longing to the paradox of His "suffering love". Without elaborately reflecting on
this paradox, however, he immensely contributes towards the development of di-
vine suffering. His pioneering attempt to resolve this theological dilemma by ap-
pealing to the nature of divine love, is an insight which no theology of divine
suffering today can afford to ignore. Using brilliant argtnnents, Gregorios Thau-
moturgos goes still deeper to account for the passibility of God without denying
His impassibility. His attempt at conceiving this paradox is not so successful, but
he makes significant contributions towards a better approach to it, especially
since he shows the significance of the issues of divine will, freedom and self-
limitation for a theology of divine suffering.

Though there is no explicit affirmation of divine suffering in the decisions of
the Councils, from the fourth to the seventh century (2.4.3), the endeavour to
avoid a one-dimensional understanding of the two natures in Christ is apparent.
This paradoxical approach is thus pursued in comiection with certain aspects of
the Christological tension, but not necessarily as it concems the suffering of God.

St. Augustine ofHippo perceives the paradox of divine attributes better than all
theologians before him. Without doing away with philosophical conceptions of
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God, yet recognising the limitations of a philosophical knowledge, he pays spe-
cial attention to the biblical revelation of the nature of divine attributes. He rejects
the Stoic conception of apatheia and contends that emotions can be compatible
with the immutable nature of God, if God wills it. According to St. Augustine, the
nature of divine attributes depend on God's will. To uphold His will for justice
and love, God is ready to participate in suffering. By appealing to God's volition
and to the relational constitution of the Persons of the Trrriity and also by arguing
that the works of the Trinity ad extra are inseparable, St Augustine does not
merely lay a foimdation for the conception of the paradox of the divine nature; he
also opens a new fruitful dimension for subsequent theologies of divine suffering.
For, as we shall soon demonstrate, the conception of divine suffering outside a
Trinitarian frame-work is bound to end in a one-sided solution to the theological
dilemma.

10. 1. 2.4 Lessonsfiom the Classical Approaches.
The various approaches to the issue of divine suffering, fiom the onset of

Christian reflection down to the Refonnation period, have some indispensable
and tmforgettable lessons, which later approaches cannot afford to neglect
Among them is the New Testament attempt to make the issue of divine freedom
the criterion of judgement of what is worthy or unworthy of God. l.l'l all discus-
srons about divine passibility or impassibility, the freedom of God must be se-
cured. This point is repeated by Thaumaturgos. And once the freedom of God is
respected in the project of divine suffering, the idea of divine self-limitation be-
comes a reality, as is evident in the theologies of the New Testament and Thau-
maturgos. Thus, although the idea of divine self-limitation (kenosis) was to be
employed much later, its significance for our project was discovered earlier in the
search for a solution to the paradox of divine nature in the first four eenttnies. In
the same connection, the importance St. Augustine and Thaumaturgos place on
the divine will in the attempt to secure God's freedom even in suffering is a point
to be noted. For, according to them, the paradox of God's dynamism and flexibil-
ity in action is entailed in the immutability of the divine will, as it appears in the
Old Testament. Divine volition is thus a factor in the paradoxical tension of a
God who suffers and does not suffer.

The issue of corporeality and emotions, as Thomas Aquinas fonnulates it, is
also vital. Future theologies of divine suffering will have to state the relationship
between emotions and corporeality, and indicate whether an incorporeal being
can have emotions - no matter whether negative or positive. Besides, the limita-
tions of the one-dimensional affinnation of divine impassibility show that philo-
sophical reflection cannot provide the only answer to our theological dilemma. A
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combination of the pure philosophical and biblical approach is indispensable (cf.
Augustine 2.4.2). The major problem with an unconditional assertion of divine
sufiering is definitely its excessive reliance on the philosophical reasoning, which,
as we saw above, is prone to focusing on the discontinuity rather than on the
continuity between God and the world. Similarly, the Modalists’ error, of conceiv-
ing a tautological identity of the Father and the Son, basically has its roots in the
misrepresentation of the God-world relationship. It is thus clear that a meaningful
theology of the divine sufiering can neither tmderestimate the continuity (like the
philosophers) nor overlook the discontinuity (like the Modalists) between God
and the world.

Hence, it would be impossible for any reasonable theology to get behind lg-
natius' paradoxical approach to the issue in question. This is perhaps the only way
to realise the intention of the Councils to maintain the balance between the two
natures of Christ. The question arises however, as to whether there can be a
meaningful affirmation of the Chalcedonian Christology of true God and true
man, if there should be no way by which the passibility of God can be endorsed.
Origen's idea of a "suffering love" and Augustine's pioneering attempt to situate
this problem within a Trinitarian frame-work are in our view the most important
contributions of this period towards a realistic representation of this paradox. For,
as it later became evident, the discussion about divine passibility begins to be
fruitful when it is interpreted as an element of love within the Trinitarian realities.

10. 1.3 The Kenotic Motifin Classical and Contemporary Theologies
Like no other principle, the kenotic motif plays a significant role in the theo-

logical debate about the divine (im)passibility. The history of its usage has been
sporadic: At one time, it served as the key principle for Christological interpreta-
tion, at another, it suffered from total rejection. Despite its fictitious origin and
history, however, its value and popularity has always been on the increase. Ear-
lier, it was only important for Christological discourses, later, it became vital in
the description of the God-world relationship, but today, it has even turned to be
a key category for the interpretation of the Trinitarian events.

Kenosis is an equivocal category, which has been understood in various ways.
It is used in at least two major senses for the explication of the God-world rela-
tionship: as a substance-ontological or as a relational principle of intelligibility. In
its history, it has always been interpreted according to the prevalent philosophical
perception, so that sometimes it was employed to contend the discontinuity, and
at other times to argue for the continuity between God and the world. Accord-
ingly, whereas the substance-ontological explication of kenosis characterises the
theological contributions of the period from the patristic down to the Refonna-
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tion, its relational understanding is typical of the time from the seventeenth to the
twentieth century.

10. 1. 3. 1 Kenosis in the Substance-ontological Thinking
For some of the Fathers and the Reformers, who, in accordance with their

Hellenistic philosophical background, emphasise the pre-existence of the Logos,
kenosis means the veiling of the Logos with human nature. In that case, the Logos
merely passed through life being indifferent to and untouched by the events ni the
earthly life of Jesus Christ. At that time He hid Himself and tmderwent no change-
At the resurrection and exaltation of Christ, He was then unveiled. The exaltation
is by that fact merely a retum of the impassible Logos to His primordial state of
aseity. Nothing seems to have made a difference between the pre-existent and the
resurrected Christ, since nothing "happened" to the Logos. At the background of
this conception of kenosis lies an implicit substance-ontological thinking, which
sees perfection in immutability and imperfection in mutability. Besides, this pat-
tem of thought is accompanied by a spatial conception of the relationship be-
tween God and the world, which conceives God's perfection and sovereignty by
excluding the world.

The Refonners (2.6), especially Calvin and the post-Reformation theologians
also basically conceive kenosis as conceahnent. Luther, whose theology of the
Cross is well developed, does not however, strictly follow the substance-
ontological interpretation. Kierkegaard's paradoxical approach (3.1.2) to kenosis
apparently also belongs to this modeL since kenosis is for him mainly an incog-
nito, a hiddenness of the divine in the world. However, unlike the others, he is
reluctant to affimi either the immutability or mutability of God. The reality of
God's sovereignty even in His kenosis is for him a paradox, a mystery, which sur-
passes every human imagination.

10. 1.3.2 Kenosis in the Relational Thinking
ln the relational thought-pattem, kenosis signifies the relatedness of God to the

world, and not His concealment. It is accordingly termed divine self-disclosure
(Barth), self-detennination (Thomasius) or self-realisation (Hegelians), permis-
siveness (MacGregor) or sacrificial love (Bulgakow). This understanding of ke-
nosis, which is typical of the period from the seventeenth to twentieth century, is
variously emphasised.

(a) Kenosis as a divine act of self-determination or self-realisation. This tiri-
derstanding is popular in the theological and philosophical kenoticism of the me-
diating theologians of the seventeenth century (3.l.1). Despite differences in em-
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phasis, these theologians commonly share Thomasius‘ thesis that "Self-emptying
is self-determination". God accordingly retains the power to detennine and
change Himself. By that fact, He could regulate His omnipotence and omnis-
cience in His relation to the world. This view, which characterises the German
kenoticism (Thomasius, Gess, Ebrard), has the advantage of reinterpreting some
of the divine atuibutes in terms of God's own freedom of self-detemiination.

However, God's power for self-determination is mostly misrepresented. For, in
line with this imderstanding, the Logos is believed to have dropped some of His
attributes during the earthly life of Jesus. Apart from the impression this view
creates, namely, that the personality of the incamate Logos was incomplete, it
also portrays the Logos as lacking a imified personal identity. Besides, the divine
kenosis appears to be a half hearted act. The same applies to the English kenoti-
cists (P. Forsyth, P. Fairbaim, H. Mackintosh, F. Westons and E. Gifford). De-
spite their attempts to evolve a biblical and personalistic vision of kenosis, they,
in contrast to their German counterparts, equally tear apart the personality of Je-
sus Christ since they restrict the kenotic act to his consciousness. For them, ke-
nosis is only concerned with the divine and human consciousness of Christ. Since
this notion of kenosis presents a disjointed personality of Christ, it cannot provide
a sound basis for a paradoxical aflirmation of the divine impassibility and passi-
bility.

(b) Kenosis as self-disclosure or revelation. Karl Barth is the most outstand-
ing proponent of this view (3.2.1). For him, kenosis is an act of divine self-
revelation: God is nothing other than what He has revealed Himself to be in his-
tory. Consequently, divine being and action are identical. This also implies that
kenosis is neither a laborious nor an extraordinary act for God. It is an expression
of His freedom, which does not merely imply being free from "extemal" con-
straint, but above all God's liberty to assume realities other than Himself, "without
becoming unlike Himself"? Ifkenosis is a self-disclosure of God, it means that it
does not entail loss on God's part.

In his view, therefore, the kenosis and the exaltation of Jesus should not be
seen as two successive statuses, one lower, the other higher, or as two different
lives, one human, the other divine. Kenosis and plerosis are merely two fonns of
the one divine act in Jesus Christ; there was never a time, Barth contends, in
which Jesus was not both the humiliated and the exalted. In this, there is "no
paradox, no antimony, no dichotomy".3 The ability to perform this act is part of
the divine nature.

2 K. Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. II, Part I, p. 35 l.

3 K am, KDIV/1, 202-204.
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Even though the credit of conceiving kenosis holistically could be given to
Barth, in a certain sense, his view makes kenosis lose its singularity. Kenosis ap-
pears to be such a nonnal act for God, that one wonders whether the paradoxical
tension can still be maintained. If kenosis is nothing extraordinary for God, is the
Cross not stripped of its pain and scandalousness? Besides, as W. Parmenberg
rightly objects, Barth robs kenosis of its radicality and self-sacrificial element,4
such that the distinction between God and the world is blurred.

Similarly, Karl Rahner understands kenosis as a divine act of self-commtmica-
tion (3.2.2). God expresses Himself, when He empties Himself. For him, as for
Barth, kenosis is not an extraordinary undertaking for God; it belongs necessarily
to His nature. However, unlike Barth who equates divine being and action, Rah-
ner perceives a discontinuity between the being and the action of God: God is be-
lieved to change, accordingly, not in Himself, but in another; by implicatiort He
suffers in another, but not in Himself. In other words, whereas Rahner minimises
the radicality of the kenotic act, just like Barth, unlike the latter, he does not ac-
tually perceive a correspondence between the God in Himself and the God in an-
other, a point that definitely contradicts his dictum that the immanent Trinity is
identical with the economic Trinity. In effect, the paradoxical tension of the con-
tinuity and discontinuity between God and the world, does not seem to be fully
maintained.

(c) Kenosis as a process ofdivine self-realisation. This is typical of the He-
gelian philosophy of kenosis, which, by conceiving God as a part of the world
processes, sees kenosis as a principle of divine self-realisation. God realises Him-
self in the history of the world. In the thought of T. Liebner, the celebrated He-
gelian kenoticists, this implies a total change for the Logos and consequently the
continuity between the two nattues of Christ, i.e. between the Cluist of faith and
the Jesus of history. Apparently, this view of kenosis guarantees the continuity
between God and the world, though it is achieved at the expense of the divine
sovereignty and freedom. As a result, God is made to be dependent on the world
for His self-realisation. The main problem of this conception of kenosis is - this
also applies to Moltmann's Trinitarian theology of the Cross - that it pins down
God's self-realisation to the processes of the world, to an extent that the distinc-
tion between God and the world, i.e. His freedom and sovereignty get lost.

(d) Kenosis as self-giving and self-sacnficial act of love. This conception of
kenosis which was first popularised by the Russian kenoticist, Bulgakow (3.1.3),
envisages a sort of self-fulfilling change and passibility as exemplified in the iri-
ner-Trinitarian life. For Bulgakow, the kenotic act in the Trinity is a mutual and
complete self-giving and a self-fulfilling act of love between the Persons of the

4 W. Pannenberg, Jesus - God and Man, pp. 319 &. 322.
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Trinity. According to this concept, God's self-realisation does not depend on the
world, but on the consistency of this kenotic act in the imier-Trinitarian life. God's
relation to the world, is by that fact, an extension, an outflow of the inner-
Trinitaiian life of mutual love. This approach is popular among the Catholic
theologians, as evidenced in the thoughts of H. Mtthlen and I-I. U. von Balthasar
(3.2.2).

Strictly speaking therefore, the Russian kenoticism improves on the shortcom-
ings of the preceding relational models of kenosis as presented by the mediating
and Hegelian theologians. For the fact that it posits a radical kenosis within the
inner-Trinitarian life, it is able to conceive a dynamic event in God, which is not
dependent on the processes of the world for its self-fulfilment. But despite the
self-reliance of the Trinity, the continuity between God and the world is intact,
since the latter is conceived as an outflow of divine love.

Whether such a kenotic interpretation of the inner-Trinitarian life is justifiable
is questionable. For, if this notion of kenosis entails a self-sacrificial love, it is
doubtful whether there is any justification in conceiving the inner-Trinitarian love
as a self-sacrifice. Whereas God's relation to His creatures could be conceived in
form of a self-sacrifice, it seems inappropriate to think the same about the rela-
tionship of the Father to the Son and vice versa. Apparently, Bulgakow realises
the difficulties that are entailed in positing kenosis in the Godhead, hence his later
view, that kenosis is a divine mystery. We shall rettun to this point later when we
come to the Trinitarian models. At this point, it would suffice to note that this ap-
proach succeeds in conceiving the imity and difierentiation between God and the
world better than the Hegelian approach.

(e) Kenosis as "permissiveness" and self-limitation. This is reflected in
MacGregor's idea of a kenotic God, who lets creatures be (4.4). Here, kenosis
consists essentially in God's self-restriction and self-renunciation. God withholds
Himself to allow human freedom to have its full course. He allows the world to
develop on its own temis without interference.

The problem with this approach is that it presupposes a situation where divine
and human freedom are inversely related, in a way that granting human freedom
would imply the restriction of the divine freedom. For the sake of the htnnan free-
dom, God declines not to control the world. The idea that God does not interfere
in human affairs5 seems to acquit of the responsibility for evil in the world, but it
also makes Him seem not to be in control of the world. Though MacGregor's God
of love suffers the consequence of His own self-restriction, His suffering does not
bring the world anything, since He dares not interfere.

5 William Jones makes a similar point with his theory of divine neutrality. See section 8.3
2.2 in Chapter Eight
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10.1.3.3 Lessonsfiom the Classical and Contemporary Understanding of
Kenosis

From the above, it is clear that a gradual but steady shift fiom the substance-
ontological to the relational understanding of kenosis has been taking place since
the seventeenth century. It is a shift from the imderstanding of kenosis as conceal-
ment to its interpretation as self-disclosure. Though the shift is not yet complete,
and perhaps will never be, we can say nonetheless, given the popularity of the
relational interpretation in the recent time, that the substance-ontological wider-
standing of kenosis now belongs to the past. Definitely, it proved helpful in the
classical alfirnation of the immutability and impassibility of God. However,
when trying to make the cormection between the Christ (Logos) of faith and the
Jesus of history intelligible, it is found wanting. For though it secures the distinc-
tion between the humanity and the divinity of Christ (between God and the
world), it invariably looses sight of their unity and relationship.

The application of such a notion of kenosis to the interpretation of the personal
unity of Christ and Trinitarian realities cannot, as history shows, be very success-
ful. To that effect, the superiority of the relational approach over the substarice-
ontological understanding of kenosis for our theological inquiry is indisputable.
This accounts for its attractiveness in the contemporary theological discourses. Its
success is, however, conditional. All depends on how personalistic kenosis is
conceived. For although kenosis as a word has a spatial connotation, its meaning
gets lost as soon as it is conceived physically and spatially.

If a spatial understanding of kenosis is to be avoided, it must not be interpreted
literally, but in the context of its New Testament usage, as the paradox of love,
which, as Jesus himself affirms, consists in self-gain by self-giving (Mk 8:34-35).
Conceiving kenosis in relational terms necessarily entails seeing self-realisation in
self-giving, transcendence in utter immanence, fulfilment in emptying, self-af-
finnation in self-renunciation; that is to say, perceiving kenosis and plerosis as
one single act.6 The best analogy for kenosis is perhaps the contemporary philo-
sophical understanding of the human "self-transcendence", which, among other
things, shows that self-giving and self-disclosure lead to self-realisation and self-
detennination.7

Again, it is evident, especially from MacGregor’s approach, that a personalistic
interpretation cannot be possible, if God's freedom is considered inversely pro-

6 Cf. C. F. D. Moule, The Manhood of Jesus in the New Testament, as cited in J. A T.
Robinson, The Human Face of God, p. 208; J. Macquarrie, Kerioticism Reconsidered, p.
I23; L. J. Richard, A kenotic Christology, p- I79.

7 Cf. E. Coreth, Was is der Mensch? Grundzilge einer philosophischen Anthropologie, p.
I36.
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portional to human freedom. The notions of kenosis that propagate God's with-
drawal or non-interference mostly imply that God is occupying a space, which He
must vacate to make room for human beings. This is completely at variance with
the New Testament conception of freedom, which envisages more freedom for
human beings, the more they are in the hands of God. Rather than withdraw, God
meets himiankind in Jesus Christ. Consequently, the more a creature is dependent
on God, the freer it can be. This is the paradox of divine freedom and omiiipo-
tence, to which Kierkegaard testifies, when he says, that only onmipotence can
have the world in His hand, without hindering the independence of I-Iis free
agents.3 It is on this point that the biblical tuiderstanding of divine self-limitation
differs from its philosophical conception. For whereas the Bible conceives self-
limitation as God's compassionate attempt to withhold His anger, MacGregor,
whose contribution typifies a philosophical interpretation, identifies self-Iiinitation
with non-interference and withdrawal.

Another advantage that a relational conception of kenosis has over a sub-
stance-ontological interpretation is that it allows an analogical explication of the
God-world relationship. For, since one can speak of divine and human kenosis at
the same time, it becomes possible to conceive the continuity and discontinuity
between God and the world alike, using the kenotic motif. On the same score, the
connection between the doctrine of the Trinity and the kenotic motif becomes
vivid. It is thus not accidental that the relational understanding of kenosis is be-
coming much more popular today, in a time, when Trinitarian presupposition is
beginning to prevail.

10. 1.4 The Trinitarian Interpretation-models ofDivine (Im)passibilitv in
the Contemporary Theologies

The Trinitarian reasoning is one single phenomenon that differentiates the con-
temporary from the ancient approach to the issue of divine (im)passibility.9
Whereas it was common in the ancient attempts to make philosophy and natural
theology the starting point of such theological debates, it is almost imperative to-
day that every meaningful theology of divine suffering should presuppose a
Trinitarian framework- To that effect, the popularity of Trinitarian thinking today
seems in fact to have a corresponding effect on the conception of divine inimu-
tability and impassibility. Though in some cases it does not bring about more than
a reinterpretation of these attributes, in some others it occasions the recognition

8 S. Kierkegaard, Tagebiicher, p. 216 £

9 For a confirmation of this point see also Frank Meessen, Urrverdriderlichkeir, p. 435. Ac-
cording to him, the new conceptions of divine immutability are advanced solely in terms of
a Trinitarian God.
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of a fonn of mutability and passibility, which are at times accorded primacy over
divine immutability and impassibility. In all cases, however, the issue at stake is
how to mediate between God and the world. In other words, the question is how
to relate the immanent and economic Trinity. There are three major approaches to
this issue, which also characterise the various attempts in the contemporary the-
ologies to come to terms with the paradox of divine predication - these are the
equivocal, univocal and analogical models of Trinitarian interpretation.

10.1.4.1 The Equivocation Models
This model conceives of an "unbridgeable" separation between the immanent

and economic Trinity, between the "God in Himself" and the "God for us"- Dis-
puting that the divirie acts in the history of salvation have their basis in the imma-
nent-Trinitarian realities, it insists, accordingly, that change and passibility, predi-
cated to the activities of the Trinity ad extra, neither touch nor find a corre-
spondence in the Tnnity ad intra. This view could be seen as the contemporary
and Trinitarian version of the classical tendency towards a one-dimensional af-
firmation of the axiom of divine impassibility, as discussed above. Although, this
view is not held explicitly by any contemporary theologian, there is an ambiguous
tendency towards it in some recent theological statements: Karl Rahner's thesis
that God does not suffer in Himself but in another is only a fanciful representation
of this equivocation model.

As a matter of fact, however, the same Karl Rahner, together with Barth, is the
most vehement critic of this model as he argues that "The ‘economic’ Trinity is the
‘immanent’ Trinity and vice versa". This statement is more in keeping with the
general trend today to perceive a continuity between the nature of God as He is in
Himself and His activities in history. Karl Barth makes it clear that there can be
no total discontinuity between immanent and economic Trinity, no incompatibility
between the being and action of God. To this effect, no serious Trinitarian theol-
ogy caii afford to perceive relatio rationis, instead of a relatio realis between
God in Himself and God for us; and none can dispute God's active and real iri-
volvement in history.

In fact, the problem of the equivocation model, which consists essentially in
the one-sided affirmation of the discontinuity between God and the world diniin-
ishes today as we deepen our understanding of the Trinity. However, its conclu-
sions and dangers are yet existent in those non-Trinitarian theologies where God's
non-interference in human affairs is propagated, as is the case with MacGregor's
(4.5) and William James‘ (8.3.2.2) theologies. When one bears in mind that both
authors use pure philosophical arguments, with little or no Trinitarian implica-
tions, it becomes evident that the tendency to emphasise the discontinuity in the
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God-world relationship is a typical problem of philosophical theology. As a corol-
lary, it could be said that the deeper Trinitarian reflections go the more unlikely it
becomes for theologians to conceive a disparity between the immanent and eco-
nomic Trinity, and the more difficult it becomes to deny divine suffering. It is
therefore not surprising that St. Augustine, the Trinitarian thinker par excellence,
is the lone voice in the patristic and Medieval period, which decries the limita-
tions of the philosophical knowledge, when it comes to conceiving the mystery of
God (2.4.2).

10.1.4.2 The Univocal Models
The univocal model is characterised by its inability to safeguard the distinction

between the immanent and economic Trinity. Its legitimate effort is to coiuiter the
extreme discontinuity the equivocation model posits between God in Himself and
God in history by emphasising the continuity between God and the world. This
attempt misfires however, as the perceived continuity turns to a fusion and to a
tautological identity of the two. The repercussion is clear: the divine freedom is
jeopardised. Like in the Hegelian philosophy, God is made part of history, a his-
tory in which He must realise Himself. Accordingly, what is predicated of the
world is predicated of God unconditionally.

In this model divine suffering and mutability are taken for granted. And they
are predicated univocally to God, giving the impression that God and His crea-
tures suffer and change in the same way. The impassibility of God is either totally
denied or made to appear unreal. This model finds its obvious expression in
Molmiann's eschatological theology of the Cross as well as in many versions of
the liberation theologies, especially among Black and Latin Americans. There is a
tendency towards a imivocal fusion of God and the world in Pannenbergs es-
chatological interpretation of the Christological unity. Here, too, much emphasis
is laid on the continuity between God and the world at the expense of the distinc-
tion.

Moltmamfs basic motivation is to conceive a reciprocal relationship between
God and the world, on account of which God is open both to the world and to the
future. For him, however, reciprocity amount to an ontological interdependence
between God and His creatures. God's self-fulfilment is accordingly coupled with
the liistoiy of the world, in such a way that the Trinitarian God must await His
self-fulfilling unity at the end of time. God does not actually transcend the world;
He depends on the world much as the world depends on Him, and He directs the
world less than the world directs Him. Apart from obliterating the divine freedom,
this eschatological conception of God paves the way for the projection of defi-
ciency irito the very being of God. This also applies to Pannenberg, who con-
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ceives the ultimate unity of the Trinitarian persons eschatologically (3.2.1). Even
though he would not accept the implication of his eschatological conception of
divine perfection, it is evident that his model fails to meet the mark as far as
maintaining the paradoxical tension is concemed.

The same applies to the Latin American liberation theologians (7.0), whose
thoughts are to a great extent defined by the principle of eschatological hope. Ex-
cept for a few, the liberation theologians generally forfeit a rigorous philosophi-
cal assessment of the problem. An attempt is made, however, more than in the
classical and in the Westem theologies, to approach the problem fiom the biblical
perspective. Hence the importance given to the Exodus experience, to liistoricity,
relationality and eschatology. Yet little is new in their arguments: On the issue of
divine abandonment Gutierrez and Sobrino repeat Moltmann's arguments, without
improving upon his shortcomings. Even Boff’s own interpretation of the divine
abandomnent, in a much more original style, equally contains a univocal predica-
tion of suffering to both the Father and the Son. According to Boff, God was si-
lent on the Cross because He Himself was also suffering with or in Jesus Christ.
By implication, God does not abandon His Son, He is weighed down by suffer-
ing. The dangerous implication of this view is that God did not rescue His Son
because He was unable to. Was He perhaps in need of redemption? This is but
one example of how the liberation theologians and in fact most theologies con-
ceived from the perspective of the poor and the oppressed tend to make an ex-
clusive claim to the passibility of God, with little or no attempt to account for the
impassibility of God.

The situation among most of the North American Black theologians of libera-
tion (8.0), who make the problem of theodicy their basic starting points is nearly
the same. The point at stake is the extent of divine involvement in the world.
While James Cone conceives God's total identification with the world, which he
dramatises by saying that God is Black, William James conceives God's non-
interference to the point of denying God any responsibility for the world. For the
fonner, God suffers univocally; for the latter, He is totally impassible; in either
case an extreme position is held, which makes the process of thinking the paradox
of divine nature impossible. Major Jones is perhaps the only person who predi-
cates both passibility and impassibility to God. We shall come to him later.

The African Christian inculturation and liberation theologies equally concede
to a univocal affirmation of divine suffering (9.4.3) This is of course not in line
with the tenets of African Traditional Religion (ATR), where transcendence, ini-
mutability, impassibility and omnipotence are considered to be the essential at-
tributes of God. Although Charles Nyamiti tries to hold finn to the axiom of di-
vine impassibility, which he sees confirmed, not only in the ATR, but also in the
Thomistic and Scholastic theologies, he changes his mind and affirms divine pas-
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sibility, as soon as he begins to take the Trinitarian theology and the theology of
the Cross seriously. He does not of course deny the immutability of God, but he
fails to seek a paradoxical integration of the two opposing attributes. B. Bujo,
who accepts the notion of divine mutability and passibility, also stops short of
seeking to relate the two to each other- Whether his approach is equivocal or uni-
vocal is not yet clear.

The univocal affirmation is, however, most explicit in the theology of J-M. Ela,
whose attempt to mediate between inculturation and liberation theology is laud-
able. He rejects the axiom of divine impassibility without reservation, on groimds
of God's involvement in history and for reasons of theodicy problem. M. A.
Oduyoye also over-emphasises divine passibility against divine impassibility. The
same applies to Desmond Tutu. The univocal tendency is however carried to its
highest point in the views of S. Ntwasa and B. Moore, as they allow God's per-
sonhood to disappear in a conception of freedom, which precisely means the
freedom to undergo suffering. In all, however, a majority of the Afiican contribu-
tions lies somewhere between a univocal and an equivocal affinnation of divine
suffering, especially as many try to relate ATR's conception of God with the
Christian Trinitarian thinking.

10. 1.4.3 The Analogical Models
The analogical modello seeks the middle course between the extremes of

equivocal and univocal models of interpretation. It endeavours to accord equal
importance both to the similarity and difference in the God-world relationship and
to the continuity and discontinuity between the immanent and the economic Trin-
ity. Whereas some theologians, like H. U. v. Balthasar (see 6.0), seek to establish
this fact by positing kenosis in the heart of the Trinity, others, like H. Muhlen and
M. Jones, try to attain the same goal through a mere phenomenological interpre-
tation of the reality of love or relationship. In other words, while one sees the rea-
son for the analogical and paradoxical predication of God in the mystery of ke-
nosis, the other perceives the basis for such a predication in the reality of love.

H. U. von Balthasar summarises his approach when he asserts that the God of
revelation "is neither mythologically mutable (passible) nor philosophically inunu-
table (impassible)".1l Making this assertion, he seeks the middle course between

10 The analogical model corresponds to what F. Meessen calls "inclusions scheme"; the
equivocal model is identical with the "confrontation scheme", just as the univocal encom-
passes what he calls the "additions" and the "subordination schemes". Cf F. Meessen,
Unverdnderlichkeit and Menschwerdung Gottes, pp. 4 l9-428. Our own classification here
is much closer to that proposed by T. R Krenski, Passio Caritatis, pp. 345-370.

11 H u. v. Balthasar, TD n/r, p. 9.
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the univocal and the equivocal models. His endeavour is motivated by the con-
viction that there is both a continuity and a discontinuity between God and the
world, and that the God-world relationship is analogous to the inner-Trinitarian
relationship of unity and distinction. In this light, he makes a plea for the distinc-
tion between the immanent and the economic Trinity and an appeal for their unity.
However, he emphatically wams against the attempt (of the irnivocal model) to
conceive this unity as though the two Trinitarian realities were tautologically
identical, that is, as if the God-world relationship were identical with the iriner-
Trinitarian relationship.

For Balthasar, the continuity and discontinuity must be thought together, but
only in such a way that the events affecting the economic Trinity should be seen
as having their foimdation in the inner-Trinitarian events. Thus, without implying
a tautological identity, the suffering of the Son on the Cross could be seen as
having its presupposition in a sort of receptivity in God, which Balthasar under-
stands as the divine "supra-mutability" or "supra-passibility". The human realities
of mutability, suffering, emotions and passions in the life of Jesus Christ are sup-
posed to be analogous to these divine presuppositions. Accordingly, the kenotic
act in the economic Trinity finds its presupposition in a corresponding
"Urkenose" (primordial kenosis) in the triime God. Thus, In fact, this primordial
kenosis, which took or takes place between the Trinitarian Persons is for
Balthasar, the very basis of the receptivity in God, and strictly speaking the
analogous presupposition of God's kenotic relationship to the world. It is note-
worthy, that Balthasar does not, in his effort to bring out the analogy between the
immanent and the economic Trinity, consider the mission of the Son as the pri-
mordial kenosis. The primordial kenosis is rather the generation of the Son and
the Son's etemal thankfulness. The missio of the Son is the second kenotic act,
so to speak, while its presupposition is the generation of the Son by the Father,
which together with the thankfulriess of the Son are termed the primordial keno-
SIS.

The conception of a primordial kenosis in the inner-Trinitarian relationships
could be very helpful in accounting for the divine activity in history, as we saw in
Bulgakov/s contribution above. But to interpret the generation of the Son as a
primordial kenosis is in our opinion not without problems. For, if kenosis as we
indicated above entails self-sacrifice, it is hardly conceivable that the generation
of the Son should be kenotic, that means, self-sacrificial. Yet there is no doubt
that the generation of the Son is for Balthasar a self-sacrificial undertaking for the
Father, who, as he claims, generated the Son because He forfeits being God
alone." Again, his interpretation of the act of generation as a self-sacrificial act

12 H u. v. Balthasar, TD nr, p. 30l.
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on the part of God lets one suspect, that for Balthasar, the generation of the Son
entails the risk of an unreturned love for the Father. In this way, he parallels the
act of the generation of the Son with the act of the creation of the world, so that,
it appears as if the Father takes the same risk in generating the Son as He does in
the creation of the world. At this point, questions cannot be withheld any longer.
Must God's generation of the Son entail a risk of love? Must the Father's love for
His Son entail a sacrifice on His part? We must definitely resist the temptation to
assume that there can be a risk of an unretumed love in the immanent Trinity. I3

hi the same connection, Balthasar contends also that there is an "absolute and
infinite distance" between the Father and the Son, within which every possible
distance in the world, including sin, is entailed and encompassed." The visuali-
sation of an infinite distance between the Father and the Son appears in our view
to be inappropriate,15 in our view, even though we know that Balthasar's reason
for positing the infinite distance is to make "room" for the negative elements in
the world, for sin and hell. By doing so, he parallels the Trinitarian distinctions
with the God-world distance. It appears that Balthasar’s view here amounts to
making an infinite distance out of what should be a mere distinction between the
Father and the Son. Is this not another way of reading limitations into the being of
God as is common in the Hegelian and imivocal model? The distinction between
the Father and the Son must definitely not be so extremely dramatised that a
negative possibility - absolute distance - should be projected into the heart of
God.

The problem with Balthasar's contribution is, we suppose, that he conceives
kenosis spatially, or better still, that he uses kenosis literally as it appears in Phil
2: 6-ll. As a result, the idea of "self-emptying", "self-renuiiciation" (humilitas)
dominates the idea of a relational self-giving and creative love. Apart from raising
questions about Balthasar’s use of metaphors, as to whether for him they are mere
significations or statements of fact, his use of a spatial metaphor (selfless "self-
emptying") to qualify the inner-beirig of God, does limit the possibility of con-
ceiving the relational and the personal nature of God. Undoubtedly, it is his spa-
tial conception of the divine relationships that led him to posit an "infmite dis-

13 c£ ibid., p. sos.
14 Ibrd, p. 301.
15 It is evident, that what Balthasar wants to affirm here is the distinction and difference,

which must be part of every relation of love (cf T. R Krenski, Passio Caritatis, p. 205).
He definitely intends to echo Martin Buber"s thesis that a primordial distance and relation
necessarily belong to the reality of love (M. Buber, Distance and Relation, pp. 59-7l.
However, ifwe must take Balthasar at his words, we must nonetheless ask with Cl Kap-
pes how he can justify the claim that there is an infinite distance in the immanent Trinity.
See Cl Kappes, Freiheit und Erlotsung.
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tance" between the Persons, a distance within which "self-emptying" can take
place. As a result, the mutuality of the imier-Trinitarian self-giving is inevitably
misrepresented, so that instead of visualising the inner-Trinitarian self-giving of
love as a self-fulfilling affair, a self-confinniiig act, Balthasar repeatedly perceives
the kenotic act as something presupposing a "self-loss‘, "self-lessness" and even
"God-lessness" (TD Ill, 301). By that means, he gives the impression that the
freedom of the Son and even that of the world must imply God making "room",
cutting-in into His own freedom sacrificially. Does this view not misrepresent the
nature of divine freedom? ls the kenotic representation of the inner-Trinitarian life
not an over-interpretation?“

Heribert Muhlen, who also admits that the Cross affects God in an intimate
and annoying way, seems to have taken care of Balthasar's pitfalls (cf. 3.2.2) as
he uses the phenomenology of love instead of kenosis to explicate the paradoxical
nature of divine realities. While contending for instance that the inner natine of
God lies beyond our intellectual endeavour, he declines to see the generation of
the Son as a kenotic act. Rather he sees the missio, the sending of the Son as
having a kenotic significance for the whole "We-community" of the Trinity". the
Cross could be seen as having occurred in the spirit of the "beirig-for-us" of the
Father and the Son, in their relation to us, but not in their relation to themselves.
In this way, neither negativity, nor division is read into the being of God. Without
overlooking their distinction the Persons are primarily seen in their personal, re-
lational "We". While Muhlen avoids a spatial-conception of kenosis, he could
therefore speak of an unimaginable immediacy and directness of the presence of
the Father in the Son. The use of relational terms is an advantage, because it re-
moves the burden of having to talk spatially about the "intra" and the "extra" of
the Trinity. Mt'ihlen's contribution, however, gives the impression that he wants to
replace ontology with personalism. We are however of the opinion that for per-
sonalism to be an adequate hermeneutical method for the conception of the bibli-
cal God, it must develop its own ontology. So that, what should be replaced is not
ontology as such, but "substance-ontology", in favour of a personal and relational
ontology.

Arguing in a similar line, the Black theologian Major Jones (8.3.3.), who con-
ceives God essentially in His relations, contends that God on account of His rela-
tional nature is both passible and impassible: God is impassible and immutable, if
by that we mean that God is not subject to any extemal determination; He is how-

16 We must agree with Jiirgen Werbiclt that it suffices for a theology of the Trinity to note
that God is that love that overflows. It is not necessary to say more than that, because any
"more" might in the end prove to be fatally too "little". Cf Jurgeri Werbick, Das Leiden
Gottes in sich. An sich selbst?
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ever mutable and passible, in as much as He has the freedom to subject Himself
to change and sufiering in response to the demand of His personal and relational
nature. Forfeiting a rigorous philosophical argument, and yet making the problem
of theodicy his starting point, as is common in Black theology, Jones summarises
the paradox of the faith of the oppressed people, as he says, God must be power-
ful, but He must have the experience of weakness, God remained God, but He did
change by becoming man. On account of the personal unity between the Father
and the Son, the Christ-event did have "relational effects on God HimselF'.17 The
responsive relationship of the Trinitarian Persons among themselves cannot be
attributed to external agents, their responsiveness is always initiated by them-
selves. Jones emphasises the role of the Holy Spirit, who assures the presence
and immediacy of God to the world. As the union of the Father and the Son, the
Holy Spirit guarantees the abiding, personal and relational presence of God. In
this way, Jones escapes the danger of the univocal model, of imply a tautological
identity between God and the world. He describes the indwelling of the Spirit in
the world as "the deeps of God confronting the deeps of human subjectivity".
Like Muhlen, Jones does not seem to go far enough; his insight remains basically
phenomenological; the relational significance of God's relation to the world, we
believe, could be deepened, if it is conceived as an ontological reality.

10.1.4.4 Lessonsfrom the Contemporary Trinitarian Theologies ofDivine
Suflerlng

It is clear from the above, that neither the equivocal nor the univocal model
can properly conceive the paradox of divine nature. For, while the fonner con-
jures up an extreme difference between God and the world, so that there is no
basis for assuming that what happens in the world affects God, the latter mixes up
the realities of the two, so that God becomes hopelessly entangled in the world.
The two models err gravely in misrepresenting divine freedom. It is self-evident
that the univocal or the Hegelian approach compromises divine freedom. The
same is ironically true of the equivocal model. It is true that the main concem of
the proponents of the equivocation model is to defend God's ultimate transcen-
dence and freedom. They intend to achieve this by perceiving a discontinuity, not
only between God and the world, but also between the immanent and the eco-
nomic Trinity. The irony is that by denying that God could be susceptibility to
and affected by the events of the world, they limit His freedom and possibilities,
which their approach sets out to secure. The divine freedom conceived solely as
the invulnerability of God to every extemal reality is incomplete. For although it
could be conceived primarily in terms of God's liberty from extemal constraint it

17 Major Jones, The Color ofGod, p. 77.
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must also imply freedom in the sense of being free to perform such apparently
"extra-ordinary" things, like allowing the Cross to affect Him intimately. This is
the aspect of freedom which the equivocation model does not envisage for God.

It is clear from the above, that the analogical method provides a better ap-
proach to the paradox of divine nature and freedom. This depends however on
how the analogy is represented. The attempt to use primordial kenosis to expli-
cate this paradox is, as we saw above, problematic, especially since it again tends
to limit divine freedom by employing spatial categories of thought. Any attempt
to situate the precondition of earthly realities in God must eschew positing an in-
finite difference between the Father and the Son. It definitely sufices if God is
understood as that love that overflows in order to see in Him the basis for His
suffering in His Son Jesus Christ. Kenosis is of course an expression of divine
love in His economy, but it is by no means its own precondition. Just as the event
of the resurrection-exaltation demonstrates, that the kenosis is not the last of
God's acts, we must equally assume that it is not the first act in the inner-
Trinitarian relationship. The first act is love, which, of its nature, entails kenosis
and suffering. Our God is a God of relationship, and for that reason, a God who
imposes limitation on Himself, a God who condescends in the history of His love,
and takes upon Himself the risks of entering into a relationship with His tmequal
and unreliable human partners.

Accordingly, the mystery of the caritas dzfliuiva sui, of the overflowing nature
of divine love, cannot be adequately described in terms of divine self-sacrifice.
Thus, in conceiving the mystery of divine love, in which the paradox of divine
passibility and impassibility should be presupposed, we are better advised not to
conceive a self-sacrifice in God, but an unlimited creative power, which puts be-
ing into existence, including the Trinitarian beings, who are veritably constituted
in their relations- If we must use kenosis, because of its conceptual advantages, as
discussed earlier, it must be divulged of its spatial connotations, and be inter-
preted in personalistic terms, as a self-fulfilling, self-constituting self-giving.

In order to give the analogical model a proper perspective (?), its basis must
therefore be sought beyond the kenotic motif. It must be understood as a reality
corresponding to the mystery of love. The fact of love presupposes a necessary
distinction and unity between the lovers, in such a way that, without being infi-
nitely distant from each other partners in love are convinced of their single iden-
tity, which grows and is confurned the more they are united in love. Phenome-
nologically, love makes the lovers freer, while they are still united with each
other. However, in conceiving the ultimate reality, we cannot remain at the level
of the phenomenology of love. Our reflection must go beyond that to encompass
the ontology of a personal relation. For if the God-talk, especially the talk about
the paradox of divine nature should get any further, it must, in our opinion, be
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supported by a relational ontology. The phenomenology of love must necessarily
presuppose a relational ontology. This is the limitation of Mtlhlen and Jones.

In what follows, therefore, we would want to consider love as the regulative
metaphor, which must be used in exploring the possibility of a relational ontol-
ogy. Love not only provides the best analogy for the God-world relationship, but
also the basis on which all other attributes of God can be measured.

10.2 Inferences:

10.2 1 Divine Attributes and the Problem ofReligious Language
10.2.1.1 Love as the Regulative Metaphorfor God-talk

St. John's statement that "God is love" (I John 4:8) is commonly taken to be
self-evident, definitely because love is believed to be a noble attribute. It is easily
forgotten, however, that love essentially entails pain, something most people
would find difiicult to attribute to the all-powerful God. Thus, no matter how ex-
cellent love is conceived, whether as something descriptive of divine action or
being, it cannot be stripped of the negative experience that accompanies it. Suffer-
ing is an inevitable possibility in a true love, especially in the type that is attribut-
able to God. Paradoxically, this negative aspect of love does not make it inferior;
it rather perfects it.

More than anything else, this fact tmderlines the anthropomorphic nature of
divine attribution. The human language can hardly get beyond the scope of human
imagination and experience. This again makes our God-language essentially
metaphoric. Thus, the qualification of divine nature and action with the human
category is not only anthropomorphic, but also metaphoric. In predicating love to
God, therefore, we are doing nothing other than attributing the best human
"experience or conception of love" to Him. Love is an ideal human experience,
which we readily use for the description of the highest grade of relationship. The
predication of love to God is therefore a metaphoric statement made in the light
of our human experience. As such, it cannot be claimed that it offers an exhaus-
tive description of the divine being. For, although we have enough evidence, from
the revelation of God in Jesus Christ - to see him is to have seen the Father (John
14: 19 f.) - to assume that the idea of love significantly and essentially portrays
His inner nature, we cannot by that means say that we have an exact idea of how
His love operates.

In this connection, we can thus agree with Jurgen Werbick that the predication
"God is love" does not transmit an absolutely closed knowledge of God. It rather
raises new questions about how God is, that He should be love, and how love
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should be understood when it is attributed to God: Is love as conceived of God
constitutive of His being or is it a mere attribute? Be that as it may, the predica-
tion "God is love" merely gives direction to our questions about God, but it is
surely an indication that God must be approached analogically through the meta-
phor of love.13

Since we must seek to understand God's love from the perspective of our own
experience or conception of love, we must proceed from the analysis of human
love. Of its nature, the best human experience of love always entails a provision
for passibility; a true lover is naturally ready to sufl'er with his partner, when the
need arises. If love is attributed to God out of the human experience, it would be
difficult to deny God's ability or readiness to sufl'er with his beloved ones. This
again underlies the fact, that the predication of "love” to God must have a meta-
phorical import.

Moreover, if we believe that Jesus Christ is the adequate revelation of God, it
would be difficult to deny that God suffered in him. That the activities of the Son
affect the father personally is sufificiently testified to at all places in the Bible,
where the real and personal unity between God and His Son Jesus Christ is indi-
cated.

All in all, whether in its ontological or mere attributive significarice, the predi-
cation of ”love" to God is the conceptualisadon of the mode of His encounter
with human beings, which, though positive, does not exclude pain. Love is a
regulative metaphor, in a sense, a conceptual predicate, with which we qualify
God's experience with His people in history. It expresses itself in various way; it
can be abstract. The Bible accordingly seeks to explain it further with such other
metaphors as shepherd, father etc. The experiences of shepherds and fathers can-
not exclude passibility. Therefore, in order to understand God as "love", we need
to interpret the Johamiine statement with the aid of metaphors in the Bible, which
signify peculiar experience. For, as has become evident in the last thirty years,
there is an intrinsic relationship between concepts and metaphors: "metaphors
need conceptual interpretation while concepts need metaphorical richness". 19

Excursus: What does a metaphor actually signify?
Since the last century, the Aristotelian understanding of metaphor as a rhetorical
appliance meant only for the genius has given way to its comprehension as a ba-
sic vehicle for thoughts. Metaphor is basically understood today as a familiar
word, concept or phrase used in describing an unfamiliar reality having some re-

I8 Cf. J. Werbick, Bilder stud Wege. Eine Gotteslehre, p. I16.

'9 S. McFague, Metaphor, p. 360. According to McFague, this development is obvious in
the writings of Paul Ricoeur, Langdoii Gilkey, Gordon Kaufinann, and David Tracy.
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semblance with the known. It has become popular in this sense, not only in po-
etry, but also in atomic physics. This is largely because of its ap ropriateness in
representing the processes which creative thoughts follow from the known to the
tmknown. It is perhaps becoming more important in Christian theology than in
any other academic discipline, for the sim le reason, that theological language is
essentially metaphorical: it seeks to uncferstand the l.1I1lG10WI'l reality of God
through the known human categories, symbols, images and analogies.
It is also dawning on theologians that the biblical image of God builds fundamen-
tally on metaphors. One only needs to think about the predication of Father, Son,
Holy Spirit, shepherd, lion, rock, judge, king etc. to God in order to perceive the
power of metap ors in our conception of_God. From this biblical perspective, it is
evident that not only the anmrogomorfihic metaphors, but also metaphoncal lan-
guage, is indisfiensable for our od-ta It is noteworthy, as McFague observes,
that although e significance of metaphor has been very often less ClTlKl'l8SlSCd in
ttlfie p2:S;,] "the gireat tf.l'l6B()i(;fi3I1Sdf'1_£_QlIP gggen lg1‘fOvt:,nghtAUg\lSllfl6 to T omas, {lau-
*er, vman upo an iic ave o ian monewayorano er
have acknowledged both the inadequacy of all language about God and the need
for metaphorical language to express our relationship to God".2°
Significant about divine metaphors is that they ‘give insight into the nature of God,
without "de-fining" Him. They associate the amiliar with the unfamiliar reality
analogcally, without claiming that they are perfect copies of the reality to be de-
scribed. Those who use metaphors must always recognise the similarity and dif-
ference between the known and tuiknown realities an hold them in constant ten-
sion. In theological language, they need to be vigilant about maintaining this ten-
sion which is charactenstic of metaphors, less metaphors tum into "idols and lit-
eralism".21 For a metaphor to retain its value, this tension must be held in such a
way that the two extremes which lead to idolatry can be avoidedzzz First, the
danger of failing to perceive a relationship between God and the divine metaphors
must be avoided. For, although metaphors do not claim to construe a tautological
identity between the known and unknown reality (God), the God-metaphors al-
ways say something about the essential reality of God Himself. Secondly, the
tendency of assuming a literal equivalence between God and the metaphors must
also be avoided, because an element of discontinuity always exists between the
God-metaphors and God Himself. Not to recognise that would amoimt to reduc-
ing God to human imperfection.
There is a sense in which meta hor, understood as such, appears to represent the
paradox of the predication of di)vine reality yet better than an analogy. More than
any analogous interpretation, metaphorical anguage tends to draw upon the his-
torical experience of the user,23 (cf. Jesus’ "Whoever has seen me has seen the
Father." Jn 14:19 f.). For that reason, metaphors work on vanous levels: on the
levels of cognition, emotion and will.24 And apart from allowing the ultimate

2° Ibid.
21 lbid.
22 Cf T. Fretheim, The Sufiering ofGod, pp. 7-8.

23 J. Werbick, Prolegomena, p. 3.

24 T. Fretheim, The Sufiering ofGod, p. 9.
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reality to remain incomprehensible, since they do not attempt to describe the
content of the other, metaphors have the advantage of descn ing a reality from
different perspectives: from the symbolic (God is a "rock"), relational (God is
shepherd, father and S021 conceptual (God is the truth, life, way etc.), and be-
havioural (God is merc' ) perspectives. As a corollary, a God-metaphor does
not purport to represent more than a perspective of God as the ultimate reality.
Thus in line with their historical comiotatioiis, metaphors are best at representing
the relativity of our perspectives and the limitations of religious language. To say
that is to imply that there can be no historical, cultural or conceptual to the
list of appropriate God-metaphors. This implies again, that the 3C?l.l.lSlll0l1 of a
new God-metaphor does not necessarily lead to the displacement o the Previous
meta hors. Hence, recognising the metaphorical import of our God- anguage
could) help make us less rigid about the acqfuisition of new metaphors- For as
Fretheim rightly argues, "One of the dangers or the people of God in any age is
that they will be content with a rather liimted fund of metaphors", we should eep
on "evaluating our operative meta‘p1hors" so as to subtract or add to our list of
G03-fg56l3phOfS in accordance wi the requirements of om’ changing views of
Go .

10.2.1.2 Divine Passibility and Impassibility as Metaphorical Attributes
On account of the points made above about the theological significance of

metaphorical language, we believe that the axioms of divine impassibility and
passibility could be better appraised in terms of their metaphorical import. To
begin with, the tension which is part of metaphors, could help in conceiving the
paradoxical relationship of the two attributes. For, as we believe, the point is not
to replace one axiom with the other - our study reveals abundant evidence for the
authenticity of both axioms - but to show the abiding significance of these axioms
for our God-talk, and how they can be fruitfully employed. One basic fact is that,
since we cannot know the exact nature of God exhaustively except as He is re-
vealed in Jesus Christ, He remains a mystery whose profundity is not fatliomable
for human intelligibility: our God-talk will remain essentially metaphorical. This
applies to all theological conclusions, whether they are arrived at conceptually
through negative theology or experientially through an encounter with the divine
reality. That we cannot know what God is in Himself, is one of the basic and evi-
dent truths of a negative theology. But when negative theology goes further in
view of this fact to "define" what God is not, it is making a claim that lies beyond
our human cognitive capacity. The avoidance of these extreme views which
Thomas Aquinas tries to take care of in his analogous explication of divine na-
ture, seems to us better expressible in a metaphorical language. A metaphorical
language forfeits exact definitions; this, according to Werbick, makes it say more
about the unknown reality than defmed concepts. Again, by virtue of its nature to

1

25 Cf ibid., pp. 8-9.
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conserve tensions and make pictorial presentations of reality, a metaphor can
represent a reality more authentically than an analogy and express the vital points
much more reservedly than concepts.26

The recognition of the religious language as a metaphorical language can help
in regulating the interpretation of the biblical anthropomorphic metaphors. When
Philo's allegorical method, which aims at distinguishing the literal from the non-
literal, is used for instance, "negative" God-metaphors end up, as we tried to
show in the first chapter, in misrepresenting the basic language of the Bible. In
fact, if the anthropomorphic metaphors cannot be interpreted in terms of their
own value, one can only wonder with T. E. Pollard whether we are not merely
left with the impossible altemative: "either to re-write the Scriptures or treat them
as a collection of books embodying primitive anthropomorphic conceptions of
God".27 It must be noted however that a God-metaphor, though an "expression
of the inadequacy of human talk about God", is also an "expression of the liveli-
ness of faith in a personal God".23

Therefore, the question arises how we can differentiate worthy from unworthy
God-metaphors. It is evident that the philosophical via negativa and positiva,
which express the divine reality with the contradictions and the superlatives of
the human realities, respectively, cannot exhaust the nature of the incomprehen-
sible God. By becoming human in Jesus Christ, God allows Himself to be de-
scribed iii htnnan metaphors. Every anthropomorphic metaphor can then become
an authentic God-metaphor, provided that it says something about the reality of
God as is revealed in the history of salvation. There is no doubt that the biblical
anthropomorphic metaphors - like the repentance, wrath, sadness of God, which
conjure up an image of a contingent God - say something about the reality of
God, even when they cannot be taken literally. These metaphors, which suggest
the suffering of God, might not correspond to God's exact nature; they are none-
theless pointers to the divine reality, which must be allowed to remain a mystery.
They are not antithetical to His nature; only sin, as Balthasar rightly observes, is
contradictory to God.

If we agree that the anthropomorphic metaphors suggesting divine passibility in
the Bible points to the very reality of God, and that Jesus Christ reveals God ab-
solutely, the possibility of divine suffering must be taken for granted. Our ques-
tion is therefore not whether God suffers, but how He suffers. Answering this
within the scope of a metaphorical language, we can only affirm with Walter

26 J. Werbick, Prolegomena, p. 30.

27 T. E. Pollard, The Impassibility ofGod, p. 360.

23 W. Post, Anthropomorphismus, p. 189.
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Kasper that if God suffers, He sufl'ers in a divine way; this means that His stiffer-
ing is an expression of His freedom; for He is not just touched by sufiering, He
allows suffering, in I-Iis freedom, to touch Him. He does not suffer like creatures
out of a deficiency in being, He suffers out of and in His love, which is the abun-
dance of His being.29 Thus, the point of discontinuity between God and human-
kind is not that God does not sufl'er, but that He suffers differently: Whereas hu-
man beirigs suffer out of deficiency, even when they suffer for the sake of love,
God suffers freely and solely out of and in the fullness of His love.

If God suffers differently, it means that the predication of passibility to Him is
metaphorical and analogical. Is that not also the case with every predication of
God, including impassibility? In fact, since the immutability and impassibility are
only antonyms of mutability and passibility, i.e. the negation of the htnnan experi-
ence of the latter in nature, we cannot claim that they correspond one-to-one with
the inner nature of God. For that reason they remain htmian (metaphorical) vi-
sions of God, which are no more pointers than passibility and mutability. To this
effect, we can see the axioms of impassibility and passibility as metaphorical
couples rendering a partial representation of the true nature of God.

To say this is to support the view that the axioms of immutability and mutabil-
ity, impassibility and passibility when predicated to God should be perceived in
their dialectical tension,3° that is to say, as a paradox (Ignatius), which though
having their roots in the divine nature, can only best be explicated in metaphorical
language. In our view, this tension cannot however be imderstood in a substance-
ontological fi-amework which inevitably leads to the thesis that God, who is im-
mutable in Himself is mutable in another of Himself (K. Rahner). It must be
thought in the framework of a relational ontology, aided by metaphorical lan-
guage, where it can become possible to afiirm that God really changes in Himself
by virtue of His relationality; He changes but only in His own divine way. Ifit is
true, as John Macquarrie claims, that we human beings have ‘an inherent ten-
dency to see things in a one-sided way, and perhaps we are especially prone to
this error when we try to think of God",3l we must try to overcome this tendency
using relational thought.

It is hardly imaginable that a one-dimensional visualisation of God can em-
brace the complexity of the divine nature, which, according to the biblical revela-
tion lies somewhere beyond the scope of fonnal logic. A one-dimensional henne-
neutics might be defensible from the perspective of the Hellenistic philosophy,

29 W. Kasper, Der Gott Jesus Christi‘, Mainz I982, p. 242.
30 Cf. W. Kem, Philosophische Pneumatologie, p. 87.

31 J. Macquarrie, In Search ofDeity, p. 27.
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but it fails to reflect the biblical views of a God who, for the sake of love, reveals
Himself even in the contradictions of the Cross. Neither does a rigid vision of
God have any chance of attaining some level of intelligibility for today's plural-
istic world. If the God of the Bible is not necessarily the God of the philosophers,
a difierent hermeneutics, which reveals the truth in apparent contradiction, is in-
dispensable.

10.2.2 God Suflers: A Paradigm Shift in God-talk?
Divine suffering cannot be proved. Neither can it be denied. For, even though it

could be deduced from the numerous anthropomorphic metaphors in the Bible,
and also from the phenomenology of the human love, which is presupposed in
the predication of love to God, and most importantly from the fact of the personal
unity between the Father and the Son, divine passibility is not an object of logic,
but an item offaith. The evidence is definitely overwhelming, and enough for
faith in the suffering of God, but, given the incomprehensibility of the divine na-
ture, which iiiheres in a mystery, it is too little for logical proof. The same applies
to the axiom of divine impassibility.

However, if we accept that our God-talk is essentially metaphorical, and that
any prevalent God-metaphor, borne out of people's encounter with the divine
reality in a particular age, reflects both the religious need of people32 and gives
insight into an aspect of the divine reality, then the affirmation of divine suffering
is legtimate in an age of pluralism and cultural relativity, in an age in which
flexibility and passionate responsiveness to the needs of others are more highly
prized than impersonal impassivity. If the prevalent God-metaphors always points
to the divine reality, can we, for want of solid arguments, dismiss the axiom of
divine passibility as an absurdity, when, as we know, there is both implicit and
explicit recognition of it in the mainstream of contemporary theology? The fre-
quent and almost global reference to the axiom of divine passibility in contempo-
rary theologies, even when it is not always presented with perfect and fruitful ar-
guments, seems to signal a shift in our modus of theological conceptualisation of
God. This is the major message that the third part of this study centring on the
Third World liberation theologies tries to deliver.

The appropriateness of the arguments for divine suffering might rightly be dis-
puted, but it is impossible to overlook the fact that it is a finidamental presup-
position in a majority of theological reflections today, just as the axiom of divine
impassibility was a basic assumption at the background of all the theologies of
the early church. It is in view of this fact that contemporary theologians talk of a

32 D. A. Pailin, The Anthropological Character of Theology, pp. I40-I62.
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"revolution",33 a "metaphoric shift",34 a "structural shift"35 and "rise of a new or-
thodoxy"36 in the Christian conception of God. The aflinnation of divine passi-
bility is certainly not new, as the first part of this study demonstrates.. It has how-
ever never occupied such a central position in the theological understanding as
today. In fact, from the point of view of the implications of the axiom of divine
suffering in today's pluralistic theology, it is all right to speak of a paradigm shift
in the theological orientation. As we have seen, the aflirmation of divine sufieririg
lies at the heart of all liberation theologies, and the same can be said of all the
Third World theologies. And it is certainly no exaggeration to say that the issues
of divine mutability and passibility have become the measuring-points for the de-
parture of the new theological movements from certain ancient theological doc-
trines. The divine passibility talk signals a series of paradigm shifts in the search
for theological solutions.

I0. 2. 2. I The Shififi-om "Transitive" to "Intransitive" Theodicy and An-
thropodiey

For ages, it has been an issue for theologians to reconcile the presence of evil
in the world, especially the suffering of the innocents, with the Christian belief in
a good God. The usual attempt has been to justify God, to explain why God can
still be good in spite of evil and suffering. From 1710, when Leibniz articulated
this art of justifying God as theodicy, until today, the justification of God has al-
ways remained an intractable problem. Leibniz’ significant solution to this prob-
lem was a "cosmodicy", as he declared that this world full of evil is "the best pos-
sible world". As he gave this solution, little did he suspect the I755 earthquake,
which not only destroyed a great part of Lisbon but also the whole structure of his
cosmological solution to the problem of theodicy. The little that remained of his
attempt and some other theistic solutions was reduced to insigriificance in the pe-
riod of the Enlightenment. In the emergent atheistic world-view, the question of
how to justify God was giving way to that of how to vindicate humankind
(anthropodicy).37

If the appeal made for anthropodicy then seemed like ridiculing theodicy, it
soon became clear in the face of the atrocities human beings committed against

33 J. Moltmann, The Crucified God, p. 204.
34 T. Fretheim, The Suflertng ofGod, p. I3 f

35 D. D. Williams, What Present-day Theologians Are Thinlring, p. I38.
36 Cf. R Goetz, The Suffering God. The Rise ofNew Orthodoxy, pp. 385-389.

37 The shift from theodicy to anthropodicy am.-. earlier than this. cc J. L Crcnslraw, The
Shift from Theodicy to Anthropodicy, pp. I-I6.
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their fellows in Auschwitz and Hiroshima that putting man in the dock before di-
recting further questions to God is a serious theological insight. Developments in
the field of social sciences, especially in psychology and sociology, have since
then tended towards evolving series of defence mechanisms to justify htnnan cul-
pability by blaming the parents or society for the individual guilt. Despite such
attempts by the social scientists to pass a verdict of "not guilty" on humanity, hu-
man culpability for evil in the world is all too evident. The awareness of the gross
human culpability for evil and suffering in the world was so shocking that the-
ologies after the World War II and Holocaust no longer stop at acquitting God,
but go further to declare Him a victim of the human atrocities.33 God Himself
suffers with the victims. He does not atone for the sins of the world from a dis-
tance, He is there Himself suffering the plight of His people, who could be cul-
prits and victims at the same time. To a great number of theologians the only ac-
ceptable answer to the problem of evil is the assurance that God suffers with the
victims.

It is doubtful whether divine suffering can satisfactorily answer the problem of
theodicy. For one thing, the question remains why God should suffer, if He has
the omnipotence to overcome suffering. If God can do nothing to alleviate or stop
suffering other than to suffer in sym-pathy, then He has not done a whole lot. If in
His suffering, God can do no more than give a psychological assurance to the co-
sufferers, the question of evil has not been answered, but merely moved to a dif-
ferent plane. Thus, divine suffering cannot offer a decisive solution to the di-
lemma of theodicy. Yet, in a way, it contributes immensely toward a solution of
the problem of evil and suffering. For if God is said to suffer only in so far as He
freely gives Himself kenotically in the act of love, the affirmation of His suffering
could be seen as an indirect appeal to humanity to emulate God's kenotic in-
volvement in the campaign against suffering. Definitely, the only suffering that
can be attributed to God, even metaphorically, is the suffering that ensues from
the fight against suffering (liberation theology). God's suffering is an appeal to
human beings to fight evil through a kenotic life-style (cf. MacGregor). The at-
tempt to pass a verdict of "not guilty" on God (theodicy) is as inadequate as the
effort to acquit humankind of the responsibility for evil on the ground of the hu-
man frailty (anthropodicy).

To say that God suffers kenotically, that is to say, not in tenns of self-
withdrawal, but in terms of His commitment to liberate humankind, irrespective
of disappointment, is to call on human beings to exercise restraint in their deal-
ings with one another; it is a call to the oppressors to check their actions because

38 Today God is believed to suffer with human beings when they suffer injustice; Like during
the eradication of the American Indians, the Australian Aborigines, slavery etc.
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God Himself is "hanging on the gallows"; it is a call on the oppressed not to give
up because God Himself is spearheading the campaign to establish justice and the
reign of truth as He is believed to be personally present in the battle-field of the
human predicament. In this way, the job of justification becomes personalised,
intransitive, i.e. no longer transitive: God justifies Himself in His kenotic sufi'ering
(graphically in the person of Jesus Christ), and humankind justifies itself as it tries
to effect mutual self-givirig (human kenosis). This might not mean the end of evil,
but the beginning of the victory over suffering If, in the light of the axiom of di-
vine passibility, both theodicy and anthropodicy have become "intransitive" pro-
jects of "self-justification", we might not be wrong to maintain that the adoption
of the axiom of divine suffering brings a functional, though not logical, solution to
the problem of evil.

10.2.2.2 The Shififrom Substance-ontology to Relational Thought-pattern
The affirmation of divine suffering has apparently ushered in a new formulafion

of the God-question. The characteristic God-question in today's theology is best
articulated in E. Wiesel's book, Night, especially in the story of a youth hung by
the German SS in Auschwitz. As the youth died slowly in struggle and under the
pangs of death, a question came from a bystander. "Where is God?".39 This ques-
tion summarises the whole of the human God-question in our time. Where is God
when such atrocities against humanity occur? The popularity of this question in
contemporary theologies, especially the theologies of the oppressed, is enormous.
More than any other question, it marks the direction of today's God-talk. The
major question is no longer "Who is God?", but "Where is God?"4° This means
that the issues of God's presence (Where is God?) and God's action (What is God
doing now?) have priority over the quesuon of His nature and essence (Who is
God?) in contemporary theology.

The contrary used to be the case in the patristic and Medieval period. At that
time, philosophers and theologians were very much preoccupied with issues bor-
dering on the essentia of reality. As a result, permanence, self-subsistence and
immutability were seen mostly as constituting the perfection of a reality. This was
reflected not only in their conception of impersonal objects but also in their per-
ception of personal beings. Boethius's definition of persona as the "ratr'onalis
naturae i'ndi'vidua substantia", the indivisible substance of a rational nature, tes-
tifies abundantly to the truth of this fact. It is evident that for Boetliius being a

39 cf. w. Wiesel, Night, p. 75f.
40 Cf. C. Duquoc, "Who is God?" becomes "Where is God?" pp, 1-I0; M, Denekeii, God at

the Heart of Hell, pp. 53-63.
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person consists primarily in the indivisibility of the personal being (individuum) in
the subsistence of the substance. Here, the significance of the relation for the per-
son is not existent. Following this definition, Thomas also conceives personhood
as consisting of self-retinn to oneself (subsistence).41 Perfection consists accord-
ingly in the immutability and impassibility of a reality. Today, in contrast, being a
person amounts to being in relation, i.e. going out of oneself - Ek-slstenz
(Heidegger). Accordingly, praesentia is more a priority in the evaluation of a
human person than essentia, and the perfection of a reality tends to be measured
more in temis of its relatedness, interconnection, and dynamism, than in temis of
permanence and inunutability. The movement away from the axiom of divine im-
passibility to divine passibility therefore mainly reflects a shift in the understand-
ing of person from "being-iri-itself“ to "being-for-others".

The widespread aflimiation of divine suffering thus seems to mirror an actual
concem in our time to measure reality and perfection in tenns of relationality
rather than substance; it reflects the desire to disassociate power from tyranny
and "non-affectability" of a being. The tendency is to define power and being in
terms of love or relatedness to others. It should not be surprising therefore if the
popularity of democratic aspirations42 and high esteem for community in contem-
porary society reflect this shift to relational approach. Does the disdain for king-
ship and feudal systems prevalent today not also confirm this change in the con-
ception of reality? Be that as it may, these are equally signs of the shift from sub-
stance-model to relational-model of thinking. The fact that this shift is contempo-
raneous with the renewed affirmation of divine suffering today is food for
thought. Despite the differences in approach however, between the equivocal,
univocal and analogical models, all the theologies of divine suffering share the
cormnon conviction, that the Hellenistic philosophy, with its strong leaning on an
ontology of substance and essence, lacks the potential for conceiving the histori-
cal, emotional and dynamic realities of God's economy of salvation. The rela-
tional model of thought is therefore considered more appropriate for interpreting
revelation than substance-ontological thought-pattem.

This common spirit (Geist) of the time has greatly influenced both the idea of
perfection and the God-question, and occasioned the aforementioned shift. Cer-
tainly, if one thinks in terms of a personal relationship, it is more likely that mu-
tability, flexibility and passionate concern would be considered more perfect than
an impassive, immutable stance towards a suffering neighbour. Applied to God,
the situation is the same, at least metaphorically. Hence the truth of the contention

41 Th. Aquinas, Summa theologiae. Iq. 14 a.2 ad I. On this, see also J. B. Lotz, Person und
Ontologie, pp. 341.

42 Cf. R Goetz, The Suffering God, p. 387
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of David A. Pailiri: "1f.-.the perfection of the divine is considered to be more akin
to that of a person than to that of an abstract ideal or an impersonal object, it is
far from obvious that God, as perfect, must be thought to be impassihle."43 Ac-
cordingly, the predication of passibility to God could be seen as an affirmation of
the perfection of a personal God in relation. Hence the implicit attempt in most
contributions to reinterpret the classical divine attributes in tenns of love and per-
sonal thought, so as to scrape ofl' their substance-ontological scales.

This shift is equally visible in the history of the interpretation of the kenotic
motif. As we observed in the third chapter ofC this study, the major problem that
the kenotic motif repeatedly encoimtered in the history of theology is the ten-
dency to conceive and represent it within substance-ontological categories. The
rediscovery of its theological relevance for God-talk in the nineteenth centiny
corresponds exactly with the attempt to explicate it in personal and relational
terms. The kenoticists whose thoughts were flourishing at this time were mostly
those who attempted to subdue the substance-ontological thinking and promote
the relational interpretation of kenosis. They were however not very successful,
because, although they were theoretically poised to consider kenosis in personal-
istic temis, they were in reality tinkering with personalistic categories within a
substance-ontological thought-pattem. This seemed like putting new wine in old
wineskin. Even in the twentieth century, when it became common to express the
kenotic motif in Trinitarian thinking and personalistic categories, the tendency to
express kenosis in spatial temis still prevailed. That notwithstanding, the shift
from the pure Hellenistic substarice-ontology is as obvious as the fact that divine
suffering cannot be properly considered in solely substance-ontological terms.

Apart from the contemporary inclination towards the concept of perfection in
relational terms, there are several theological reasons why the moderation of the
prevalent substance-ontology in theology has become inevitable. With increasing
efforts in contemporary theology to fashion our God-talk and God-question in line
with the biblical notion of God came the awareness that the biblical view of God
is essentially historical, personal and dynamic. This in tum reveals God as a be-
ing, who is essentially love (1 Jn 4:16). Understanding God as love leads us of
course to reflect upon God's suffering love; it also makes us see that a substance-
ontological thought-pattem is not all that relevant. Evidently, therefore, the reality
of God's historical, personal and dynamic relationship with the world, as revealed
in the Bible, seems better expressed in relatioriaL and anthropomorphic meta-
phors than iri substance-ontological categories.

43 D. A Pailiri, The Anthropological Character ofTheology, p. 46.
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I0.2.3 Relational Ontology as a Theological Desideratum
Although, the departure from the substance-ontological orientation in God-talk

is as evident as the desire to replace it with relational thinking, there is no clear
alternative to the ontology of substance yet. It is of course one thing to realise the
inadequacy of a substance thought-pattem in extracting the biblical message that
is cast in historical setting and rendering it intelligible to today's pluralistic theo-
logical audience, but quite another to provide an altemative or supplementary
philosophical rostrum on which further theological reflections can thrive. Thus,
while the departure is evident in all the theologies of divine suffering, the pro-
spective directions of the different models are not always clear.

The liberation theologians, for instance, tend to equate the rejection of sub-
stance and static thinking with a denial of the relevance of metaphysics. The dan-
ger of substituting metaphysics and ontology with historical and social analysis is
evident. Similarly, there are personalistic approaches (Miihlen) which come close
to recognising relation as the constitutive meaning of reality and yet stop short at
acknowledging its ontological significance. In some others, however, substance-
ontological ideas are coated with personalistic and historical categories to pro-
duce an admixture of spatial and personalistic conceptions of reality which lack
serious philosophical backing (Moltmann and some kenoticists). Only in a few
attempts (Balthasar), does one get the impression that metaphysics retains its
relevance, despite the attempt to moderate the substance-ontological thinking. But
even here, the movement towards the development of a relational or Trinitarian
ontology is merely initiated but not consummated.

The question arises, however, whether there can be a theology without a philo-
sophical foundation. Can the metaphor of love be fiuitfully predicated of God if it
has no ontological presupposition? Can relational thinking be an altemative to
substance-ontological thinking, or at least supplement it, if it remains a mere phe-
nomenologcal reality? We are of the opinion that no theology can forfeit philoso-
phy, neither can any conception of God be consequential if it lacks an ontological
foimdation. One could say that the locomotive of theological understanding runs
on two railst both on the track of religious experience and on the route of philo-
sophical reflection. If any of these tracks is displaced the theological coach is
bound to derail and crash sooner or later.

Not even the biblical notion of God, with all its historical features is without
metaphysics. The personal notion of God in the Bible is definitely not conceiv-
able in substance-ontological tenns, as the apparent gap between the biblical and
philosophical language suggests. Yet, it would be wrong to suppose that the rela-
tional image of God expressed within it lacks a metaphysical foundation. To be
precise, there must be a relational ontology, an ontology of love, on which the
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reality of divine dynamism, mutability and passibility are based, and with which
the paradoxical tension of the divine attributes could be explicated. One of the
things which the issue of divine suffering calls to our attention is the need for and
urgency of a relational ontology for theological uriderstanding. It is, strictly
speaking, a theological desideratum.

Accordingly, there have been proposals for the development of a relational
ontology as implied in the biblical message. This takes the form of a request for
the recognition of the relational constitution of being for the ultimate explication
of personal realities in the doctrine of the Trinity,44 Christology“ and sacramen-
tal theology. In sacramental theology, the discussion centres on the issue of the
real presence of Christ in the Eucharist“ hi all, the attempt to see relation in

44 Cf. K Hemmerle, Thesen zu einer trinitarischen Ontologie. I-lemmerle proposes the
adoption of a Trinitarian ontology in all theological imderstanding. Trinitarian ontology,
he contends, underlies the modus of God's self-g'ving to humankind in Jesus Christ, and
the human self-giving to his fellows as a believer. In this case, it is neither a logical ab-
straction, nor an ontology gained from conventional philosophy, but an ontology that de-
veloped out of the Christian message. As such, it provides more for the emergence of
what is specific to than any other type ofphilosophy (10-35). Hernmerle sees
Bonaventure's and Augustine's attempts to conceive love as the ontological kemel of the
mysteries ofChristianity and the dogmatic conception ofrelatio siibsilsteris and Trinitarian
perichoresis for the Persons as basic thnists in the right direction, though they stop short
ofmaking love the starting point for their own reflection (36). Love as selflgiving nnrst be
seen as the "rhythm of being“ and "giving", the centre out of which the whole reality
should be perceived (38-3(9). What is new about this ontology, he argues, is that it is de-
rived from God's own selflgiving in Jesus Christ (55). Apart fiom suggesting that God's
relation to the world is already implied in his inner-Trinitarian mutual self-giving, formulat-
ing ontology relationally would also explain how contingency and contradictions were
taken into the kenosis of the Son (56-58). Hemmerle, inilike Balthasar, is however carefirl
not to conceive the generation of the Son as kenosis Rather, the missio is the very keno-
tic act (58). This point would be best appreciated, if one bears in mind that Hemmerle
wrote this book as a birthday present to Balthasar (7).

45 D. Wiederkehr, Entwurf einer systematische Christologie, pp. 4'/1-645, esp. p. 491 £
Wiederkehr sees relational Christology as one of the theological desiderata, which ac-
coimts for the apparent gap between the New Testament and traditional wstematic
Christologies.

46 The departure from substance ontology has been definitive and the call for the develop-
ment of a relational ontology distinct in this century, especially as theologians show pret-
erence for "transignification" over "tiansubstantiation" in interpreting the real presence of
Christ in the Eucharist. Accordingly, a personal ontology is considered most appropriate
for the explication of Christ's personal presence. Cf P Schoonenberg, Invieweit is die Le-
hre von der Transsubstantiation historisch bestimmi? pp. 305-311 and J. Ratzinger, Das
Problem der Transsubstantiation und die Frage nach dem Sinn der Eucharistic, pp, 129.
158. Though Ratzinger does not use the term transsignification, he implies it, especially as
lie emphasises personal ontology. With reference to Heidegger's philosophy, B. Welte also
makes a precise appeal for the use of a relational ontology in the theology of the Eunha.
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contrast to its Hellenistic (Aristotelian) interpretation, as a perfection and consti-
tuting element of being is evident.

Relation, according to Aristotle, is a category of the accidents, which, by being
neither the substance nor belonging to the transcendentals, is not constitutive of
being. For him, relation is nothing other than "the accidental alteration of a sub-
stance".47 Thomas Aquinas resists the application of this categorial relation of
nature (objects) to God, since this would entail potency or alteration
(imperfection) in God who is pure act. He rather conceives a pure subsistent and
constitutive inter-relation for the persons of the Trinity. The persons are consti-
tuted in their relations, though with the full possession of their distinctions. The
question arises however whether the same relatio subsistens could be conceived
of the God-world relationship. To this, Thomas‘ answer is no. For although crea-
tures are related to God realiter, there is no realis relatio, but only relatio secun-
dam rationem between God and the creatures.43

Contemporary theologians reject the Aristotelian and Thomistic views. For
William Hill, for instance, the relationality of creatures (relationship to God) must
be "real in a mutual sense" since creatures are images of God and were created to
be capable of "dialogic", inter-subjective, and inter-personal relationship. God
enters into real relationship with human beings and allows Himself to be
"determined" by the activities of His "dialogic" partners. To that effect, human
beings are as constituted in their relations as the unereated persons are in their
Trinitarian subsistence, though analogically.49 Similarly, Schoonenberg contends
that the subsistent relation - what the Scholastics call transcendental relation - lies
at the heart of every (finite) being. This means that being is not merely self-
possession, or being-in-itself, but "being-with" and "being-for". Self-possession
and relation, in contrast to conventional Hellenistic philosophy, are not inversely
proportional to each other but both constitute being.5° Thus the main emphasis in
the campaign for relational ontology is the recognition of "being" as "being-in-
relation", and the afiirmation of the ontological significance of relation.

This understanding is certainly not new. Series of attempts have been made in
the past both in philosophical and theological circles to conceive being relation-

rist. B. Welte, Diskussionsbeitrag, pp. 184-195. See also E. Schillebeecks, Die eucharis-
tische Gegenwart. ---, Christ the Sacrament of the Encounter with God. For a general
overview see A. Gerken, Theologie der Eucharistic, especially p. 173 ff.

47 W- J. Hill, Searchfor the Absent God, p. 118.

48 Thomas Aquinas, S771. I, q. 13, a.7.

49 W. J. Hill, Searchfor the Absent God, pp. 117-119

50 P. Schoonenberg, AufGott hin denken, pp. 84-85.



ally, or relation ontologically. This could be seen as the overall goal of social on-
tology as it is being pursued in transcendental philosophy and in dialogieal per-
sonalism. Transcendental philosophy, which finds its nidimentary expression in
Husserl's transcendental phenomenology of intersubjectivity and its manifest ex-
position and modification in Heideggers fundamental ontology and Sartre's phe-
nomenological ontology of intersubjectivity, characterises its discussion on the
interhuman through its emphasis on the intentionality of the subjects. Thus the
significance of relation for existent beings are recognised, but primacy and origi-
nality is given to partners in relation, and not to relation itself. In other words,
first there were partners and then later relation, which was eflected by virtue of
the intentionality and then of the existential praxis of the partners towards them-
selves.

In contrast, dialogieal personalism lays more emphasis on the intersubjectivity,
i.e. on the event of the "between" of the subjects, than on the intentionality. This
approach to the issue of the relational constitution of being is partly moderate and
partly radical. According to the moderate approach, the constitution of the I and
the Thou as persons, as "selves" take place in relation. In effect, each of the sub-
jects is an unfulfilled reality prior to the encounter, but can only become a person
or a fulfilled "self" in the encounter. Endorsing this view the second approach,
which is best exemplified in Bubers ontology, goes yet beyond it to claim that the
partners - the I and Thou - are constituted in the "between", in the event of their
relations.“ Hence Bubefs talk is about the primacy or the "apriori" of the rela-
tion or the between.53 It is however not always clear what Buber exactly means
by the primacy of the relation. Whether he merely means that another relation
precedes every being, or that every being is ultimately made up in the event of the
very encoimter in which it finds itself is a matter of conjecture. However, one
thing is clear, and that is what matters for our purpose: For Buber, every being is
constituted by a relation. Relation precedes every individuation.

The view that relation is prior to individuation, that "being-from" precedes
"being-in-itself", and that "being-in-itself“ is realised through "being-for-the-
other", is a basic contribution of the dialogieal personalism to philosophy. Unfor-
tunately however, this conception stops short at developing into a relational on-
tology. There are two reasons, why personalism has problems with ontology and
metaphysics. Firstly, relations, events and processes with which personalism is
preoccupied in contrast to substance elude precise conceptualisation. Secondly, it
is something like a philosophical puzzle trying to establish that relation precedes
the subjects. There is yet another problem; it is like determining which one is the

51 M. Buber, I and Thou, pp. 11-34.
52 Ibid.,p. l8£
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first, the hen or the egg. It is apparently impossible to establish the truth of the
primacy of relations using philosophical categories, which as we know are mostly
substance-ontologically defined.53 But it is easy to do so in philosophical theol-
ogy, especially, if the inner-Trinitarian reality is taken note of. That means that
the claims of personalism can find their consequent and ultimate development in
the realm of a Trinitarian ontology. For if as Buber claims, all "relations meet in
the etemal Thou",54 that is in God, who, according to the doctrine of the Trinity,
constitutes Himself in a subsistent relation, the perception of the apriori of rela-
tion then becomes a theological possibility. Thus, there can be no doubt that a
combination of the ontology of "between" and Trinitarian ontology can prove
fruitful for the development of a relational ontology, with which the analogical
and metaphorical tension characteristic of the God-talk and God-world relation-
ship could best be explicated.

Relational ontology commends therefore itself significantly in the theological
understanding for at least two major reasons. In the first place, as Hemmerle
pomts out in his plea for a Trinitarian ontology, the imderstanding of being rela-
tionally is perhaps one of the major contribution theology makes to philosophy.55
Secondly, a relational ontology has a better possibility than substance-ontology,
for considering historical facts, for mediating between being and becoming, pas-
sivity and action, permanence and dynamism, transcendence and immanence,
distinction and unity, and not the least, the paradoxical inclusiveness of love and
passibility.

In view of the significant role that the concept of kenosis plays in the develop-
ment of the theology of divine sufiering, detemiining the modus of its interpreta-
tion must be a task for future theologies. For one thing, such reflections would
entail the examination of the hermeneutic usage of biblical terminologies. Above
all, it remains a puzzle, how such a highly disputed concept should be used in
qualifying the inner nature of God.

The attempt to interpret the issue of divine suffering with the kenotic motif is,
as our study has shown, predominant in contemporary theologies. It is also evi-

53 cf. M. Theunissen, The Other. For Theunissen, the apparent impossibility of thinking the
precedence of relation over subjectivity must be seen not as a problem peculiar to the
philosophy of dialogue, but as a general weakness of philosophy: "1 would rather suggest
that behind the representation of the unconditioned precedence of the between over sub-
jectivity in all its forms, a determinate truth lies concealed, though one that cannot be
reached by philosophy" (377). And as he goes on to say, "It would be philosophically as
well as theologically less problematic if one were to address this reality - the 'medium' that
links all relations with one another - as the ‘domain of God'" (383).

54 M. Buber, land Thou, p. 75.

55 K Hemmerle, Thesen zu einer trinitarischen Ontologie, p. 20 if
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dent that the theological significance of this motif shows up fully only when it is
interpreted in tenns of the doctrine of the Trinity, this means in effect, in rela-
tional terms. Since a Trinitarian interpretation is essentially relational, it attains its
validity the less spatial and substance-ontological categories are usecL and the
more the relational and personal categories are integrated.
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Can God suffer? Classical theologies generally considered an affirmative
answer to this question to be heretical. But now the affinnation of divine
suffering seems to have become ti major feature of modern theologies. This
study investigates into the reasons and the implications of such an apparent
"paradigm shift" in the conception of God. After a cross-sectional analysis
of various views on this issue and on themes such as the Cross. the Trinity,
God-world relationship, divine love, freedom and "kenosis" in the classical,
Modern Western and Third World theologies, the author arrives at two
conclusions. Firstly, that this development is induced by the current
departure from a substance-ontological to a relational thought-pattern.
Secondly, that the affirmation of divine suffering can be plausible only
within the frame-work of a Trinitarian and relational ontology.

Amuluche Gregory Nnamani was born in Ehalumona, Nsukka, Nigeria, in
1956. He first obtained his B.Phil. at the Bigard Memorial Seminary, Ikot-
Ekpene, Nigeria and later his M.Phil. and M.Theol. at the University of
Innsbruck, Austria. At the end of his post-graduate studies in pastoral
psychology in I989, he read for a doctorate degree in systematic theology at
the same University and at the University of Tiibingen, Germany, from
1990-1994. He is now working as a priest and theologian for the diocese of
Nsukka.
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