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Introduction

As I write this essay, there is ongoing war in Afghanistan, violence still in Iraq, and deaths are mounting because of swine flu. South of where I live in greater Chicago there were fifteen shootings on just one night. In a world of so much, manifest suffering what can the historic Christian faith say? John 11:35 tells us that ‘Jesus wept.’ In other words, God incarnate wept. But did only Jesus, the second Person of the triune Godhead, weep? What of his Father in heaven? In Mel Gibson’s movie Passion of the Christ when Jesus expires on the cross, a tear falls from heaven. Theologically considered, was such symbolism defensible or indefensible? As we shall see theologians divide in answering such a question. 


In exploring the question of divine suffering we shall consider first the biblical witness in its Johannine expression. Next we explore two approaches to the question of Christology and divine suffering: one of them presupposes an impassible God, the other, in some sense, a passible deity. A mediating position will then be suggested as a way forward. In the light of the discussion implications will be drawn out for construing the divine character, theodicy and dialog with Islam. In Islam of course the theme of this essay, namely the God who wept a human tear, is problematic in the extreme as we shall see.  

The Biblical Witness


Since our focus is on the God who wept a human tear the Gospel of John is the obvious starting point with its clear testimony to both the deity and humanity of Christ.
 Even some who see little explicit New Testament support for the doctrine of the incarnation view the Gospel of John as an exception. For example, the Roman Catholic scholar Raymond E. Brown argues: ‘Incarnation is truly characteristic of Johannine Christology.’
  In the remaining ninety percent of the New Testament witness, according to Brown, the accent falls elsewhere in their Christologies.
 

Right from the start, John’s Gospel presents a divine-human Christ. Take the deity. The Gospel begins in eternity as it were with the Logos asarkos (‘without flesh’): ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.’ (John 1:1). As the Prologue unfolds the reader learns that this divine Logos becomes (egeneto) flesh (sarx). By the end of the Prologue the Logos stands revealed as the unique One who has a human name, Jesus Christ (1:14-18). The real humanity of Christ is soon on view in this Gospel. At the well in Samaria, he is thirsty and tired (cf. John 4:6 and 4:7). However, it is at the tomb of Lazarus, Jesus’ friend that we find that Jesus weeps. Clearly this is no Gnostic docetic Christ who only appears to be human.
 
An Impassibility Approach: Constantinople II and Beyond

The idea of divine impassibility or the so-called apathy axiom, which argues that God, by definition, cannot suffer has had a long history in philosophical and theological discourse. According to Sextus Empiricus, the 2nd century philosopher, it was “the dogma of the philosophers that the Deity is impassible.”
  In religion it was Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 BC –c. 50AD) who argued that in the Torah where emotions like suffering are attributed to God what is being portrayed are not affects in God but effects in us.
 Marcel Sarot argues that for Philo: “we experience God’s unchanging and unfailing love now as blissful, then as suffering, and then as repentance, because of changes in us.”
  (Original emphases.) This idea of divine impassibility entered the Christian bloodstream in the second century, particularly through writers such as Clement of Alexandria.
 The “apathy axiom” became fundamental to classical theism. With regard to the history of theological discussion, E. L. Mascall maintains: ‘There are few doctrines that can claim in their support so long and consistent a witness in the tradition of Christian theology as the doctrine of the impassibility of God.’
 On this view, at the very least, one of the Godhead suffered in the flesh whilst deity remains impassible.

Constantinople II

Constantinople II was held in 553AD and was the fifth ecumenical council of the patristic period.
 Its tenth capitulum affirms: ‘If anyone does not confess that our Lord Jesus Christ who was crucified in the flesh is true God and the Lord of Glory and one of the Holy Trinity: let him be anathema.’
 Kallistos Ware sums up its stance in these terms: ‘Just as it is legitimate to say that God was born, so we are entitled to assert that God died. In each case, of course, we specify that it is God-made-man of whom this is said. God in his transcendence is subject neither to birth nor to death, but these things are indeed undergone by the Logos incarnate.’
 (Original emphasis) The question arises as to whether Constantinople II was presenting a limiting case.

One way of preserving Constantinople as describing the limiting case is to appeal to the idea of the communicatio idiomatum then suffering may be predicated of the deity of Christ without compromising the doctrine of divine impassibility.  The communicatio idiomatum is the idea that ‘whatever is true of Jesus’ humanity is also true of his deity and vice versa without mixing the qualities of the divine or human nature. For example, [ex hypothesis] if Jesus suffers and if Jesus is God, then it can be concluded that in Jesus God suffers.’
 More precisely put – when Jesus wept we can safely say the Person of the Son wept, but not his divine nature, rather he wept out of his human nature.

An Advocate of the Limiting Case: Thomas Weinandy


An outstanding contemporary advocate of the limiting case view is Thomas Weinandy, the former doctoral student of E. L. Mascall and, and now a major theologian in his own right.
 


Weinandy argues that the weighty tradition behind the idea of divine impassibility ought not to be dismissed. Yes the fathers did appropriate Greek philosophical ideas about impassibility but did so in a nuanced and careful way. However, if the whole sweep of the biblical revelation is taken seriously then the God of the Bible has emotions but not fluctuating emotional states. His displays of anger or compassion or sorrow are predicated about his unchanging nature as just and loving (e.g. sorrow as in Genesis 6:6-7). Such biblical statements are not to be taken literally. Moreover, he contends, if God is ethically immutable it is because he is first of all, ontologically immutable. Following Aquinas, he maintains that God is actus purus (‘pure act’). There is no potentiality therefore in God that allows changing emotional states. He is perfectly loving and cannot become more so. However, according to Weinandy, the fathers were right to affirm of the Son, as did Cyril of Alexandria ‘that ‘The Impassible suffers.’ Thus the Incarnation is genuinely good news and not merely illustrative of a general myth of a God that can suffer in some generic sense. He argues: ‘The suffering and death of the Son incarnate is the Father’s answer to human suffering.’ Thus ‘that God does not suffer is at the heart of the Gospel.’ Indeed he boldly claims that the project that affirms divine impassibility ‘wreaks total havoc upon the authentic Christian gospel.’ 

A Passibility Approach: Some Recent Voices


We now turn to those who believe in the passibility of God. First we shall consider a surprising voice in Eastern Orthodoxy, next a European Protestant approach and lastly in this section a Japanese perspective.

A Surprising Voice: Bishop Kallistos Ware


One surprising theological voice arguing that Constantinople II does not present the limiting case is Bishop Kallistos Ware. ‘Surprising’ because he writes as an Orthodox bishop for whom Tradition (the capital is deliberate) is paramount. In fact he describes his church as the ‘The Church of Holy Tradition.’
  He acknowledges that the early church fathers, Greek and Latin, argued for the impassibility of God, whilst also maintaining that the ‘God-made-man can and does suffer.’ Their concern was to ensure that the transcendence of God was respected. Even so, Ware asks: ‘Without denying the Patristic teaching, should we not also say something more than this?’ He reflects on a number of Old Testament passages which prima facie present a suffering God (e.g. Judg. 10:16; Jer. 31:20 and Hos. 11:8). He concludes: ‘If these passages mean anything at all, they must mean that even before the Incarnation God is directly involved in the suffering of his creation. Our misery causes grief to God; the tears of God are joined to those of man.’ A loving God could not be otherwise. He has one further argument for a divine passibility that properly respects the apophatic way and does not ascribe ‘human feeling to God in a crude or unqualified way.’  A loving person shares with others. ‘God is personal, and personhood implies sharing-God does not remain indifferent to the sorrows of this fallen world.’
 


Indeed, on this view it could be argued that humankind created in the image of God may entail that we are emotional beings. The phrase in Genesis 1: 26-27 in context implies contrast with other creatures. There is something qualitatively different about this creature of the sixth day. This is underlined in the next chapter of Genesis because no other creature can meet Adam’s need to assuage his sense of isolation until the fashioning of the woman (Gen 2:18-25). In fact, in the sweep of Scripture no other creature is described in imago dei terms, not even angels (pace Aquinas).
 As for likeness in the Genesis account the accent falls on the functional, namely, the exercise of God-like dominion. However, if there is merit in the substantial view of the phrase then one of the attributes of humankind that arguably has its analogue in the divine nature is emotionality. On this reading we are theopathic beings. 

A European Protestant Voice: Jürgen Moltmann


Famous German theologian, Moltmann believes in a passible God. The title of his ground breaking book published in 1972 is arresting The Crucified God. Recently he summed up its central question in these terms: “Is God the transcendent and untouched stage manager of the theater of this violent world, or is God in Christ the central engaged figure of the world’s tragedy?”


His answers to his own questions are clear. The transcendent God is indeed touched by human tragedy and Christ is the key to how this is so. He writes: ‘Jesus wept over the destruction of Jerusalem (Luke 19:41), and so tears rolled down the face of God at Ground Zero as surely as they did over Jerusalem, and we are called to participate in these sufferings of God with all our compassion.’
 He rejects as unbiblical what he calls the ‘metaphysical apathy axiom’ as found in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Book 12. Instead the Christian affirms ‘the passion of the passionate God’ (original emphasis).
 For him, a God incapable of suffering with humanity is incapable of love. Yet Moltmann is no patripassian. The Father did not die on the cross, the Son did.
 The Father and the Son suffer in different ways in the intratrinitarian event of the cross: ‘Jesus experienced ultimate abandonment and the Father ultimate bereavement.’
  This passibilty of God is not to be misrepresented as a God stuck in the same predicament as fallen humankind (contra Karl Rahner) but a God who willingly as Trinity embraces an ‘active suffering, which involves the willingness to open oneself to be touched, mover, affected by others– that means the suffering of passionate love’
 (original emphases). 

A Japanese Voice: Kazoh Kitamori 

The Westminster Dictionary of Theologians describes Kitamori as ‘[o]ne of the most creative Protestant thinkers in Japan.’
  What does this significant Asian voice contribute to our inquiry?



Following Luther, Kitamori in his famous Theology of the Pain of God locates pain in the very heart of God: ‘God who must sentence sinners to death fought with God who wishes to love them. The fact that this fighting is not two different gods but the same God causes his pain. Here heart is opposed to heart within God.’
 God is both loving and wrathful towards his sinful creature, hence his pain. He writes: ‘The “pain” of God reflects his will to love the object of his wrath.’
 In particular his reflections on Jeremiah 31:20 and Isaiah 63:15 inform his views. He states the intent of his book in these terms: ‘My purpose in this book is “to know the will of God minutely” and “to search the depths of God” by following Jeremiah and Paul.’
 Significantly, pain in the heart of God is not accidental to the divine nature but essential to it. Pain ‘belongs to his eternal being.’
 Kitamori is critical of the mainstream tradition in theology that embraced the impassibility of God. 
Kitamori’s theology of the pain of God also bears witness to his Japanese cultural debts. He sees in Japanese tragedy a key idea for understanding the divine pain. The idea is that of tsurasa which is realized ‘when one dies or sacrifices his beloved son in order to save another’s life. But in this case the one saved is most precious to the one making the sacrifice’
 And the death of the Son of God is a real death. On the cross ‘God has died.’
 Even so, Kitamori is no docetist: ‘Jesus “in the flesh” was “real man,” a historical person. God himself had to enter the world of real sin in order to bear responsibility of real sin’
 (original emphasis). Indeed, Kitamori contends: ‘The whole life of Jesus was a way of pain (via dolorosa).’
 Furthermore he argues: ‘The personification of God’s pain is Jesus Christ.’

Importantly for our purposes, Kitamori explicitly distances himself from any suggestion of patripassianism. In the preface to the fifth edition of his classic work, he addresses his critics: ‘My theology…cannot be identified with partripassianism unless the critics can prove that I made reference to God the Father as the One who suffered on the cross.’
 The problem here may be that there is both a narrow and broad definition of patripassianism in the theological literature. The narrow definition speaks of the Father dying on the cross and presupposes some kind of modalistic monarchianism (e.g. the Sabellianism of the 3rd century). Clearly, Kitamori is not a modalist. According to the broad definition, however, ’patripassianism’ refers to ‘any view in which God is believed to take the sufferings of the world into his own life and experience.’
 On the broad definition Kitamori is a patripassian, as are Moltmann and Ware for that matter.
A Way Forward
A way forward perhaps is to draw a couple of useful distinctions. The first one is to distinguish between essential impassibility and affect passibility. Essential impassibility maintains that God’s moral character does not change whatever may happen in creation, nor does the divine substance.
 God is immutable. Affect passibility maintains that in choosing to create God has chosen to be open to feelings of pleasure or pain caused by the action of another being (e.g. grief). Given this distinction several possibilities open up. For example, one may assert that God is characterized by essential impassibility but deny affect passibility (Baron Friedrich von Hügel).
 Or one may affirm both essential impassibility and affect passibility (J. I. Packer).
  Or one may deny both essential impassibility and affect passibility (I know of no major systematic theologian who holds such a view). 
Philosopher Richard Creel affirms a position that seems consistent with something like the second of these options. God may be ‘emotionally touched’ by the experiences and actions of creatures, but not ‘emotionally crushed’ by them.
 Creel’s position appears to me to be the one that comports well with the biblical testimony and constitutes a ‘mediating’ position.  God is not ‘emotionally crushed’ by the experiences and actions of creatures because of his essential impassibility. Creaturely actions do not destroy the divine character. However, God is ‘emotionally touched’ by the experiences and actions of creatures because of his affect passibility. Walter Kasper expresses it this way: ‘If God suffers, then he suffers in a divine manner, that is, his suffering is an expression of his freedom; suffering does not befall God, rather he freely allows it to touch him’
 (my emphasis). 
A second distinction is important to this ‘way forward.’ This distinction is drawn between the idea of an anthropomorphism and an anthropopathism. Again the Johannine witness is a key testimony to reflect on. In the context of his discussion with the woman of Samaria, Jesus asserts: ‘God is spirit’ (John 4:24). She had wanted to distract him with the question of whether true worship was Jerusalem based or Mt Gerazim based. In claiming that God is spirit he outflanks her. Spirit is not geographically bound. Using Jesus’ claim as a control belief, following Nicholas Wolterstorff, biblical language that describes God as having a human form is clearly metaphorical: God’s eyes, ears, nostrils, finger, arm and the like. God’s arm, for example, speaks in context of God’s strength and power: “The Lord’s arm is not shortened that it cannot save” (Is 59:1). This is anthropomorphism, part of the accommodation of God to our capacity to comprehend that communicative action we term special revelation.
 In contrast, anthropopathism refers to the ascription to God of an emotional life like our own –albeit without the distorting effects of sin post the Fall (e.g. Eph 4:30). There is no obvious contradiction in ascribing emotions to God who is spirit in my view.
 

The question may be raised, however, that if emotion may be predicated of deity does that mean that God can be overcome with passions? That depends upon what is meant by ‘passions.’ If having passions means that God is liable to irrational mood swings and irrational actions, rushes of divine blood as it were, then, no. However, God may be passionate without having passions in the deleterious sense. That is to say, God’s commitments are expressions of a constancy of a moral character that has dependable feeling like tones. In the early church period, Tertullian (c. 160-c.225 AD) made a useful distinction between emotions (motus and sensus) and passions (passiones). God has emotions and feelings as we do, but not like those passions in us that undermine our moral character.
 Augustine argued similarly. God has affectus, motus and affectiones but not passiones.
 Indeed for some early church figures the Scriptural testimony to a passionate God was a clear proof that the God of the Scriptural revelation was not like the unfeeling gods of paganism (e.g., Lactantius and Gregory Thaumaturgus).
 

It is worth observing that the most able defender of the impassibility of God in present times, Thomas Weinandy, discussed above, has no difficulty in speaking of God as passionate, but as we have seen for him this does not mean that God is driven by changeable, fluctuating passions. Recall he argues; “God is impassible in that He does not undergo successive and fluctuating emotional states, nor can the created order alter Him in such a way as to cause Him to suffer any modification or loss.”
 But there is a nuance. He also writes: “God is absolutely impassible because He is absolutely passionate in His love.”
 Weinandy’s argument is that God by definition cannot become more loving than He is or less loving than He is. Therefore He is impassible in the sense that He does not change. Even so, he is prepared to say that God “does grieve over sin.”
 On his view when we see Scripture present a God who on occasion is angry toward His people that is no indicator that the divine emotional state has fluctuated from love to wrathful. Rather God’s constant love shows itself as mercy on occasion and God’s constant holiness shows itself as wrath on other occasions. The key is that mercy and wrath presuppose a creation that is fallen. However, God as Trinity has always been loving and holy with or without a creation. Love and holiness are essential attributes of God whereas mercy and wrath are contingent characteristics of God: contingent upon the divine decision to create and also to permit the Fall. 

A great theologian of last century who appreciated the need to re-envision our inherited theology given the biblical evidence was B. B. Warfield (1851-1921). In a sermon on Philippians 2, he argued: ‘Men tell us that God is, by very necessity of His nature, incapable of passion, incapable of being moved by inducements from without; that he dwells in holy calm [the apathy axiom] and unchangeable blessedness, untouched by human suffering or sorrows….Let us bless our God that it is not true. God can feel; God does love.’
 He then adds to powerful effect: ‘But is not this gross anthropomorphism [more precisely anthropopathism]? We are careless of names; it is the truth of God. And we decline to yield up the God of the bible and the God of our hearts to any philosophical abstraction.’
  More recently, J. I. Packer has argued similarly:

‘Let us be clear: A totally impassive God would be a horror, and not the God of Calvary at all. He might belong in Islam; he has no place in Christianity. If, therefore, we can learn to think of the chosenness of God’s grief and pain as the essence of his impassibility, so-called, we will do well.
  (Original emphasis) In this post-holocaust world and given the arrival of Aids and the terror of 9/11, we need to hear Warfield and Packer afresh. Our God is no unmoved mover or a frozen absolute, indifferent to feeling and impervious to emotion.


On this mediating view, God is impassible in one sense, but not in another. Essential impassibility applies in this respect: God’s moral character cannot be destroyed by creatures. One may go further and say that God as God cannot be acted on by anything outside of himself unless he elects to be so acted on (e.g. answering prayer). However, God can suffer and experience pain as God. In other words, affect passibility also applies. Perhaps the best way to capture both aspects is to speak of a Biblically Qualified Impassibility. 

Of course, God as omniscient knows all true propositions about suffering and pain, and that they are true (e.g. that human beings experience pain). He also knows all false propositions about suffering and pain and that they are false (e.g. there is never any pain in childbirth). However, on this view, the triune God also knows suffering and pain from the inside. Donald Macleod expresses the thought this way; ‘In the One, the Three come. In the One, the Three suffer … This does not warrant us to say that the Father and the Spirit died. The Three suffer, but each suffers in his own way.’
 (Original emphasis)

Some Important Implications:


If we believe the Johannine testimony that God incarnate wept a human tear some important implications follow concerning our understanding of the character of God, matters of theodicy and defense, and the Christian dialogue with Islam
The Divine Character

The incarnate Christ (the logos ensarkos) wept a human tear at the tomb of Lazarus his friend. The watching crowd’s reaction is instructive (John 11:36): ‘Then the Jews said, “See how he loved him!”’ They judged rightly. This is how love behaves in the face of the death of a loved one. Alan Richardson in his Creeds in the Making unpacks the significance of the incarnation in the following helpful way: 

In other words, God took the initiative and gave Jesus to the race. Now if Jesus be man and not in any sense God, this would not be true: we could not then believe that God was so loving as to take action by way of incarnation on our behalf. 

He elaborates:

Consequently, if Jesus be not in any sense God, God cannot be in the fullest sense a God of Love; in fact, it becomes proportionately harder for us to believe in the existence of a God of love at all. We must realize how important is the doctrine of the incarnation for our belief in God of love.

Richardson argues this against the backdrop of the human predicament. 

In addition, Richardson wisely sees the implication for our doctrine of the God: ‘Thus, the denial of either the divinity or the manhood of Christ implies consequences disastrous to the conception of a Father-God.’
 The testimony of John’s Gospel supports his claim John 1:18): ‘No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known’ and again, this time Jesus is the speaker (John 14:9): ‘Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.’ A. M. Ramsey rightly said with regard to God: ‘he is Christlike and in him there is no unchristlikeness at all.’
 We know that God really is love because of the Christ who is the exegete of the Father.
Theodicy and Defense

Following a helpful distinction found in the work of Alvin Plantinga, let me suggest that in the face of evil that all that may be offered is a defense rather than a theodicy.
 A theodicy gives THE reason God allows or does X, whereas a defense offers a more moderate proposal. A strong defense would give reasons for trusting in God’s moral integrity (for example, the love of God expressed through the cross) and also offer a theory of how that integrity is not compromised by penal substitution. A weak defense would likewise give reasons for trusting in God’s moral integrity but unlike the strong defense offer no account of how the existence of evil comports with that integrity. I would contend that because of the limitations in scope of special revelation—not all has been revealed (Deut 29:29)—only some kind of defense is possible.
 
Integral to any such defense would be the fact that God incarnate wept a human tear. God in Christ knows human pain and grief from the inside of the human condition outside of Eden. More than that God in Christ has acted to defeat evil through Christ’s coming and cross as Heb 2:14-15 makes plain: ‘Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil— and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death….’ Bonhoeffer was right to argue that ‘[o]nly the suffering God can help’ and he has.
 Baron von Hügel was right to argue we need help not just a fellow sufferer. God in Christ instantiated both desiderata. As Kevin J. Vanhoozer argues: ‘God is not Whitehead’s “fellow sufferer who understands” but the “sovereign sufferer who withstands.” 

Dialogue with Islam


In Islamic thought it is unthinkable that Allah would allow a prophet of Jesus’ stature to suffer on the cross. How then are Christians and Muslims to dialogue with regard to suffering, hope and Christology? Is this a polarity that can be overcome or must it for integrity’s sake be allowed to stand? 


Before these questions may be addressed some understanding of the Muslim difficulty with a suffering God and/or a suffering Christ must be examined, albeit briefly. Let’s start with the idea of a suffering God. The Christian claim is that Christ is God incarnate. But in Islam the only God there is, is Allah. Allah’s transcendence is such that having a son or predicating suffering of Allah is unthinkable: ‘Verily, God is only one God; too exalted [subhanahu] is He that He should have a son (walad).’
 As regards, a suffering Messiah, Badru D. Kateregga speaks for many Muslims when he writes: ‘According to the true belief of Islam, it would seem most inappropriate for the Messiah to die through a shameful crucifixion. God, who is just, would not permit the righteous Messiah to suffer in that manner.’
 Rather, Jesus (Isa) is accorded great honor in Islam as second only to Mohammad as a prophet of Allah. The Qur’an arguably maintains that Jesus did not suffer on the cross but only appeared to have done so. The surah entitled ‘Women’ reads:

They denied the truth and uttered a monstrous falsehood against Mary. They declared: ‘We have put to death the Messiah Jesus the son of Mary, the apostle of Allah.’ They did not kill him, nor did they crucify him, but they thought they did… Allah lifted him up to His presence; He is mighty and wise
 (Surah 4:154 and 158).
Islam has a Christology but it is a low one that sees Jesus as a human creature only.
 Ascribing deity to Christ is to commit the sin of shirk. That is to say, another namely Jesus is being associated with Allah. This is idolatry. The classic Christian view of Jesus as expressed in the Chalcedonian Definition of 451 AD is a high Christology. This definition affirms that Christ is one Person in two natures. He is truly human and truly God. 


The question raised by Islam’s Christology is whether Isa is big enough in the light of evil. The question raised by classic Christian Christology for Muslims is whether the ideas of Trinity and incarnation are coherent and not idolatry. 

Conclusion


The God incarnate of biblical testimony knows how to weep a human tear. In the light of this testimony, we can be confident in a world in which there is so much pain and suffering, we have a God who truly understands the human condition outside of Eden. Although some theologians have had difficulty with ascribing affect passibility to God, few, if any, have had difficulty in asserting that Christ suffered. Some have seen Constantinople II constituting the limiting case (e.g. Weinandy). Others, however, have not (e.g. Ware). 
This paper has suggested a way forward in that it has argued that God is impassible in the essential sense but not in the affect sense of the word. God is anthropopathic but not anthropomorphic. I described this view as Biblically Qualified Impassibility. These affirmations have important implications for understanding the depth of the divine love for his wayward humankind, for matters of the defense of the divine character given the existence of evils, and for dialogue with Islam
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