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PREFACE TO THE 
PAPERBACK EDITION 

Even while I was still working on The Church in the Power of the 
Spirit ( 1 9 7 5 ) , I realized that I would not be able to continue using 
the method 'the whole of theology in a single focus'. Always using 
the same method leads to rigidity on the part of the author and to 
weariness in the reader. It also became clear to me between 1 9 7 5 
and 1 9 8 0 that I personally could not authentically frame a 'theol­
ogy in context' and a 'theology in movement' (liberation theology, 
black theology, feminist theology), for I am not living in the Third 
World, am not oppressed and am not a woman. In those years I 
tried as best I could to let the voices of silenced men and women 
be heard in my world too—the world in which I myself live. I 
initiated translations and provided them with commendatory pre­
faces. I wrote essays supporting liberation theology and feminist 
theology, African theology and Korean Minjung theology. But all 
this did not blind me to the fact that my life and my context are 
not theirs. So for my own work, I entered into a certain self-critical 
disengagement and began to write my 'systematic contributions to 
theology'. 

As I did so, I also changed my method of procedure. I no longer 
presented the whole of theology in a single focus but now viewed 
my 'whole' as a part belonging to a wider community, and as my 
contribution to theology as a whole. I know and accept the limits 
of my own existence and my own context. I do not claim to say 
everything, as earlier dogmatic and systematic theologians once 
did, in their summas and systems. What I should like to do, 
however, is to participate in the great theological dialogue with 
theologians of the past and the present. I am trying to formulate 
my own contributions while listening to the voices of patristic, 
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mediaeval, Reformation and modern theologians and while attend­
ing to the voices of the present, which can be heard out of their 
different contexts. These contributions are not offered in the form 
of a dogma or system; they are suggestions. They are not intended 
to conclude discussions; they are meant to open new conversations. 
This method has won for me the name of being a 'conventional 
theologian', an epithet that is evidently meant sometimes critically, 
sometimes approvingly. But it may be that the changes in theological 
conceptions that I am suggesting are in the long term more potent 
and more revolutionary than an 'unconventional' contextual and 
praxis-oriented theology. 

In The Trinity and the Kingdom I turned my attention to a 
theological problem that has remained open since the era of the 
patristic church: What is the relation of the trinitarian history of 
God, the Father, the Son and the Spirit, which the New Testament 
relates, to God's sovereignty? My own teachers, Karl Barth and 
Karl Rahner, decided the question in favour of the sovereignty of 
the One God and were then able to talk about the Trinity only as 
the 'three modes of being' or the 'three modes of subsistence' of 
that One God. I myself have proposed instead that the question be 
decided in favour of the Trinity, and here I have developed a social 
doctrine of the Trinity, according to which God is a community of 
Father, Son and Spirit, whose unity is constituted by mutual in­
dwelling and reciprocal interpénétration. If this is correct, then we 
find the earthly reflection of this divine sociality, not in the autoc­
racy of a single ruler but in the democratic community of free 
people, not in the lordship of the man over the woman but in their 
equal mutuality, not in an ecclesiastical hierarchy but in a fellow­
ship church. 

The Orthodox tradition offered more help for this social doctrine 
of the Trinity than did its Western counterpart. Reactions from 
Orthodox theology and the dialogue about the filioque clause have 
for me been among the happiest theological experiences of recent 
years. The idea that the unity of God is to be found in his unitedness 
or at-oneness, not in his sovereignty, was received positively by 
some feminist theologians, and it was taken up so comprehensively 
and independently by the liberation theologian Leonardo Boff that 
he was once again called to answer for his views before the Con­
gregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in Rome. The social doctrine 
of the Trinity then provided me with the categories with which I 



Preface to the Paperback Edition j x 

was able to write an ecological doctrine of creation ( 1 9 8 5 ) , because 
I could replace thinking in the language of domination, and think­
ing in alternatives, by a thinking in networks and milieus. 

Jürgen Moltmann 
Tübingen, Germany 
May 1990 
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PREFACE 

Moving forward means a continually new beginning; and this is 
true of theological work too. Theology of Hope (1964; ET 1967) , 
The Crucified God (1972; ET 1974) and The Church in the Power 
of the Spirit (1975; ET 1977) were programmatic in style and 
content: in each of them the aim was to look at theology as a 
whole from one particular standpoint. My aim here is different. 
What I should like to do now is to present a series of systematic 
contributions to theology, differing from my earlier books in a 
number of ways. Here I should like to consider the context and 
correlations of important concepts and doctrines of Christian theol­
ogy in a particular systematic sequence. I am not attempting to 
present a system or a 'Dogmatics', however - which is one reason 
for choosing the description 'contributions to theology'. 

Every consistent theological summing up, every theological sys­
tem lays claim to totality, perfect organization, and entire com­
petence for the whole area under survey. In principle one has to be 
able to say everything, and not to leave any point unconsidered. 
All the statements must fit in with one another without contradic­
tion, and the whole architecture must be harmonious, an integrated 
whole. Every theoretical system, even a theological one, has there­
fore an aesthetic charm, at least to some degree. But this allurement 
can also be a dangerous seduction. Systems save some readers (and 
their admirers most of all) from thinking critically for themselves 
and from arriving at independent and responsible decision. For 
systems do not present themselves for discussion. For that reason 
I have resisted the temptation to develop a theological system, even 
an 'open' one. 

The common, tried and tested view of what dogmatics is also 
made me hesitate. In the political language of the Emperor Augus­
tus, dogma meant 'decree' (Luke 2 .1) . A decree is not supposed to 
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be critically questioned; above all we are not supposed to reject it. 
The decree is imposed by force if necessary. Of course the theo­
logical concept of dogma is far removed from all this. But even 
here there is the odour - and often enough the attitude - of a 
judgment which is final and no longer open to appeal. Even if it is 
not 'dogmatic' in our everyday sense of the word, dogmatic think­
ing in theology likes to express itself in theses; not in theses for 
discussion, but in theses that are simply promulgated, which evoke 
agreement or rejection, but not independent thinking and respon­
sible decision. They enforce their own ideas on the listener; they 
do not help him to formulate his own. 

The expression 'contributions to theology', which I have chosen 
to indicate the content and style I have in mind, is intended to 
avoid the seductions of the theological system and the coercion of 
the dogmatic thesis; but it is not simply meant to be a rhetorical 
understatement. I have conceived and planned these 'contributions 
to theology' in a certain order, whose logic will emerge in the 
course of the series itself. They presuppose an intensive theological 
discussion, both past and present. They participate critically in this 
discussion, offering their own suggestions, their aim being to pre­
pare the way for a theological discussion in the future which will 
be both broader and more intensive. 

By using the word 'contributions', the writer recognizes the con­
ditions and limitations of his own position, and the relativity of 
his own particular environment. He makes no claim to say every­
thing, or to cover the whole of theology. He rather understands 
his own 'whole' as part of a whole that is much greater. He cannot 
therefore aim to say what is valid for everyone, at all times and in 
all places. But he will set himself, with his own time and his own 
place, within the greater community of theology. For him this 
means a critical dissolution of naive, self-centred thinking. Of 
course he is a European, but European theology no longer has to 
be Eurocentric. Of course he is a man, but theology no longer has 
to be androcentric. Of course he is living in the 'first world', but 
the theology which he is developing does not have to reflect the 
ideas of the dominating nations. On the contrary, it will try to help 
to make the voice of the oppressed heard. We normally presuppose 
the absolute nature of our own standpoint in our own context. To 
abolish this tacit presupposition is the intention behind the phrase 
'contributions to theology'. 
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Behind all this is the conviction that, humanly speaking, truth is 
to be found in unhindered dialogue. Fellowship and freedom are 
the human components for knowledge of the truth, the truth of 
God. And the fellowship I mean here is the fellowship of mutual 
participation and unifying sympathy. What is meant is the right to 
the liberty of one's own personal conviction and one's own free 
assent. This free community of men and women, without privilege 
and without discrimination, may be termed the earthly body of 
truth. And this of course means that the converse is true as well: 
that only truth can be the soul of a free community of men and 
women like this. Theological systems and assertive dogmatics can 
hardly bring out this aspect of truth. They exert coercion where 
free assent can be expected and given. They leave the individual 
mind little room for creative fantasy. They allow no time for 
individual decisions. But it is only in free dialogue that truth can 
be accepted for the only right and proper reason - namely, that it 
illuminates and convinces as truth. Truth brings about assent, it 
brings about change without exerting compulsion. In dialogue the 
truth frees men and women for their own conceptions and their 
own ideas. In liberating dialogue teachers withdraw into the circle 
of sisters and brothers. The pupil becomes the friend. Christian 
theology would wither and die if it did not continually stand in a 
dialogue like this, and if it were not bound up with a fellowship 
that seeks this dialogue, needs it and continually pursues it. 

So we have to ask ourselves: in what fellowship did these con­
tributions to theology develop? For what fellowship are they writ­
ten? As we all know, the community of theologians can be a very 
narrow one; for every theologian also likes to be someone on his 
own, someone unique. But if we cease to take the special and 
fortuitous features of our own subjectivity too seriously, that com­
munity reaches far beyond particular periods and natural frontiers. 
The fellowship in which theological contributions are expected and 
offered, reaches back over the centuries to the biblical testimonies 
themselves; for these testimonies were the beginning of an unbro­
ken, still incomplete, and uncompletable dialogue in history. There 
are unsettled theological problems for which every new generation 
has to find its own solution if it is to be able to live with them at 
all. No concept within history is ever final and complete. Indeed 
in the history of Christian theology the openness of all knowledge 
and all explanations is actually constitutive; for it is their abiding 



xiv Preface 

openness that shows the power of their eschatological hope for the 
future. If we consider theology's task and its problems, then the 
historical intervals are unimportant, and Athanasius, Augustine, 
Luther or Schleiermacher enter into the theological discussion of 
the present day. We have to come to terms with them as we do 
with contemporaries. What we call 'tradition' is not a treasury of 
dead truths, which are simply at our disposal. It is the necessary 
and vitally continuing theological conversation with men and 
women of the past, across the ages, in the direction of our common 
future. 

But theological fellowship always reaches beyond our own pre­
sent denominational, cultural and political limitations too. As the 
present contribution hopes to show, today Christian theology has 
to be developed in ecumenical fellowship. We can no longer limit 
ourselves merely to discussions with our own tradition without 
being quite simply 'limited'. As far as is humanly possible, we must 
take account of the other Christian traditions, and offer our own 
tradition as a contribution to the wider ecumenical community. 
Then, as I have said, we recognize our own whole to be part of a 
greater whole, and by recognizing our own limits we can step 
beyond them. Then we begin to get the better of self-centred, 
particularist ways of thinking. 

'Particularist' is the name we give to isolating, sectional thinking, 
which is hence self-complacent and anxiously self-justifying. Be­
cause it only recognizes its own premises and only wants to have 
its own conclusions accepted, it comes forward with an absolute 
claim. In Christian theology particularist thinking is schismatic 
thinking. The divisions of the church are its premise, and it deepens 
these divisions through controversial 'distinctive' doctrines. In the 
age of ecclesiastical divisions - an age reaching to the present day 
- it is this denominational absolutism that has been practised. The 
differences are used to stabilize our own limited identity. To think 
ecumenically means overcoming this schismatic thinking, to which 
we have become so accustomed that many people do not even 
notice it any more, and beginning to think in the coming ecu­
menical fellowship. It means no longer thinking contrary to the 
others, but thinking with them and for them. It requires us to 
invest our own identity in this coming ecumenical fellowship. But 
how can we get away from particularist schismatic thinking, to 
thinking that is universal and ecumenical? 
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The theological testimonies of the Christian faith can be viewed 

in the light of their particularity. Then there are Orthodox, Catho­
lic, Anglican, Lutheran and many other theological testimonies. 
But they can also be investigated and interpreted in the light of 
their universality. Then they can be seen as the testimonies of the 
one church of Christ, and we can interpret them as contributions 
to the theology of this one church of Christ. Then, whatever de­
nominational stamp a text may have, the important thing is simply 
its contribution to the truth to which all together are subject. Truth 
is universal. Only the lie is particularist. 

Because today the growing ecumenical fellowship has already to 
be seen as the earthly body of Christ's truth, in these 'contributions 
to theology' I am trying to take up Protestant and Catholic, West­
ern and Eastern traditions, to listen to what they have to say, and 
to come to terms with them critically and self-critically. This work 
on the doctrine of the Trinity is dedicated especially to an over­
coming of the schism between the Eastern and Western churches 
which has so tragically burdened the whole life of the Christian 
faith ever since 1054 . 1 owe many ideas to the conferences on the 
Filioque question, which at my suggestion were held by the ecu­
menical Commission for Faith and Order in 1978 and 1979 ; but 
I am indebted to these conferences even more for the hope that 
this question may be solved and that the schism may be healed. 

In addition to this I have been particularly concerned to bring 
Judaism and the testimonies of the biblical Jewish faith into the 
discussion with the biblical Christian faith. The first schism in the 
history of the kingdom of God began with the separation between 
Christianity and Judaism. Even if we are not free to annul that first 
schism all by ourselves, we can still overcome its fateful effects and 
arrive at the common ground crossed by paths which are indeed 
still divided but which none the less run parallel to one another. 
This is enjoined on us by our common commitment to the scrip­
tures and our common hope for the kingdom. It is time to extend 
our theological conversations in the ecumenical fellowship to theo­
logical conversations with Israel. The testimonies of the biblical 
Jewish faith may also be interpreted as the testimonies to a fellow­
ship that goes beyond Judaism, for God's people are one people. 

Since 1975 I have discussed the basic ideas of this contribution 
to the doctrine of the Trinity in many groups, with many colleagues 
and post-graduate students. I should like to thank all of them here 
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for the work we have done together. A draft of some chapters of 
the book formed the basis for the Warfield Lectures, which I 
delivered in October 1979 at Princeton Theological Seminary. This 
invitation forced me to concentrate my ideas, and I am grateful for 
it. Finally I should like to express my warmest thanks to Dr Michael 
Welker for the criticism with which he has accompanied the writing 
of this book. I am also extremely grateful to Mr Siegfried Welling 
for his laborious work on the proofs. 

Here too, as in other theological work, there has been a picture 
in front of me. It is Andrei Rublev's wonderful fifteenth-century 
Russian icon of the Holy Trinity. Through their tenderly intimate 
inclination towards one another, the three Persons show the pro­
found unity joining them, in which they are one. The chalice on 
the table points to the surrender of the Son on Golgotha. Just as 
the chalice stands at the centre of the table round which the three 
Persons are sitting, so the cross of the Son stands from eternity in 
the centre of the Trinity. Anyone who grasps the truth of this 
picture understands that it is only in the unity with one another 
which springs from the self-giving of the Son 'for many' that men 
and women are in conformity with the triune God. He understands 
that people only arrive at their own truth in their free and loving 
inclination towards one another. It is to this 'social' understanding 
of the doctrine of the Trinity that this book is an invitation. 

Tübingen 
April 1980 

JÜRG EN M O L T M A N N 



I 

What do we think of when we hear the name of the triune God? 
What ideas do we associate with the Trinity? What do we experi­
ence in the fellowship of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit? 

The answers will vary greatly, if indeed an answer is attempted 
at all. Some people will think of the traditional rituals and symbols 
of Christian worship, baptism, the Lord's Supper and the blessing. 
Other people are reminded of passionate disputes in the early 
church. Some will see in their mind's eye the pictures of Christian 
art depicting three divine Persons, or two Persons and the Holy 
Spirit in the form of a dove. Many people view the theological 
doctrine of the Trinity as a speculation for theological specialists, 
which has nothing to do with real life. That is why modern Prot­
estants like to content themselves with the young Melancthon's 
maxim: 'We adore the mysteries of the Godhead. That is better 
than to investigate them.' 1 It is difficult enough to believe that there 
is a God at all and to live accordingly. Does belief in the Trinity 
not make the religious life even more difficult, and quite unneces­
sarily? Why are most Christians in the West, whether they be 
Catholics or Protestants, really only 'monotheists' where the ex­
perience and practice of their faith is concerned? 2 Whether God is 
one or triune evidently makes as little difference to the doctrine of 
faith as it does to ethics. Consequently the doctrine of the Trinity 
hardly occurs at all in modern apologetic writings which aim to 
bring the Christian faith home to the modern world again. Even 
the new approaches made by fundamental theology do not begin 
with the Trinity. In the attempts that are being made to justify 
theology today - whether it is hermeneutical theology or political 
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theology, process theology or the theological theory of science -
the doctrine of the Trinity has very little essential importance. 

In this chapter we shall try to demolish some explicit objections 
and some tacit inhibitions, and shall try to uncover ways of access 
to an understanding of the triune God. After we have discussed 
the question of the experience of God, the practice and the know­
ledge or perception of faith, we shall go on to look at the three 
conceptions of God which have been developed in Western history: 
God as supreme substance; God as absolute subject; the triune 
God. We shall see these ideas as steps along a path. And in the 
course of this discussion we shall have to consider critically differ­
ent views about what reason is, theologically speaking. 

§1 RETURN TO TRINITARIAN THINKING 

1. Experience as a Means of Access? 

The first group of express objections and tacit reservations towards 
the doctrine of the Trinity come from experience; they are related 
to the limitations of the experience open to us. By experience the 
modern person means perceptions which he himself can repeat and 
verify. They are perceptions, moreover, which affect him himself, 
because they crystallize out in some alteration of his self; that is to 
say, they are related to his subjectivity. Must not truth be some­
thing we can experience? Can we experience God? Is it possible to 
talk about the triune God out of personal experience? 

It was Friedrich Schleiermacher who first understood the way in 
which this modern concept of experience and truth was related to 
actual existence, and it was he who consistently remoulded 'dog­
matic theology' into 'the doctrine of faith'. The piety which is 
faith's expression is 'neither knowledge nor action, but a deter­
mination of feeling or immediate self-consciousness'. By this 
Schleiermacher does not mean psychologically ascertainable emo­
tions; he means that the whole human existence is affected. That 
is why he talked about 'immediate self-consciousness'.3 In this 
immediate self-consciousness we experience ourselves as 'quite sim­
ply dependent', that is to say, we become aware of ourselves in 
relation to God, the reason and the ground of our own selves. For 
Schleiermacher, therefore, the experience of the self in faith points 
towards God. God is indirectly experienced in the experience of 
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the absolute dependency of our own existence. This means that all 
statements about God are bound to be at the same time statements 
about the personal existence determined by faith. Statements about 
God which do not include statements about the immediate self-
consciousness of the believer belong to the realm of speculation, 
because they are not verifiable by personal experience. It was there­
fore quite consistent for Schleiermacher to put the doctrine of the 
Trinity at the end of his doctrine of faith: the doctrine of the triune 
God is 'not a direct statement about Christian self-consciousness, 
but only a web of several such statements' - i.e., a construction 
which gathers together a number of different statements of faith. 4 

As the transcendent ground of our sense of absolute dependence, 
God is one. Schleiermacher therefore understood Christianity as a 
'monotheistic mode of belief. The church's doctrine of the three 
divine Persons is secondary, because it is a mere web of different 
statements about the Christian self-consciousness; it does not alter 
Christianity's monotheism at all. Consequently it is enough to talk 
about the one God, by talking about one's own Christian self-
consciousness. The doctrine of the Trinity is superfluous. Assuming 
the presuppositions of our modern, subjective concept of experi-' 
ence, the transformation of dogmatics into the doctrine of faith, 
and the conversion of the church's doctrine of the Trinity into 
abstract monotheism, is inescapable. 

But can faith's experience of God be adequately expressed in 
this concept? Must not faith for its part fundamentally alter the 
concept? If faith is a living relationship, then faith conceived of as 
'a determination of feeling or immediate self-consciousness' can 
only grasp one side of the matter. The other side of the relationship, 
the side we term 'God', remains unknown if we ascribe to it no 
more than the reason behind the definition of one's own self. Even 
if we relate 'experience' to the experiencing subject, concentrating 
it solely on the experience of the self in experience, it will still be 
permissible to ask, not only: how do I experience God? What does 
God mean for me? How am I determined by him? We must also 
ask the reverse questions: how does God experience me? What do 
I mean for God? How is he determined by me? 

Of course the relationship between God and man is not a re­
ciprocal relationship between equals. But if it is not a one-sided 
relationship of causality and dependency either - if it is a relation-
snip of covenant and love - then for man's experience of himself 
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this question is not merely valid; it is actually necessary. Can a 
person experience 'himself in his relationship to God as person if 
God is certainly supposed to mean everything to him, but if he is 
not supposed to mean anything to God? In faith the person ex­
periences God in God's relationship to him, and himself in his 
relationship to God. If he experiences God in this, then he also 
thereby experiences the way God has 'experienced' - and still 
'experiences' - him. If one were only to relate the experience of 
God to the experience of the self, then the self would become the 
constant and 'God' the variable. It is only when the self is perceived 
in the experience which God has with that self that an undistorted 
perception of the history of one's own self with God and in God 
emerges. 

The expression 'experience of God' therefore does not only mean 
our experience of God; it also means God's experience with us. 
Consequently we are not using the concept of experience in quite 
the same way in both cases. God experiences people in a different 
way from the way people experience God. He experiences them in 
his divine manner of experience. The Bible is the testimony of 
God's history with men and women, and also the testimony of 
God's experiences with men and women. If a person experiences 
in faith how God has experienced - and still experiences - him, 
for that person God is not the abstract origin of the world or the 
unknown source of his absolute feeling of dependency; he is the 
living God. He learns to know himself in the mirror of God's love, 
suffering and joy. In his experience of God he experiences - frag-
mentarily, indeed, and certainly 'in a glass, darkly' - something of 
God's own experience with him. The more he understands God's 
experience, the more deeply the mystery of God's passion is re­
vealed to him. He then perceives that the history of the world is 
the history of God's suffering. At the moments of God's profound-
est revelation there is always suffering: the cry of the captives in 
Egypt; Jesus' death cry on the cross; the sighing of the whole 
enslaved creation for liberty.5 If a person once feels the infinite 
passion of God's love which finds expression here, then he under­
stands the mystery of the triune God. God suffers with us - God 
suffers from us — God suffers for us: it is this experience of God 
that reveals the triune God. It has to be understood, and can only 
be understood, in trinitarian terms. Consequently fundamental 
theology's discussion about access to the doctrine of the Trinity is 
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carried on today in the context of the question about God's ca­
pacity or incapacity for suffering. That is why here we have put 
chapter II, on the passion of God, before our account of the 
doctrine of the Trinity in the narrower sense. 

From time immemorial, experience has been bound up with 
wonder or with pain. In wonder the subject opens himself for a 
counterpart and gives himself up to the overwhelming impression. 
In pain the subject perceives the difference of the other, the con­
tradiction in conflict and the alteration of his own self. In both 
modes of experience the subject enters entirely into his counterpart. 
The modern concept of experience, which has discovered and 
stressed its subjective components, threatens to transform experi­
ence into experience of the self. But the justifiable perception of 
the determinations of the individual self in any objective experience 
must not lead to obsessedly preoccupied interest in mere experience 
of the self; that would be narcissism. The only experiences per­
ceived would then be those which confirmed the self and justified 
its condition; and interest in experience of the self is then in fact 
fear of experiencing the other. This means that the capacity for 
wonder and the readiness for pain are lost. The modern culture of 
subjectivity has long since been in danger of turning into a 'culture 
of narcissism',6 which makes the self its own prisoner and supplies 
it merely with self-repetitions and self-confirmations. It is therefore 
time for Christian theology to break out of this prison of narciss­
ism, and for it to present its 'doctrine of faith' as a doctrine of the 
all-embracing 'history of God'. This does not mean falling back 
into objectivistic orthodoxy. What it does mean is that experience 
of the self has to be integrated into the experience of God, and 
that experience of God has to be integrated into the trinitarian 
history of God with the world. God is no longer related to the 
narrow limits of a fore-given, individual self. On the contrary, the 
individual self will be discovered in the over-riding history of God, 
and only finds its meaning in that context. 

2. Practice as a Means of Access? 

A second group of objections and reservations towards the doctrine 
the Trinity come from the sphere of practical application and 

a r e connected with the practicability of the truth. The modern 
world has become pragmatic. What does not turn into act has no 
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value. It is only practice that verifies a theory, for reality has 
become identical with the historical world. People understand 
themselves as historical beings. For them the only possible corres­
pondence between being and consciousness is to be found in actual 
historical practice. For them truth only comes about in what is 
truly act. Hence for men and women today the truth, as Brecht 
says, must 'always be concrete'. And that means it must 'be per­
formed'. That is the modern turn from the pure theory of truth to 
the practical theory of it. But is truth, which under certain given 
circumstances is incapable of realization, therefore to be despised 
a r »d thrown away simply because of that? Is the truth which God 
himself is, so 'practicable' that people have to 'realize God', 'put 
God into practice'? Is the doctrine of the Trinity a practical truth? 

I* Was Kant who elevated moral practice into the canon by which 
the interpretation of all biblical and ecclesiastical traditions is to 
be judged. The interpretation is to be ruled by practical reason, for 
interpretation also means application: 

Passages of Scripture which contain certain theoretical doctrines, 
proclaimed as sacred but going beyond all the concepts of reason 
(even the moral ones) may be interpreted to the advantage of 
the latter; and those which contain statements contradictory to 
reason must be so interpreted. 7 

The first example he takes is the doctrine of the Trinity: 

From the doctrine of the Trinity, taken literally, nothing what­
soever can be gained for practical purposes, even if one believed 
that one comprehended it - and less still if one is conscious that 
't surpasses all our concepts. 8 

Whether we have to worship three or ten persons in the deity is 
unimportant, Kant claimed, because 'it is impossible to extract 
from this difference any different rules for practical living'. For 
theoretical reason God is unknowable, because he exceeds the 
limits of any possible experience; so it is only in the postulates of 
practical reason that Kant brings God to the fore, together with 
'liberty' and 'immortality'. Here the transcendental definition 'God' 
is sufficient; for moral monotheism is enough to provide the foun­
dation for free and responsible conduct. 

Given the presupposition of the modern comprehensive, moral, 
political or revolutionary concept of practice, the transformation 
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of theological dogmatics into ethics or politics is quite understand­
able. But do the experience and practice of the Christian faith find 
adequate expression in this modern concept of practice? Does not 
this faith have to burst apart that concept, changing it fundamen­
tally, if it wants to bring out its own truth? 

The modern understanding of the Christian faith as a practice 
of living which tries to conform to the life of Jesus, in order to 
carry on his cause, is only half the truth, because it only perceives 
one side of what the believer has to give. 

The person who acts has God behind him and the world in front 
of him, so to speak. For him, the world is the domain to which he 
is sent, the domain where the gospel is to be proclaimed, where we 
are to love our neighbour and liberate the oppressed. The future 
is the domain of open potentialities. It depends on him, ultimately, 
which of these potentialities he realizes and which he rejects. He 
thinks in the movement of God to the world and is himself part of 
this movement. He works in the movement from potentiality to 
reality and is himself the realizer. Whether it is a question of ethical 
theology or political theology or revolutionary theology, it is al­
ways the theology of action. In this theology practice takes pre­
cedence over reflection and theory. 'The first thing is the obligation 
to love and serve. Theology only comes after this, and is a second 
act.' 9 The practical act which is necessary in today's misery is the 
liberation of the oppressed. Theology is hence the critical reflection 
about this essential practice in the light of the gospel. It does not 
merely aim to understand the world differently; it wants to change 
the world as well. It sees itself as one component in the process 
through which the world is liberated. That is the fundamental idea 
underlying the new theology of liberation. Today it is the best 
ethical and political theology, because it tries to do, and teaches us 
to do, what is needful today for the needs of the oppressed. 

But Christian love is not merely a motivation, and Christian 
faith is more than the point from which action takes its bearings. 
Being a Christian is also characterized by gratitude, joy, praise and 
adoration. Faith lives in meditation and prayer as well as in prac­
tice. Without the vita contemplativa the vita activa quickly becomes 
debased into activism, falling a victim to the pragmatism of the 
modern meritocratic society which judges by performance. Of 
course there is a speculative trivialization of the concept of God. 
But it can be pragmatically trivialized too. 
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In meditation and contemplation man turns to the God in whom 
he believes, opening himself to his reality. Without any alibi in 
what he does, he stands before what Barth called 'the all trans­
forming fact' and surrenders himself wholly to it. 'To know God 
means to suffer God' says a wise old theological saying. To suffer 
God means experiencing in oneself the death pangs of the old man 
and the birth pangs of the new. The Old Testament already tells 
us that 'He who looks upon God must die'. The closer people come 
to the divine reality, the more deeply they are drawn into this dying 
and this rebirth. This becomes vividly present and experienceable 
in the figure of the crucified Jesus. Christian meditation and con­
templation are therefore at their very heart meditatio cruris, the 
stations of the cross, meditation on the passion. The person who 
turns to the God who encounters us visibly in the person of the 
crucified Jesus, accepts this transformation. In the pain of repent-
ence and a new beginning he experiences the joy of God's fellow­
ship. The practice of his own life is thereby changed, and changed 
much more radically than is possible within the potentialities open 
to the 'active' person. The man or woman who suffers God in the 
fellowship of the crucified Jesus can also praise God in the fellow­
ship of the Jesus who is risen. The theology of the cross becomes 
the theology of doxology. 

Action and meditation are related to one another in many dif­
ferent ways. The point of intersection emerges from the situation 
in which the individual finds himself. But the one always conditions 
the other. Meditation can never lead to flight from the Christian 
practice required of us because, being Christian meditation, it is 
meditatio passionis et mortis Christi. Practice can never become 
the flight from meditation because, as Christian practice, it is bound 
to discipleship of the crucified Jesus. Consequently theology in 
action and theology in doxology belong together. There must be 
no theology of liberation without the glorification of God and no 
glorification of God without the liberation of the oppressed. 

The modern world's devotion to what is ethical and pragmatic 
has led to the disintegration of the doctrine of the Trinity in moral 
monotheism. The reduction of faith to practice has not enriched 
faith; it has impoverished it. It has let practice itself become a 
matter of law and compulsion. 

If we are to be freed for practice - not from it! - it is important 
for meditation, contemplation and doxology to be rediscovered. It 
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is only together, not each for itself, that practice and adoration 
lead men and women into the history of God. The rediscovery of 
the meaning of the doctrine of the Trinity begins when the one-
sidedness of a merely pragmatic thinking is overcome, and when 
practice is liberated from activism, so that it can become a liberated 
practice of the gospel. This has consequences for the nature of 
knowing itself — for the way in which we arrive at knowledge. 

In the pragmatic thinking of the modern world, knowing some­
thing always means dominating something: 'Knowledge is power.' 
Through our scientific knowledge we acquire power over objects 
and can appropriate them. Modern thinking has made reason op­
erational. Reason recognizes only 'what reason herself brings forth 
according to her own concept'. 1 0 It has become a productive organ 
- hardly a perceptive one any more. It builds its own world and 
in what it has produced it only recognizes itself again. In several 
European languages, understanding a thing means 'grasping' it. 
We grasp a thing when 'we've got it'. If we have grasped something, 
we take it into our possession. If we possess something we can do 
with it what we want. The motive that impels modern reason to 
know must be described as the desire to conquer and to dominate. 

For the Greek philosophers and the Fathers of the church, know­
ing meant something different: it meant knowing in wonder. By 
knowing or perceiving one participates in the life of the other. 
Here knowing does not transform the counterpart into the property 
of the knower; the knower does not appropriate what he knows. 
On the contrary, he is transformed through sympathy, becoming 
a participator in what he perceives. Knowledge confers fellowship. 
That is why knowing, perception, only goes as far as love, sym­
pathy and participation reach. Where the theological perception of 
God and his history is concerned, there will be a modern discovery 
of trinitarian thinking when there is at the same time a fundamental 
change in modern reason - a change from lordship to fellowship, 
from conquest to participation, from production to receptivity. 
The new theological penetration of the trinitarian history of God 
ought also to free the reason that has been made operational - free 
it for receptive perception of its Other, free it for participation in 
that Other. Trinitarian thinking should prepare the way for a 
liberating and healing concern for the reality that has been 
destroyed. 



10 Trinitarian Theology Today 

§2 ON THE WAY TO THE TRIUNE GOD 

The question about the reality of God has been answered in various 
different ways in the history of Western theology. One answer was 
given by Greek antiquity, continued to be given in the Middle 
Ages, and still counts as valid in the present-day definitions of the 
Roman Catholic Church: God is the supreme substance. The cos-
mological proofs of God claim to offer sufficient grounds for this 
assumption at every period. The other answer springs from the 
special tradition of the Old Testament and, by way of mediaeval 
nominalism, passed down to the Idealist philosophy of the nine­
teenth century. According to this answer, God is the absolute 
subject. The biblical testimonies of salvation history and the present 
experience of the world as history force us to think of God, not 
merely as the supreme substance but as the absolute subject as 
well. The specific answer given by Christian theology goes beyond 
these two answers: God, it claims, is the triune God. But what 
does this characteristically Christian answer mean in relation to 
those other concepts of God, which theology took over for itself 
in the course of its history? How are we to understand the reality 
of the world if we are to understand God, not as supreme substance 
and not as absolute subject, but as triunity, the three-in-one? 

1. God as Supreme Substance 

The cosmological proofs of God proceed from the finitude of the 
world and contrast this with infinite being. Because finitude has 
several definitions, there are several cosmological proofs. Their 
common starting point is the finitude of the world, and this can be 
so classified that they follow one another as steps on a single path. 
According to Aquinas there are 'five ways' of cosmological proof. 1 1 

Some neo-Thomist theologians believe that they are the only con­
vincing proofs of God at all; all the others are either fallacies or 
proofs which can be traced back to the 'five ways'. 1 2 In 1871 the 
First Vatican Council defined the fundamental demonstrability of 
God for Roman Catholic theology by stating 'that God, the origin 
and goal of all things, can be known with certainty from created 
things, with the help of the natural light of human reason'. 1 3 In 
1907 the anti-modernist oath restricted this to 'the five ways', with 
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the declaration 'that God can be known with certainty and can 
hence also be proved, as cause can be proved from effects'. 1 4 

The cosmological proofs of God start from the world and pre­
suppose that the world is cosmos, not chaos, well ordered by means 
of eternal laws, and beautiful in its protean forms. The proofs 
derive from Greek philosophy, and Greek philosophy of course 
presupposes the spirit of the Greek religion, for it grew up out of 
the Enlightenment of this religion. In Greek 'God' is a predicate, 
not a name. The Divine Ones are present in all wordly happenings. 
They need no special revelations. Consequently life in the eternal 
orders of the cosmos is a plenitude of all that is divine. Human life 
is led in the presence and in the fellowship of the gods if it is in 
correspondence with the orders and movements of the cosmos. 
Tlavxa nXrjgri OEWV, said Thales, in a phrase frequently quoted 
by Plato and Aristotle. It was on the basis of this cosmic religion 
that Greek religious philosophy grew up, a philosophy which en­
quires about the origin of the gods and about their divine nature. 
The divine nature, the Deity, TO deiov is one, necessary, immov­
able, infinite, unconditional, immortal and impassible. What is 
divine is defined by certain characteristics of the finite cosmos, and 
these are marked by negation. That is the via negativa. Because the 
Divine is one, it is the origin and measure of the Many in the 
cosmos. 

This philosophical inference about the nature of the divine pre­
supposes a divinely ordered cosmos. The existence of the divine 
essence is not in question. It is already presupposed by the existence 
of the cosmos. The divine essence is indirectly manifested in the 
mirror of that cosmos. The deity can be known from the world, 
by a process of deduction. Conversely, the world as cosmos, which 
reflects the divine essence and the divine wisdom, is comprehended 
from the presence of the divine. Here deity and cosmos provide 
mutual evidence for one another, thereby opening up a space for 
living in the chaos of the world, and order in the terrors of time. 
The cosmological proof of God based on the world is always at 
the same time the theological proof of the world based on God. 
That is why the concept of the world as cosmos is fundamental. 

Aquinas's 'five ways' go back to Aristotle and Cicero. They 
Presuppose the Greek concept of a cosmos which is a hierarchical 
order, graduated into different strata of being. The proofs are so 
ordered that each demonstration explains what the preceding one 
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had implicitly presupposed; so the 'five ways' belong together in 
a single demonstrative process. They start from general phenomena 
in the world and enquire about their ultimate foundation, beyond 
which nothing can be asked at all. The first starts from movement 
in the world and arrives at the concept of the primum movens; the 
second proceeds from effects in the world and arrives at the concept 
of the causa prima; the third starts from the potential being of all 
things and arrives at the concept of the ens per se necessarium; the 
fourth begins with the gradations of being in the world and arrives 
at the concept of the maxime ens; the fifth, finally, starts from the 
order of the world and arrives at the concept of the highest intel-
lectus. To these five definitions Aquinas adds in each case: 'et hoc 
dicimus Deum\ 

The cosmological proof of God was supposed by Thomas to 
answer the question Utrum Deus sit} But he did not really prove 
the existence of God; what he proved was the nature of the divine. 
The divine nature is the moving, causing, necessary, pure and 
intelligent Being for being that is moved, caused, possible, inter­
mingled and ordered: that was how he understood the via eminen-
tiae. In this way Aquinas answered the question: 'What is the 
nature of the divine?', but not the question: 'Who is God?'. With 
the help of his proof, God as the supreme essence or being has 
become conceivable, although we are not compelled to call this 
highest substance 'God'. The fact that 'all' human beings call this 
substance 'God' is due to the consensus gentium which Aquinas 
himself says is not conclusive, but merely provides the general 
linguistic rule, which may in certain circumstances be relative. 

The five ways of the cosmological proof of God are certainly 
cogent on the basis of the cosmology and metaphysics they pre­
suppose. But is this cosmology itself convincing? If the human 
understanding of reality changes fundamentally, these proofs of 
God lose their power, like all other proofs as well. They are irre­
futable from the standpoint of their own premises; but these prem­
ises can quite well be cut from under their feet. What separates 
modern thinking from Greek and mediaeval metaphysics is a 
changed view of reality as a whole. 
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2. God as Absolute Subject 

The method of the cosmological proofs of God rests on the premise 
that there is an ordered cosmos. The perceiving person finds himself 
existing in this order as a living being endowed with soul and 
spirit. The 'house of being' is his wordly home. This thinking in 
terms of being was superseded by the rise of modern, European 
subjectivity. Once man makes himself the subject of his own world 
by the process of knowing it, conquering it and shaping it, the 
conception of the world as cosmos is destroyed. Descartes split the 
world into res cogitans and res externa; and this modern dicho-
tomization has made the ontological order of being obsolete, and 
the monarchy of the highest substance obsolete at the same t ime. l s 

Reality is no longer understood as the divine cosmos, which sur­
rounds and shelters man as his home. It is now seen as providing 
the material for the knowledge and appropriation of the world of 
man. The centre of this world and its point of reference is the 
human subject, not a supreme substance. There is no higher reality 
encompassing man, the sphere of his experience and the realm of 
his awareness. It is he himself who opens up reality and makes it 
accessible. So the unity of what is real is determined anthropo­
logically, no longer cosmologically and theocentrically. The cosmos 
shows no 'traces' of the deity; on the contrary, it is full of traces 
of man. This transition to modern time has been called 'the an­
thropological turning point' (Martin Buber), 'the uprising to sub­
jectivity' (Martin Heidegger) and the path 'from ontocracy to 
technocracy' (A. T. van Leeuwen). It was out of this transition that 
Western atheism grew up. A world which has in principle become 
man's object proves only the existence of man and no longer the 
existence of a God. Is this the beginning of European nihilism? 

What did we do when we unchained this earth from its sun? 
Where is it moving to now? Away from all the suns? Do we not 
continually stumble and fall? Backwards, sideways, forwards, 
in all directions? Is there still an above and a below? Are we 
not wandering through an infinite nothingness? Do we not feel 
the breath of empty space? Do we not continually encounter 
night and still more night? Do we not have to light our lanterns 
before noon? . . . God is dead! God remains dead! And we have 
killed him. 1 6 
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If man can no longer understand himself in the light of the world 
and its cohesions, but has to comprehend the world and its cohe­
sions in the light of his own plans for its domination, then it would 
seem the obvious course for him to look for the mirror in which 
knowledge of God is to be found in his own subjectivity. But of 
course in the same degree to which he discovers his subjectivity in 
its superiority to the world, he also discovers that subjectivity's 
finitude. So he will enquire about an infinite, absolute and perfect 
subjectivity which lends his own subjectivity bearings, thus sus­
taining it and giving it permanence. The proof of God drawn from 
the world gives way to the proof of God drawn from existence, 
from the soul, from the immediate self-consciousness. That is not 
an objective proof; it is a subjective one. It is not theoretical; it is 
practical. People no longer need God in order to explain the world, 
but they do need him in order to exist with self-confidence, with 
self-certainty and with self-respect. 

This notion of God has a long history. We find the first theolog­
ical traces of it in Augustine: knowledge of the self is no longer 
part of knowledge of the world, but is related exclusively to know­
ledge of God. 'O eternal God, could I but know who I am and 
who thou art.' 'My desire is to know God and the soul. Nothing 
else? No, nothing else.' 1 7 The subject becomes directly certain of 
itself. Certainty of God becomes the correlative of direct certainty 
of the self. This means of access to God has a biblical foundation. 
The world is God's work, but man is God's image. That means 
that every human being finds in himself the mirror in which he can 
perceive God. The knowledge of God in his image is surer than 
the knowledge of God from his works. So the foundation of true 
self-knowledge is to be found in God. 

It was Descartes who finally stripped the world of God, making 
it an affair of mathematics; and it was he who made this idea the 
basis of his philosophy of subjectivity: a person can doubt all the 
experiences mediated by the senses, but not the fact that it is he 
himself who doubts. In the process of thinking he becomes directly 
conscious of himself. This certainty of the self is the fundamentum 
inconcussum. But he is conscious of himself as a finite being. 
Consequently the notion of a finite being is already presupposed 
and inherent in the notion of his self-consciousness: 'The mere fact 
that I exist and that a certain idea of a completely perfect being 
. . . is within me is the most convincing demonstration that God 
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exists.' 1 8 The more, therefore, man experiences hims ef as subject 
even if finite subject - over against the world of obpcts he has 

subjected, the more he recognizes in God, not the supreme sub­
stance of the world, but the infinite, perfect and absolute subject, 
namely the archetype of himself. God is for him no longer the 
ground of the world, but the ground of the soul. He i s ought, not 
as the secret of the world, but as the secret of his owjisoul. 

It was only after Kant had confuted the proofs of f̂ «d from the 
world through his critique of pure reason that Protes^nt theology 
began to concern itself seriously with reflections about subjectivity. 
Influenced by Kant and Schleiermacher, the ethical t^ology grew 
up - in Protestantism particularly - for which faith ^eans moral 
certainty of God; and the theology of experience, fo r which God 
is experienced in the believing person's experience of \s own self. 
God is not to be found in the explicable world of thir\gs; he has to 
be sought for in the experienceable world of the indiyilual self. It 
is only possible to talk about God when one talks a^at man or, 
to be more precise, about oneself, and out of one's o%iexperience 
of the self: this, Rudolf Bultmann declared, is the fmdamental 
principle of existential theology. 'For if the realization »f our own 
existence is involved in faith and if our existence is pounded in 
God and is non-existent outside God, then to appreherj o u r exist­
ence means to apprehend God. ' 1 9 

But it was Fichte and Hegel who went over to a consideration 
of God's absolute subjectivity for the first time. If, for he anthro­
pological reasons we have mentioned, God has to be tnderstood 
as the absolute, perfect subject, then we must also t h y of God as 
the subject of his own revelation and as the subject of man's 
knowledge of him. Consequently his revelation can oily be 'self-
revelation' and man's knowledge of him can only b e nan's own 
'self-knowledge'. Really, there can be no indirect cotrflunication 
of God by way of his works in the world or through Jis image in 
man; there can only be his direct 'self-communication'. Sod under­
stood as absolute subject presupposes free will in Gfj, which is 
not necessary in the concept of the supreme substance. 5od reveals 
himself where and when he likes. He reveals himself t a certain 
person and a certain history, determined by him. 

God, thought of as subject, with perfect reason and iree will, is 
in actual fact the archetype of the free, reasonable, siytreign per­
son, who has complete disposal over himself. That is »hy, in the 
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bourgeois world of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this 
concept of God was developed further into the concept of 'absolute 
personality' and, in simpler phraseology, to the idea of 'the per­
sonal God'. The starting point and the goal of this modern concept 
of God was and is the interpretation of the person as subject, and 
stress on the subjectivity of all his knowledge and all his 
relationships. 

3. The Triune God 

The churches' traditional doctrine of the Trinity derives from the 
specifically Christian tradition and proclamation. In order to com­
prehend the New Testament's testimony to the history of Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God, theology had to develop the trinitarian 
concept of God. The history of Jesus the Son cannot be grasped 
except as part of the history of the Father, the Son and the Spirit. 
We shall be showing this in chapter III. Here we shall simply ask 
how the specifically Christian doctrine of the Trinity fits in with 
the general concepts of God as supreme substance and absolute 
subject, and what problems emerge at this point; and we shall ask 
too whether the doctrine of the Trinity itself cannot provide us 
with the matrix for a new kind of thinking about God, the world 
and man. 

Ever since Tertullian, the Christian Trinity has always been de­
picted as belonging within the general concept of the divine sub­
stance: una substantia — tres personae. The one, indivisible, 
homogeneous, divine substance is constituted as three individual, 
divine persons. Consequently the converse also applies: the three 
persons are certainly different from one another, but they are one 
in their common divine substance. It is understandable that for 
Augustine and Thomas Aquinas this one, common, divine sub­
stance counted as being the foundation of the trinitarian Persons 
and was hence logically primary in comparison. Augustine pro­
ceeded from the one God, whose unity he apprehended in the 
concept of the one divine essence, only after that arriving at the 
concept of the trinitarian Persons. According to Aquinas, when we 
generalize, or abstract, from the trinitarian Persons, what remains 
for thought is the one divine nature. 2 0 It is this, he claimed, which 
is in general to be called 'God', not the three Persons, or only one 
of them. 



On the Way to the Triune God 17 

This presentation of the trinitarian Persons in the one divine 
substance had considerable consequences for Western theology, 
and even for Western thinking in general. In theological textbooks 
ever since Aquinas, the article on God has been divided into the 
treatise De Deo uno and the treatise De Deo trino. Even Protestant 
orthodoxy took over this two-fold division. First of all comes the 
proof and the assurance that there is a God and that God is one. 
Only after that is the doctrine of the triune God developed. First 
of all we have general, natural theology; the special theology of 
revelation comes afterwards. Natural theology, accordingly, pro­
vides the general framework within which the theology of revela­
tion draws the special Christian picture of God. The framework 
makes the picture possible, but it also restricts it. The metaphysical 
characteristics of the supreme substance are determined on the 
basis of the cosmological proofs of God. The divine being is one, 
immovable, impassible, and so forth. The specifically Christian 
doctrine of God can change nothing about all this, even though it 
has to talk about the triune God and the sufferings of the Son of 
God on the cross. Natural theology's definitions of the nature of 
the deity quite obviously become a prison for the statements made 
by the theology of revelation. That is clearly evident in the defi­
nition of God's unity. If natural theology's article De Deo uno is 
put before the article De Deo trino, then what is really being taught 
is a double divine unity - a unity of the divine essence, and the 
union of the triune God. The result is that the first unity forces out 
the second. Consequently, not only is there undue stress on the 
unity of the triune God, but there is also a reduction of the tri-
unity to the One God. The representation of the trinitarian Persons 
in a homogeneous divine substance, presupposed and recognizable 
from the cosmos, leads unintentionally but inescapably to the dis­
integration of the doctrine of the Trinity in abstract monotheism. 

Ever since Hegel in particular, the Christian Trinity has tended 
to be represented in terms belonging to the general concept of the 
absolute subject: one subject — three modes of being. The one, 
identical, divine, subject can only be thought of as perfect subject 
if it can relate to itself. If it relates to itself this must be viewed as 
an eternal process of self-differentiation and self-identification of 
the absolute subject. It is only on the basis of the presupposed 
self-differentiation of the absolute subject that we can talk about 
God's 'self-revelation and 'self-communication. The reflection 
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process of the absolute subject has - like the reflection process of 
every finite subject as well - this triadically conceivable structure 
of self-distinction and self-identification. 

A Christian doctrine of the Trinity which is to be presented in 
the medium of the modern concept of God as absolute subject 
must renounce the trinitarian concept of person, because the con­
cept of person also contains the concept of the subject of acts and 
relationships. It must surrender the concept of person to the one, 
identical God-subject, and choose for the trinitarian Persons an­
other, non-subjective expression. For this, Western tradition would 
seem to offer the neuter concept of 'mode of being'. Out of the 
necessity of its being, the one identical divine subject reflects on 
itself in three modes of being, communicating itself in this triadic 
way: God reveals himself through himself. The Father is assigned 
to the T , the Son to the 'self, and the Spirit to the identity of the 
divine 'I-self; and this becomes the basic structure of modern 
doctrines of the Trinity. What the traditional doctrine of the Trinity 
meant, is supposed to be reproduced by talking about 'the self-
relationships and self-mediations of the one, united God'. 2 1 

The later notion of 'absolute personality' does at least take us a 
step further. 2 2 The human personality is the result of a historical 
maturing process of the person; and in a similar way the absolute 
personality of God must be seen as the result of his eternal life 
process, eternally present in himself. The absolute personality of 
God fulfils its eternal being in three different modes of being. The 
effect of its triadic life on earth is therefore a process of self-
emptying and re-appropriation of absolute personality. 

Here the problems for the doctrine of the Trinity resemble those 
we discovered in the earlier Trinity of substance: the unity of the 
absolute subject is stressed to such a degree that the trinitarian 
Persons disintegrate into mere aspects of the one subject. But the 
special Christian tradition and proclamation cannot be conceived 
of within the concept of the absolute subject. To represent the 
trinitarian Persons in the one, identical divine subject leads unin­
tentionally but inescapably to the reduction of the doctrine of the 
Trinity to monotheism. 

A new treatment of the doctrine of the Trinity today has to come 
to terms critically with these philosophical and theological trad­
itions. A return to the earlier Trinity of substance is practically 
impossible, if only because the return to the cosmology of the old 
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way of thinking about being has become impossible too, ever since 
the beginning of modern times. To carry on with the more modern 
'subject' Trinity is not in fact very fruitful either, because modern 
thinking in terms of 'subject' is increasingly losing force and sig­
nificance. Anthropological thinking is giving way to the new, re-
lativistic theories about the world, and anthropocentric behaviour 
is being absorbed into social patterns. 'The belief that the most 
important thing about experience is the experiencing of it, and 
about deeds the doing of them, is beginning to strike most people 
as naive.' 2 3 The world of growing interdependencies can no longer 
be understood in terms of 'my private world'. Today the appeal to 
pure subjectivity is viewed as an inclination towards escapism. 

The present book is an attempt to start with the special Christian 
tradition of the history of Jesus the Son, and from that to develop 
a historical doctrine of the Trinity. Here we shall presuppose the 
unity of God neither as homogenous substance nor as identical 
subject. Here we shall enquire about that unity in the light of this 
trinitarian history and shall therefore develop it too in trinitarian 
terms. The Western tradition began with God's unity and then 
went on to ask about the trinity. We are beginning with the trinity 
of the Persons and shall then go on to ask about the unity. What 
then emerges is a concept of the divine unity as the union of the 
tri-unity, a concept which is differentiated and is therefore capable 
of being thought first of all. 

In distinction to the trinity of substance and to the trinity of 
subject we shall be attempting to develop a social doctrine of the 
Trinity. We understand the scriptures as the testimony to the his­
tory of the Trinity's relations of fellowship, which are open to men 
and women, and open to the world. This trinitarian hermeneutics 
leads us to think in terms of relationships and communities; it 
supersedes the subjective thinking which cannot work without the 
separation and isolation of its objects. 

Here, thinking in relationships and communities is developed 
out of the doctrine of the Trinity, and is brought to bear on the 
relation of men and women to God, to other people and to man­
kind as a whole, as well as on their fellowship with the whole of 
creation. By taking up panentheistic ideas from the Jewish and the 
Christian traditions, we shall try to think ecologically about God, 
fiian and the world in their relationships and indwellings. In this 
w a y it is not merely the Christian doctrine of the Trinity that we 
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are trying to work out anew; our aim is to develop and practise 
trinitarian thinking as well. 



II 

si GOD'S 'APATHY' OR HIS PASSION? 

If, in the manner of Greek philosophy, we ask what characteristics 
are 'appropriate' to the deity, then we have to exclude difference, 
diversity, movement and suffering from the divine nature. 1 The 
divine substance is incapable of suffering; otherwise it would not 
be divine.2 The absolute subject of nominalist and Idealist philo­
sophy is also incapable of suffering; otherwise it would not be 
absolute. Impassible, immovable, united and self-sufficient, the de­
ity confronts a moved, suffering and divided world that is never 
sufficient for itself. For the divine substance is the founder and 
sustainer of this world of transient phenomena; it abides eternally, 
and so cannot be subjected to this world's destiny.3 

But if we turn instead to the theological proclamation of the 
Christian tradition, we find at its very centre the history of Christ's 
passion. The gospel tells us about the sufferings and death of 
Christ. The delivering up of God's Son for the reconciliation of the 
world is communicated to us in the eucharist in the form of bread 
and wine. When the passion of Christ becomes present to us 
through word and sacrament, faith is wakened in us - the Christian 
faith in God. The person who believes owes his freedom to Christ's 
representation. He believes in God for Christ's sake. God himself 
is involved in the history of Christ's passion. If this were not so, 
no redeeming activity could radiate from Christ's death. But how 
is God himself involved in the history of Christ's passion? How 
can Christian faith understand Christ's passion as being the reve­
lation of God, if the deity cannot suffer? Does God simply allow 

The Passion of God-
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Christ to suffer for us? Or does God himself suffer in Christ on 
our behalf? 4 

Christian theology acquired Greek philosophy's ways of thinking 
in the Hellenistic world; and since that time most theologians have 
simultaneously maintained the passion of Christ, God's Son, and 
the deity's essential incapacity for suffering - even though it was 
at the price of having to talk paradoxically about 'the sufferings of 
the God who cannot suffer'.5 But in doing this they have simply 
added together Greek philosophy's 'apathy' axiom and the central 
statements of the gospel. The contradiction remains - and remains 
unsatisfactory. 

Right down to the present day the 'apathy' axiom has left a 
deeper impress on the basic concept of the doctrine of God than 
has the history of Christ's passion. Incapacity for suffering appar­
ently counts as being the irrelinquishable attribute of divine per­
fection and blessedness. But does this not mean that down to the 
present day Christian theology has failed to develop a consistent 
Christian concept of God? And that instead - for reasons which 
still have to be investigated - it has rather adopted the metaphysical 
tradition of Greek philosophy, which it understood as 'natural 
theology' and saw as its own foundation. 

The ability to identify God with Christ's passion becomes feeble 
in proportion to the weight that is given to the 'apathetic' axiom 
in the doctrine of God. If God is incapable of suffering, then - if 
we are to be consistent - Christ's passion can only be viewed as a 
human tragedy. For the person who can only see Christ's passion 
as the suffering of the good man from Nazareth, God is inevitably 
bound to become the cold, silent and unloved heavenly power. But 
that would be the end of the Christian faith. 

This means that Christian theology is essentially compelled to 
perceive God himself in the passion of Christ, and to discover the 
passion of Christ in God. Numerous attempts have been made to 
mediate between apathy and passion in a christological sense, in 
order to preserve the apathetic axiom; but - if we are to understand 
the suffering of Christ as the suffering of the passionate God — it 
would seem more consistent if we ceased to make the axiom of 
God's apathy our starting point, and started instead from the 
axiom of God's passion. The word 'passion', in the double sense 
in which we use it, is well suited to express the central truth of 
Christian faith. Christian faith lives from the suffering of a great 
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passion and is itself the passion for life which is prepared for 
suffering.6 

Why did the theology of the patristic period cling to the apathy 
axiom, although Christian devotion adored the crucified Christ as 
God, and the Christian proclamation was quite capable of talking 
about 'God's suffering'? 

There were two reasons: 
1. It was his essential incapacity for suffering that distinguished 

God from man and other non-divine beings, all of whom are alike 
subjected to suffering, as well as to transience and death. 

2. If God gives man salvation by giving him a share in his eternal 
life, then this salvation also confers immortality, non-transience, 
and hence impassibility too. 
Apathy is therefore the essence of the divine nature and the purest 
manifestation of human salvation in fellowship with God. 

The logical limitation of this line of argument is that it only 
perceives a single alternative: either essential incapacity for suffer­
ing, or a fateful subjection to suffering. But there is a third form 
of suffering: 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. 

In Christian theology the apathetic axiom only really says that 
God is not subjected to suffering in the same way as transient, 
created beings. It is in fact not a real axiom at all. It is a statement 
of comparison. It does not exclude the deduction that in another 
respect God certainly can and does suffer. If God were incapable 
of suffering in every respect, then he would also be incapable of 
love. He would at most be capable of loving himself, but not of 
loving another as himself, as Aristotle puts it. But if he is capable 
of loving something else, then he lays himself open to the suffering 
which love for another brings him; and yet, by virtue of his love, 
he remains master of the pain that love causes him to suffer. God 
does not suffer out of deficiency of being, like created beings. To 
this extent he is 'apathetic'. But he suffers from the love which is 
the superabundance and overflowing of his being. In so far he is 
'pathetic'. 

In the patristic period Origen seems to have been the only one 
to recognize and employ this distinction.7 Of all the Greek and 
Latin Fathers he is the only one who dares to talk theologically 
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about 'God's suffering'. Writing about the text 'He who did not 
spare his own Son but gave him up for us all' (Rom. 8 .32) , he says: 

Tradidisse eum dicitur hoc ipso, quod cum in forma Dei esset, 
passus est eum exinanire seipsum, et formam servi suscipere. 8 

In his mercy God suffers with us {ovn7iao~x£i)\ for he is not 
heartless.9 

He (the Redeemer) descended to earth out of sympathy for 
the human race. He took our sufferings upon Himself before He 
endured the cross - indeed before He even deigned to take our 
flesh upon Himself; for if He had not felt these sufferings [be­
forehand] He would not have come to partake of our human 
life. First of all He suffered, then He descended and became 
visible to us. What is this passion which He suffered for us? It 
is the passion of love {Caritas est passio). And the Father Him­
self, the God of the universe, 'slow to anger, and plenteous in 
mercy' (Ps. 103 .8 ) , does He not also suffer in a certain way? Or 
know you not that He, when He condescends to men, suffers 
human suffering? For the Lord thy God has taken thy ways 
upon Him 'as a man doth bear his son' (Deut. 1.31). So God 
suffers our ways as the Son of God bears our sufferings. Even 
the Father is not incapable of suffering {Ipse pater non est 
itnpassibilis). When we call upon him, He is merciful and feels 
our pain with us. He suffers a suffering of love, becoming 
something which because of the greatness of his nature He 
cannot be, and endures human suffering for our sakes. 1 0 

When Origen talks about God's suffering, he means the suffering 
of love, the compassion which is at the heart of mercy and pity. 
The merciful, the pitiful person participates in the suffering of 
another, he takes the other's sufferings on himself, he suffers for 
others. For Origen this suffering is divine suffering. It is the suf­
fering of God, who bears the world by bearing its burdens. It is 
the suffering of the Father who in giving up his 'own Son' (Rom. 
8.32) suffers the pain of redemption. It is the suffering of God's 
Son, who takes our sins and sicknesses upon himself. Origen, that 
is to say, talks about a divine passion which Christ suffers for us, 
and at the same time points to a divine passion between the Father 
and the Son in the Trinity. The suffering of love does not only 
affect the redeeming acts of God outwards; it also affects the 
trinitarian fellowship in God himself. In this way the extra-trini-
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§2 THE 'PATHOS OF GOD' 

One of the first people explicitly to contest the theology of the 
apathetic God was Abraham Heschel. 1 2 In a dispute with the Hel-
lenestically influenced Jewish philosophies of religion that had been 
developed by Philo, Jehuda Halevi, Maimonides and Spinoza, he 
called the theology of the Old Testament prophets a 'theology of 
the divine pathos'. 1 3 

In his pathos the Almighty goes out of himself, entering into the 
people whom he has chosen. He makes himself a partner in a 
covenant with his people. In this pathos, this feeling for the people 
which bears his name and upholds his honour in the world, the 
Almighty is himself ultimately affected by Israel's experience, its 
acts, its sins and its sufferings. In the fellowship of his covenant 
with Israel, God becomes capable of suffering. His existence and 
the history of the people are linked together through the divine 
pathos. Creation, liberation, covenant, history and redemption 
spring from the pathos of God. This therefore has nothing to do 
with the passions of the moody, envious or heroic gods belonging 
to the mythical world of the sagas. Those gods are subject to 
destiny because of their passions. But the divine passion about 
which the Old Testament tells us is God's freedom. It is the free 
relationship of passionate participation. 1 4 The eternal God takes 

tarian suffering and the inner-trinitarian suffering correspond. For 
the divine suffering of love outwards is grounded on the pain of 
love within. It is significant that Origen has to talk about God in 
trinitarian terms at the moment when his text makes him begin to 
talk about God's suffering. For we can only talk about God's 
suffering in trinitarian terms. In monotheism it is impossible. Both 
Aristotelian philosophy and the religion of Islam make this clear. 

In this chapter we are trying to develop a doctrine of theopathy.11 

So let us first of all look at the theologians who - contrary to the 
main stream of theological tradition - start from God's passion 
and not from his apathy. These theologians are rare and difficult 
to find, so we shall consider them in some detail. We shall be 
looking at the rabbinic and kabbalistic doctrine of the Shekinah; 
an Anglican theology of 'the sacrifice of eternal love'; a Spanish 
mysticism of 'the pain of God'; and a Russian-Orthodox philo­
sophy of religion, 'the divine tragedy'. 
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men and women seriously to the point of suffering with them in 
their struggles and of being wounded in his love because of their 
sins. 

Of course the images of Yahweh as Israel's friend, or father, or 
mother, or her disappointed lover are just as anthropomorphic as 
the notions of an ardent, jealous, angry, or erotically craving God. 
But what these images are trying to express is missed by the person 
who holds 'apathy' to be the only characteristic that is 'appropriate' 
for the deity. Jehuda Halevi did this when he maintained that 
sympathy and compassion were signs of spiritual weakness and 
hence inappropriate for God: 

He ordered poverty for the one and riches for the other without 
any alteration in his nature, without any feeling of sympathy 
with the one or anger with the other. He is the just judge. 

Maimonides did the same when he declared that no predicate 
indicating physical nature and suffering must be applied to the 
Eternal One: 

God is free from passions; He is moved neither by feelings of 
joy nor by feelings of pain. 

Spinoza followed the same line when he propounded the thesis 
that 'God neither loves nor hates'. For a long time the divine 
apathy was a fundamental principle for Jewish theologians too. It 
was Abraham Heschel who perceived for the first time that the 
divine pathos is the appropriate hemeneutical point of reference 
for the anthropomorphic utterances of God in the Old Testament. 1 5 

If we start from the pathos of God, then we do not consider God 
in his absolute nature, but understand him in his passion and in 
his interest in history. This means understanding the historical 
nature of God. In his criticism of Philo, Heschel showed that the 
terms and concepts of philosophical monotheism cannot express 
the Jewish experience of God, because that is the experience of 
divine pathos, not a realization of the apathy of the divine being. 
Because human beings continually unfold their own living char­
acter in the sphere of their experience of God, we can follow 
Heschel when he talks about the Stoic idea of the homo apatheticus 
and about the Jewish existence of the homo sympatbeticus16 The 
experience of the divine pathos throws a person open to the joy 
and pain of life. He loves with God's love; he is jealous for God's 
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honour; and he suffers with the sufferings of his God, in order 
finally to rejoice in God's joy. 

On the ground of the Jewish experience of God, Heschel devel­
oped a bipolar theology of the covenant. God is in himself free and 
not subject to any destiny; yet through his pathos God has at the 
same time committed himself in his covenant. He is the God of 
gods; and at the same time for his little people of Israel he is the 
God of the covenant. He reigns in heaven; and at the same time 
dwells with the humble and meek. 

This conceals a second bipolarity. 
The sympathy of man responds to the experience of the divine 

pathos. That too is determined by God. That is why the prophet 
is called an ish ha-ruach, a man filled with the spirit of God. The 
sympathy of the spirit which comes from God responds to the 
pathos in which God goes out of himself. This makes a second 
self-differentiation in God perceptible. God the Lord is a 'single' 
God. He is the 'only' God. But that does not mean that he is one 
{monas) in the monistic sense. On the contrary, the experience of 
the divine pathos inevitably leads to the perception of the self-
differentiation of the one God . 1 7 

These insights are deepened if we take up early rabbinic theology 
and the kabbalistic doctrine of the Shekinah. 1 8 What Heschel called 
the divine pathos is described here as 'God's self-humiliation'. The 
history of the world develops out of a series of divine self-humili­
ations and it is these that it represents: the creation, the choosing 
of the patriarchs, the covenant with the people, the exodus and the 
exile are all forms of this self-humiliation on God's part. The rabbis 
interpreted Psalm 18.35 (RSV: 'Thy right hand supported me, and 
thy help made me great': Luther's version: 'When thou dost cast 
me down, thou makest me great') as meaning: 'Thou showest me 
thy greatness through thy humiliation of thyself.' The Almighty 
humiliates himself to the end of the world. He is high and lifted up 
- and looks upon the lowly. He reigns in heaven - and dwells with 
widows and orphans. Like a servant he bears the torch before 
Israel in the desert. Like a slave he carries the people with their 
sins. In this way the One who is high and lifted up encounters men 
and women in what is small and despised. These self-humiliations 
are to be understood as God's accommodations to human weak­
ness. But as the accommodations of eternal love they are at the 
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same time already anticipations of the universal indwelling of 
God's eternal glory. 

The idea of the Shekinah includes these three aspects: the present 
indwelling of the Lord in Israel; the form assumed by the conde­
scension of the Eternal One; and the anticipations of the glory of 
the One who is to come. 

Through his Shekinah God is present in Israel. Together with 
Israel he suffers persecutions. Together with Israel he goes into 
exile as a prisoner. Together with the martyrs he experiences the 
torments of death. 

Since God's sufferings in exile were taken completely seriously, 
Israel's deliverance from exile was logically bound to be seen as 
God's deliverance too . . . In this intimate bond of common 
suffering God and Israel wait together for their deliverance. 
Israel knows that it will be delivered, since God will deliver 
himself and his people with him . . . The suffering of God is the 
means by which Israel is redeemed: God himself is 'the ransom' 
for Israel. 1 9 

Through this belief Israel's suffering is embedded in God's suf­
fering, and the glorifying of God in the world is linked with Israel's 
redemption. This faith in the God who suffers with Israel is the 
inexhaustible source of the power which saves the persecuted 
people from despair and paralysis, and keeps its assailed and dis­
appointed hope alive. 

In order to see how the idea was developed further, let us look 
at certain concepts in Jewish mysticism. Here the Shekinah was 
thought of in hypostasized and personified form. 2 0 But if the Shek­
inah is viewed, not merely as one of God's characteristics, but as 
God in person, then it is necessary to assume a profound self-
differentiation in God himself. As Gershom Scholem has shown, 

From this time on there has been a mysterious fissure, not indeed 
in the substance of Divinity, but in its life and action. This 
doctrine has been completely hedged round with reservations, 
but its basic meaning for all that is clear enough. Its pursuit led 
to the conception of what the Kabbalists call 'the exile of the 
Shekinah'. Only after the restoration of the original harmony in 
the act of redemption, when everything shall again occupy the 
place it originally had in the divine scheme of things, will 'God 
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be one and His name one', in Biblical terms, truly and for all 
time. 2 1 

It was these ideas which Franz Rosenzweig was evidently taking 
up when he explained: 

Mysticism builds its bridge between 'the God of our fathers' 
and 'the remnant of Israel' with the help of the doctrine of the 
Shekinah. The Shekinah, the descent of God to man and his 
dwelling among them, is thought of as a divorce which takes 
place in God himself. God himself cuts himself off from himself, 
he gives himself away to his people, he suffers with their suffer­
ings, he goes with them into the misery of the foreign land, he 
wanders with their wanderings . . . God himself, by 'selling 
himself to Israel - and what should be more natural for 'the 
God of our Fathers'! - and by suffering her fate with her, makes 
himself in need of redemption. In this way, in this suffering, the 
relationship between God and the remnant points beyond 
itself.2 2 

But if this history of evil and suffering is determined by God's 
differentiation between himself and his Shekinah, and by the rift 
which cuts off the Shekinah from God himself, how is this es­
trangement overcome? It is overcome through prayer and acknowl­
edgment of 'the one God'. According to Franz Rosenzweig, to pray 
the Shema Israel in the historical experience of God, in the ex­
perience of the Exile, means: 

To acknowledge God's unity - the Jew calls it uniting God. For 
this unity is, in that it becomes; it is a Becoming Unity. And this 
Becoming is laid on the soul of man and in his hands. 2 3 

Through the prayer of acknowledgment the persecuted Shekinah 
will be united with God and God with his estranged Shekinah. 
This comes about in this hostile world and is a sign of hope for 
the coming glory in which God 'will be all in all' in the world 
which he has put to rights. The estrangement is overcome too 
through the acts of the good, which are directed towards the 
overcoming of evil and the establishment of the future harmony of 
the one world. That is the meaning of the Hebrew word tikkun.24 

Of course the doctrine of theopathy we have described is only 
one of the ways of understanding God on the basis of fundamental 
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S3 'THE ETERNAL SACRIFICE OF LOVE' 

m the nineteenth and twentieth centuries it was English theology 
which carried on the theological discussion about God's passibility. 
Continental theology passed it by unheedingly. J . K. Mozley ex-
P°Unded it in detail in his book, The Impassibility of God. A 
SurVgy Qj christian Thought, expressing surprise in his preface that 
t h e r e w a s n o classic German monograph on the subject 'to lighten 
l he labours of other students'. 2 6 

Jewish experience. But we see here too that to start from God's 
patho s and compassion means coming to accept a self-differentia­
tion Of 'riff i n God. If God suffers with Israel in his passion for 
her, then he must be able to confront himself, to stand over against 
himself. The doctrine of the Shekinah is the logical result of making 
God's pathos the starting point. 

if in history the Shekinah is so far removed and estranged 
frorn Q 0 ( J t n a t j t l s unrecognizable, so that it has to be 'united' 
wjth God through prayer and the acts of the good, why has God 
withdrawn his indwelling in the world so far from himself, and 
what caused the 'rift' in God's life and activity? The answer can 
really o m v j j e . t n e dichotomy in God which is experienced here is 
based o n the pathos and the initial self-humiliation through which 
the Almighty goes out of himself and becomes involved with the 
limited world and with the freedom of his image in that world. 
Love seeks a counterpart who freely responds and independently 
gives love for love. Love humiliates itself for the sake of the freedom 
°f its counterpart. The freedom towards God of the human being 
w h o m God desires and loves is as unbounded as God's capacity 
f ° r Passion and for patience. Love of freedom is the most profound 
r e a s o n f o r 'God's self-differentiation' and for 'the divine bipolari-

' for 'God's self-surrender' and for the 'rift' which runs through 
the divine life and activity until redemption. 

The most moving potentiality of this theology is that it allows 
u s to comprehend the Jewish people's history of suffering and the 
story D f i t s martyrs as the history of the suffering of the tortured 
divine Shekinah. 'When man suffers torment, what does the Shek­
inah say? "My head is heavy, my arm is heavy" ', says a Mishnah, 
talking about the way God suffers with the torments of the 
hang e d." 
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It is true that the German theology of the same period can show 
nothing comparable with the wealth of literature in English on this 
subject. This is all the more surprising since many theses which 
were introduced into theological discussion by the dialectical 
theology of the twenties are already to be found in the Anglican 
theologians who made God's passibility their starting point. 

The reason for the resolve to start from the idea of God's ca­
pacity for suffering, contrary to the whole theological and philo­
sophical tradition, was evidently the Anglican idea of the 
eucharistic sacrifice. One basic concept runs through the whole 
literature on the subject: the necessity of seeing the eucharistic 
sacrifice, the cross on Golgotha and the heart of the triune God 
together, in a single perspective. The immediate occasion for de­
veloping the power of God's suffering theologically was the apolo­
getic necessity for providing a reply to Darwin's theory of 
evolution. In what sense are we to understand God's almighty 
power? 

One of the most remarkable books about God's capacity for 
suffering is The World's Redemption by C. E. Rolt . 2 7 The outbreak 
of the First World War prevented the book from being as widely 
discussed as it deserved. 2 8 

Rolt starts from the assumption that Darwin's theory of evolu­
tion calls the doctrine of God's almighty power in question. He 
answers with a concept of omnipotence which is derived from the 
cross of Christ. 2 9 The sole omnipotence which God possesses is the 
almighty power of suffering love. It is this that he reveals in Christ. 
What was Christ's essential power? It was love, which was per­
fected through voluntary suffering; it was love, which died in 
meekness and humility on the cross and so redeemed the world. 
This is the essence of the divine sovereignty. The passion is the 
final victory of the Son of God. 3 0 Rolt then goes on to deduce the 
eternal divine nature from Christ's passion. What Christ, the in­
carnate God, did in time, God, the heavenly Father, does and must 
do in eternity. If Christ is weak and humble on earth, then God is 
weak and humble in heaven. For 'the mystery of the cross' is a 
mystery which lies at the centre of God's eternal being. 3 1 

This is the fundamental idea of the whole Anglican theology of 
God's suffering: the cross on Golgotha has revealed the eternal 
heart of the Trinity. That is why we must trace the thread back 
from the historical, earthly cross to the eternal nature if we are to 
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perceive the primordial heavenly image. 3 2 

The oldest writings which Mozley cites for this theology argue 
like this: 

It is as if there were a cross unseen, standing on its undiscovered 
hill, far back in the ages, out of which were sounding always, 
just the same deep voice of suffering love and patience that was 
heard by mortal ears from the sacred hill of Calvary. 3 3 

The thoughtful and widely circulated devotional writing The Mys­
tery of Pain (it was published anonymously but the writer was in 
fact James Hinton) takes up the Johannine principle: 'He who has 
seen me has seen the Father' in order to say: 

If God would show us Himself, He must show us Himself as a 
sufferer, as taking what we call pain and loss. These are His 
portion; from eternity He chose them. The life Christ shows us 
is the eternal life. 3 4 

If we follow through the idea that the historical passion of Christ 
reveals the eternal passion of God, then the self-sacrifice of love is 
God's eternal nature. There is no definition of the divine nature 
which could avoid including this in its concept. The sacrifice of 
love is not, either, merely a divine reaction to man's sin. Nor is it 
a free decision of will on God's part, in the sense that it need not 
have been made. For the cross of Christ is not something that is 
historically fortuitous, which might not have happened. God him­
self is nothing other than love. Consequently Golgotha is the ines­
capable revelation of his nature in a world of evil and suffering. 

The theological argument which thinks along these lines begins 
with the eucharist, from there moves to the historical cross on 
Golgotha, and from that point draws a conclusion about God's 
eternal nature. God is love; love makes a person capable of suffer­
ing; and love's capacity for suffering is fulfilled in the self-giving 
and the self-sacrifice of the lover. Self-sacrifice is God's very nature 
and essence. C. E. Rolt develops his doctrine of the Trinity from 
this axiom: God sacrifices himself in eternity, and his whole nature 
is embodied in this act. He is the lover, the beloved and the love 
itself.35 But because his being is absolute, there is nothing outside 
himself which he can sacrifice in eternity. So it follows that what 
God eternally sacrifices is himself. His whole being is the eternal 
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sacrifice of self-love. But because God, as perfect love, is at the 
same time perfectly selfless, he loves himself in the most extreme 
and complete self-forsakenness.3 6 God lays God open for his future. 

Through his understanding of God's self-love as his self-sacrifice, 
Rolt's trinitarian interpretation of God's eternal self-love leads to 
a doctrine of the Trinity which is open to the world. Love has to 
give, for it is only in the act of giving that it truly possesses, and 
finds bliss. That is why God has to give himself; and he cannot 
possess himself apart from this act of serving. God has to give 
himself completely; and it is only in this way that he is God. He 
has to go through time; and it is only in this way that he is eternal. 
He has to run his full course on earth as servant; and it is only in 
this way that he is the lord of heaven. He has to be man and 
nothing but man; and it is only in this way that he is completely 
God. So God's divinity is not cut off from his humanity, and his 
humanity is not cut off from his divinity: 'It was necessary for God 
to be Man, for only so could He be truly God. ' 3 7 

In order to be completely itself, love has to suffer. It suffers from 
whatever contradicts its own nature. But if God is love and nothing 
but love, can there be anything which contradicts his being, so that 
he suffers from it and has to endure it as part of his own self-
sacrifice? What is this? It is evil. 'God loves himself unselfishly, and 
therefore He must suffer evil.' 3 8 By suffering evil he transforms evil 
into good. 

Rolt shows very well how in world history God's suffering love 
transforms 'brute force' into 'vital energy'. Suffering love over­
comes the brutality of evil and redeems the energy in evil, which 
is good, through the fulfilment which it gives to this misguided 
passion. Rolt sees this principle as acting at all stages of evolution. 
In the chapter on 'Redemptive Creation' he tries to show that the 
process of evolution is the process of redemption through suffering 
love. He means by this the continuous transformation of deadly 
violence into vital energy. The Beatitude 'blessed are the meek, for 
they shall inherit the earth' is for him the principle of a humane 
society capable of survival; moreover he holds that scientifically 
speaking it is also demonstrably nature's 'method of creation' and 
'the path of evolution'. Through openness and capacity for suffer­
ing, the divine love shows that it is life's pre-eminent organizing 
principle in the deadly conflicts of blind natural forces. 

But if God is already in eternity and in his very nature love, 
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suffering love and self-sacrifice, then evil must already have come 
into existence with God himself, not merely with creation, let alone 
with the Fall of man. It is only if there is a tension within God 
himself that we can talk in a way that makes sense about God's 
eternal self-sacrifice. But is there an 'opposition' within God him­
self? In this connection Rolt points to mystical theology; and we 
are reminded here of Jakob Bohme. 

Rolt himself, however, restricts his argument at this point to 
God as the single source of good and evil: 'Brute force . . . comes 
from God and He is responsible for it. Good and evil come from 
the same source and are therefore precisely the same thing.' 3 9 How 
are we to interpret this? Rolt maintains the bold thesis that evil 
does not exist because God created it; it exists just because he 
refused to create it. He puts it in paradoxical terms: 'Evil exists 
precisely because He commands it not to exist.' 4 0 A statement like 
this only makes sense if 'non-existence' has the power of nullity as 
whatever is shut out from God. But then the statement makes very 
good sense indeed. Because God creates order and excludes chaos, 
chaos (as what has been excluded by creation) is an ever-present 
threat to that creation. If, now, God endures this evil in suffering 
love, then he transforms its deadly power into vital energy. The 
power of the negative is caught up into the process of the becoming 
of being. His patient, suffering love is the creative power which 
'gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do 
not exist' (Rom. 4 .17) . The evil which God suffers is the condition 
of his eternal bliss because it is the presupposition for his triumph. 
'This is the mystery of the Cross, a mystery which lies at the centre 
of God's eternal Being.' 4 1 

This means that God's eternal bliss is not bliss based on the 
absence of suffering. On the contrary, it is bliss that becomes bliss 
through suffering's acceptance and transformation. In the eternal 
joy of the Trinity, pain is not avoided; it is accepted and transmuted 
into glory. The eternity of the God who is love, suffering love, and 
self-sacrifice can only be the consummation of this very history of 
suffering. 'God must, therefore, pass through time to attain to his 
eternal being. And in this passage He must experience the pain as 
untransmuted pain. Only thus can he transmute it, and, by it, 
attain to his own perfect bliss.' 4 2 

In the First World War the great preacher and writer G. A. 
Studdert Kennedy gave a popular and practical form to this theol-
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ogy of the suffering God. His book The Hardest Part43 has a 
prophetic and radical force rather like that of Barth's Epistle to 
the Romans, which came out at about the same time. In fact it 
deserved even greater attention than Barth's book, for the theology 
of the suffering God is more important than the theology of the 
God who is 'Wholly Other'. What was able to stand the test of the 
battlefields of Flanders and created faith even in the hells there was 
the discovery of the crucified God: 

It's always the Cross in the end - God, not Almighty, but God 
the Father, with a Father's sorrow and a Father's weakness, 
which is the strength of love. God splendid, suffering, crucified 
- Christ. There's the Dawn. 4 4 

Studdert Kennedy acquired this profound intuition or impression 
of the suffering God revealed in Jesus, and his conviction of the 
necessity of this truth, when he was working as an Anglican priest 
in the narrow streets and dark homes of the English slums. His 
experiences as chaplain to the forces only deepened this 'essential 
truth' for him. Studdert Kennedy also perceived the eminently 
political importance of the theology of the suffering God. 'God 
Almighty' is for him nothing other than the religious myth of 
power and the injustice on earth which cries out to high heaven. 
He is the world's tyrant, God the oppressor, the imperial, the 
'Prussian' God. 

In their hearts all true men worship one God - the naked, 
wounded, bloody, but unconquered and unconquerable Christ. 
This is the God for Whom the heart of democracy is longing, 
and after Whom it is blindly, blunderingly, but earnestly 
groping. 4 5 

For him the war was a struggle between the God who is suffering 
love and 'the Almighty' who blesses the violence and the weapons. 

I want to win the world to the worship of the patient, suffering 
Father God revealed in Jesus Christ . . . God, the Father God of 
Love, is everywhere in history, but nowhere is He Almighty. 
Ever and always we see Him suffering, striving, crucified, but 
conquering. God is Love . 4 6 

Studdert Kenney called his book after his poem 'The Hardest 
Part': 
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The sorrows of God mun be 'ard t o bear, 
if 'e really 'as Love in 'is 'eart, 
And the 'ardest part i' the world t o play 
Mun surely be God's Part. 

§4 'THE SORROW OF GOD' 

A year before C. E. Rolt's book was published, a work appeared 
in Spain entitled Dei Sentimiento Trágico de la Vida en los 
Hombres y en los Pueblos.47 The author was Miguel de Unamuno 
( 1 8 6 4 - 1 9 3 6 ) , one of the great Spanish writers and philosophers of 
this century. 4 8 The book, which was translated into English in 
1921 , appeared in German in 1925 (with an introduction by E. R. 
Curtius). In Germany too it made an enduring impression. It fitted 
the mood of the twenties and lent support to the Roman Catholic 
parallel to the Luther Renaissance of the period with its catchword 
of 'consoled despair'. Reinhold Schneider was the writer who was 
most profoundly affected by Unamuno: 'It must have been about 
this time that the fame of Miguel de Unamuno reached me . . . He 
lifted me out of my life like a landmark which can never be put 
back in the same place. What stirred me, comforted me and sus­
tained me, in my innermost pain especially, was the idea of exist­
ence as a death struggle and the passionate conflict with time, 
existence as ceaseless challenge.' 4 9 

In 1897 , during a profound crisis in his life, Unamuno discovered 
Spanish passion mysticism. Through it he came to understand the 
mystery of the world and the mystery of God. Christ's death 
struggle on Golgotha reveals the pain of the whole world and the 
sorrow of God. Hegel, Kierkegaard ('the brother from the North'), 
Schopenhauer and Jakob Böhme helped him to formulate this 
insight of his. 

'The tragic sense of life' is a fundamental existential experience, 
for it is the experience of the death of human existence. 'Life is a 
tragedy, and a tragedy is a perpetual struggle without victory or 
hope of victory - simply a contradiction.'5 0 Everything living is 
involved in this contradiction and is only alive as long as it is 
involved in it. Since death is inescapable, life itself is a contradic­
tion, for life wants to live, not die. The thirst for living is the thirst 
for eternity. Unamuno wants to affirm this contradiction, which is 
inherent in life, since life is incapable of fulfilment. He wants to 
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affirm it in order to cling to the profound experience of disagree­
ment: it is man's sharpest pain to try very hard and not achieve 
anything. Unamuno calls this painful experience of life congoja, 
which means pain, sorrow, anguish, oppression (angor, anxietas, 
co-angustia). 

Congoja is also the quintessence of his picture of Christ. The 
Christ despairing in his agony on the cross is for him the only true 
picture of Christ. 5 1 He captured this image in his poem 'The Christ 
of Velazquez': 'The crucifixes, the Spanish images of Christ, are 
images of appalling tragedy. They reflect the cult of the Christ in 
his death agony, the Christ who is not yet dead.' 5 2 For Unamuno 
this crucified Christ in his dying torment became the revelation of 
the universal congoja contradiction of the world and every indi­
vidual life. 'Agony then, is a struggle. And Christ came to bring us 
agony; struggle, not peace . . . "And what about peace?" we shall 
be asked . . . But the point is that this peace is the fruit of war and 
that war is the fruit of peace. And herein lies the agony.' 5 3 Ac­
cording to Unamuno's dialectic it is not a question of war or peace, 
contradiction or correspondence. What we are faced with is the 
contradiction in the correspondence and the correspondence in the 
contradiction. It is that which is the agony that is insoluble. It is 
that which is the conflict that finds no peace. 

Out of the existential experience which he calls the tragic sense 
of life, and out of this contemplation of the crucified Christ in his 
dying torments, Unamuno developed his theology of the infinite 
sorrow of God. 

He is quite aware of having to break with a tradition lasting for 
more than two thousand years: This God of the logician, arrived 
at by the via negationis, knew neither love nor hate. He was a God 
without sorrow {congoja) and without glory - an inhuman God. 
His very justice was only a mathematical, logical justice, and so 
really an injustice.' 5 4 'It is only the logical and frozen ens realissi-
mum, the primum movens, that does not suffer because it does not 
love. It is incapable of suffering anything and is hence a pure 
idea.' 5 5 The modern concept of God shares this defect too: 'The 
"categorical" neither suffers nor lives, nor does it exist as subject 
at all. But how is the world supposed to emanate from this? Such 
a world would be merely the idea of a world. But the real world 
suffers. In suffering it feels the very material of reality, feels in its 
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physical existence the spirit and itself, the immediate presence of 
what is.' 5 6 

Unamuno therefore breaks with 'natural theology' as philosoph­
ical defence of the Christian faith in God: 'The God of so-called 
natural theology cannot, however, be conceived of as suffering.'5 7 

This natural theology is an illusion. It prevents people from recog­
nizing the crucified Christ, from perceiving the contradiction of 
their own existence, and from understanding God's sorrow. At the 
same time Unamuno does preserve 'natural theology's' universal 
claim; he applies that claim to the theology of the cross, using it 
to evolve his universal theology of pain, which we might describe 
as panentheistic. 

A God who cannot suffer cannot love either. A God who cannot 
love is a dead God. He is poorer than any man or woman. Una­
muno agrees with the Browning lines which he quotes: 

For the loving worm within its clod 
Were diviner than a loveless God 
Amid his worlds, I will dare to say. 5 8 

The living God is the loving God. The loving God shows that he 
is a living God through his suffering. 'For to us in our suffering 
God reveals himself as the suffering God. As sufferer, he demands 
our compassion, and on other sufferers he confers his own com­
passion. He envelops our anguish with his immeasurable anguish, 
which knows no end.' 5 9 

The truth of the suffering God has been revealed to us through 
Christianity: 

All this constituted the scandal of Christianity among the Jews 
and Greeks, among the Pharisees and the Stoics; and from that 
time it has been a scandal even among many Christians too: the 
scandal of the cross, the scandal that God should become man 
in order to suffer and die and rise again, that God should suffer 
and should experience what death is. Yet this truth, the truth of 
the suffering God, which so appals the mind of man, is the 
revelation emerging from the very matrix and mystery of the 
universe. It was revealed to us when God sent his Son so that 
he might redeem us by suffering and dying. It was the revelation 
of the divine nature of suffering, since only that which suffers 
is divine . . . Only what is dead, inhuman, does not suffer. 6 0 



'The Sorrow of God' 3 9 

Unamuno concedes to tradition that: 

This may sound like a blasphemy of God, because suffering 
includes an incompleteness, a limitation. And certainly God is 
limited by the coarse matter in which he dwells, by the lack of 
awareness out of which he seeks to draw both himself and us. 
So we must strive to do the same work of liberation for God. 
God suffers in all and in each individual awareness of transitory 
matter, and we all suffer in God. Religious suffering is simply 
this two-sided divine suffering.6 1 

In these sentences Unamuno's theological vision of the world 
emerges with particular clarity. In his boundless love God inter­
penetrates everything living. This means that God imposes a limi­
tation on himself, since in this way the Infinite One enters into his 
finite creation. If he enters into his finite creation, then he also 
participates in its evolution. God and the world are then involved 
in a common redemptive process. In this process God participates 
in the world's pain and suffers in all who suffer. That is why we 
participate in God's pain. It is not only that we need God's com­
passion; God also needs ours. What evolutionary process is meant 
here? For Unamuno all living things are striving to arrive at an 
awareness of themselves. This process of developing awareness 
comes about through the experience of pain. Awareness means 
knowing-with, feeling-with and suffering-with. It is only through 
pain that living things arrive at awareness of one another and of 
themselves. By arriving at awareness through pain, the living be­
come free, and God himself becomes free in the process. 'The soul 
of each one of us will not be free so long as anything is enslaved 
in God's world; and even God himself will only be free when our 
souls are free.' 6 2 

The deliverance of the world from its contradiction is nothing 
less than God's deliverance of himself from the contradiction of 
his world. Through the experience of death, man participates in 
God's pain over his world: 'Sorrow (congoja) teaches us about 
God's sorrow, his sorrow at being eternal and surviving his crea­
tures. Sorrow teaches us to love God.' 6 3 The God who is love, and 
who loves every one of his creatures with a love that is infinite, is 
bound to experience sorrow and loss at the death of every one of 
the beings he has created. Our sorrow and our loss are experienced 
participation in his pain. That is why in our pain our hope is 
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directed towards that divine future in which God will have all his 
creatures beside him to all eternity. That is to say, our hope is for 
the day when all things will be restored and gathered in a new, 
eternal order. 

The question of theodicy is the explicit background to this theol­
ogy of God's universal sorrow. Unamuno's idea is a simple one: 
either God lets people suffer, or he suffers himself. The God who 
lets the innocent suffer is the accused in theodicy's court. The God 
who suffers everything in everyone is his only possible defending 
counsel. But are the two — the God who is so accused, and the 
God who suffers — not one and the same? Face to face with 
Velazquez' crucifix, Unamuno had an idea that reaches the limit 
of radical boldness: 'Is this the atoning God, who wants to clear 
his conscience of the guilt, the reproach of having created man, 
and at the same time evil and suffering?' 6 4 For him at all events 
the crucified God is the only possible divine answer to the universal 
theodicy question, which is the tormenting sting in every agony. 
That is why, in the history of the world's suffering, the crucified 
Christ is our sole means of access to knowledge of God. 

Anyone who starts from the experience of suffering and who 
perceives the mystery of the world in God's own sorrow is com­
pelled to talk about God in christological terms. And he inevitably 
thinks of God in trinitarian ones: 'The Father is only known by 
means of the Son, the Son of Man who suffers the blood anguish 
of fear and torment of heart, who awaits death in darkness of soul 
- death and the pain that kills and makes resurrection possible.' 6 5 

The congoja contradiction in God cannot be understood at all 
except in trinitarian terms. For the contradiction which Unamuno 
sees God himself as suffering is not merely the contradiction of 
God's world. It is bound up with that; but it is also a contradiction 
in God himself. This forbids us to think of God's unity in the sense 
of a logical identity, whether it be of a substance or a subject. 

But how does the congoja contradiction in God himself come 
about, and what is its real nature? At this point Unamuno is silent. 
He contents himself with a pointer to Jakob Bohme's idea about 
there being a 'dark side' to God. 

What does this theology of God's sorrow mean for the devel­
opment of man's humanity} Life does not become a specifically 
human life through the suppression of suffering, pain and contra­
diction. Life does not become happy life in a world without suf-
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fering, without pain, without conflict and contradiction. On the 
contrary, that would be the necrophil world of petrification and 
death. 'The capacity for pleasure is impossible without the capacity 
for suffering, and the faculty of pleasure is the same as the faculty 
for pain. He who does not suffer does not enjoy, just as he who 
does not perceive cold does not perceive heat either.' 6 6 The deeper 
man's capacity for suffering, the greater his experience of happi­
ness. So there is no happiness without pain. Anyone who seeks for 
happiness without pain becomes 'incapable of loving or of being 
loved'. He really lives 'without great joy or suffering'.6 7 Pleasure 
and pain, happiness and suffering are the two sides of a life that 
loves and is loved; they condition one another and corresponds to 
one another. But for Unamuno sorrow goes beyond both. 'Sorrow 
is something deeper, something more intimate and more spiritual 
than mere pain. Sorrow often penetrates right into what we call 
happiness, and even into what truly is happiness - happiness which 
is yet not sufficient for the person who sorrows, and before which 
he even trembles.' 6 8 Why? Because the sorrow of God and the 
agony of Christ do not find an end when my pain ends. In the 
divine sorrow which goes beyond true happiness, our own pain 
finds an eschatological dimension. That is why Unamuno says 
finally: 'The more man is capable of suffering - which means 
capable of sorrow in this profounder sense - the more he is truly 
man.' 6 9 

If this theology of God's sorrow did not have this eschatological 
dimension it would be on the very edge of masochism, and pain 
would be an expression of personal dissatisfaction. Sorrow without 
hope can make a person just as inarticulate and apathetic as the 
suppression of suffering and pain. The experience of pain is not in 
itself any deeper or more profound than the experience of true 
happiness. It is only participation in the pain of the world and in 
God's pain over the world that gives our own limited experience 
of pain the religious dimension of sorrow. But the eschatological 
direction and outlook which is inherent in this universality turns 
this sorrow into sorrow in hope for the infinite bliss of the world 
and of God himself in the world. 7 0 

To submerge the self mystically in the dying torments of the 
crucified Jesus would mean giving these torments eternal validity 
if the submergence were not bound up with a hidden, inner, joyful 
exaltation over the risen and transfigured Christ. A theology of the 
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cross without the resurrection is hell itself. That is why Unamuno's 
wonderful insight into the universal sorrow of the Father of the 
crucified Christ seems to me to be only one side of a hidden hope 
- the side that faces us and which we can experience. And this 
hidden hope is hope for the redeeming joy of God which overcomes 
the world. How could we participate in God's sorrow and feel 
compassion with God's pain if this unquenchable hope for the 
reversal of all things and for the divine redemption were not 
involved? 

The fellowship of the God who is love has these two sides: it 
leads us into God's sufferings and into his infinite sorrow; but it 
will only be consummated in the feast of God's eternal joy and in 
the dance of those who have been redeemed from sorrow. For true 
love bears all things, endures all things and hopes all things in 
order to make the other happy, and thereby to find bliss itself. 

§5 'THE TRAGEDY IN GOD' 

Berdyaev was neither a professional theologian nor a professional 
philosopher, so he has often been apostrophized as a 'thinker'. It 
is certainly true that his very originality makes it hard to fit him 
into any particular category. 7 1 Here we shall be considering the 
basic ideas of his philosophy of history, which might be described 
as a theosophy of human destiny. 7 2 

According to Berdyaev, the inner reason for the existence of the 
world and its history is freedom: 'The origin of the world springs 
from the freedom willed by God in the beginning. Without His will 
or longing for freedom no world process would be possible.' 7 3 

History exists because man is free. But because man continually 
misuses and suppresses his freedom, human history is a tragedy. It 
is a tragedy of freedom, not a tragedy of doom. 7 4 Because God 
himself wants man to be free, the tragedy of human history is 
God's own tragedy too. God desires the freedom of his image on 
earth, and yet cannot force freedom on him; he can only create it 
and preserve it through the suffering of his eternal love. Conse­
quently the history of man's freedom is simply the side of the 
history of God's passion which is open to our experience and 
perception. God's suffering stands at the centre only because God 
wants freedom. 

Why does God want freedom? If the reason for history lies in 
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the tormenting mystery of freedom, then the foundation of this 
mystery of freedom is to be found in God himself. It is not just 
that man longs for God. God also longs for man. 'A longing for 
the beloved, the one who freely loves and, in response to it, the 
genesis of man in God.' 7 5 This longing of God's is a movement in 
God himself, which leads him out of himself and brings him to his 
counterpart, his 'Other' - man. So the tragedy of human freedom 
is at the same time the passion history of this longing of God's for 
men and women. Berdyaev therefore calls the true tragedy of hu­
man history the tragedy of God, who wants freedom, and can only 
create and preserve it through the suffering of his love. God wants 
only the free manifestation of men and women and their free 
creative activity. It is only these which respond to and reciprocate 
the longing God has for human beings he has created. 

But if, then, the reason for the mystery of human freedom is to 
be found in God himself, then we must assume a movement, a 
passion, a history - yes, even a 'tragedy in God' himself. That is 
why Berdyaev, pointing to Jakob Bohme's idea about a 'dark 
nature in God', talks about 'the possibility of tragic destiny for the 
divine life': 

When in the divine life a passion tragedy is played - a particular 
divine destiny in the centre of which stands the suffering of God 
himself and of his Son - and if in this suffering the redemption 
and liberation of the world is fulfilled, then this can only be 
explained by saying that the profoundest source of such a tragic 
conflict, such a tragic movement, and such a tragic passion is 
present in the depths of the divine life itself. 7 6 

Here Berdyaev deliberately departs from the philosophical state­
ment and turns to the mythological one, for he sees the profoundest 
reason for the existence and history of the world in a theogonic 
process: 'The divine life itself in a deep and mysterious sense is 
history. It is a historical drama, a historical mystery play.' 7 7 In 
saying this he takes up Schelling's attempt to translate the concept 
of theogonic process out of mythology into philosophy. 

Berdyaev knows what philosophical tradition he is challenging 
with these ideas. He calls it monism; and it is 'logical and . . . 
abstract monism' 7 8 that he wants to confute. Monism thinks of the 
deity as something immovable, beyond history, beyond conflicts 
and processes, and hence beyond the tragedies of passion too. It 
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thinks of movement as applying merely to the imperfect world 
with its multifarious manifestations and defines the deity by deny­
ing mobility. Monism thinks of the world of movement merely as 
a 'seeming' world, a world of appearance, which has no real being. 
The deity stands in unique contrast to the contradictions of this 
empirical world: it is the One in contrast to the Many, it is the 
Immovable in contrast to the Moved, it is eternally the Same in 
itself, in contrast to everything that is not identical with itself. 
Berdyaev believes that this monism is based on an inner 
contradiction: 

1. It remains incomprehensible how the depths of the absolute 
life of the one, immovable deity can be the source and the moving 
force of the multifarious, moved and non-identical world: 'No 
form of abstract monism is therefore capable of explaining in­
wardly the origin of the plural world.' 7 9 

2. Consistent monism must fall a victim to acosmism: it can 
only recognize the being of the one, absolute, unmoved deity, but 
not the being of the movable world in its diversity. In other words, 
in order to describe the deity, it must eliminate what it denies: 
movement. Berdyaev believes that it is an irony of thought that the 
'disciples of consistent monism' should fall victims to dualism 
instead of escaping it. They permit a radical breach between the 
unmoved deity and the moved world, and describe the simple being 
of the deity by way of contradictions. In actual fact, therefore, 
without dualism it is impossible to state the monistic position at 
all. Anyone who wants to remove the deity from the conflicts of 
movement by denying movement, is actually bringing God into 
that very conflict with movement. And to define the deity by deny­
ing the world makes the dualism of God and the world insur­
mountable. If this is true and unavoidable, then the only possibility 
left to us is to fuse the monistic and dualistic elements into a 
dialectic of history, so that we understand the meaning of world 
history 'in relation to the destiny of the Absolute itself and the 
interior drama implicit, predetermined and fulfilled in its depths'. 8 0 

Berdyaev too is well aware of the theological tradition he has to 
get over in saying this: 'There exists, indeed, a widespread Christian 
doctrine which denies that the principle of movement and of tragic 
destiny can affect the nature of the Divine Being.' 8 1 He considers 
that the 'Christian doctrine of the immobility and inertia of God 
and the Absolute, and of the effectiveness of the historical principle 
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only in the created and relative world' is in the first place an 
'exoteric doctrine' which 'ignores what is most inward and mys­
terious, the esoteric truth implicit in the doctrine of the Divinity'. 
But this doctrine really stands in glaring contradiction to the most 
fundamental mystery of the Christian faith: 'to the Christian doc­
trine of the Divine Trinity, to the Christian doctrine of Christ as 
the centre of that divine life, to the Christian mystery of Golgo­
tha. ' 8 2 We must not tolerate it - even as 'natural theology's' doc­
trine of God - in the forecourts of the Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity; though it is here that it has sheltered, ever since Aquinas, 
in the article de Deo uno of the Western church's theology. We 
cannot simultaneously claim that God is immovable and moved, 
impassible and suffering, beyond history and historical: 'For it is 
impossible to assert the tragic destiny of the Son of God and his 
expiatory death without at the same time admitting movement in 
the divine life.'8 3 

Anyone who denies movement in the divine nature also denies 
the divine Trinity. And to deny this is really to deny the whole 
Christian faith. For according to Berdyaev, the secret of Christ­
ianity is the perception of God's triune nature, the perception of 
the movement in the divine nature which that implies, and the 
perception of the history of God's passion which springs from this. 
Christian faith is the experience of the boundless freedom of which 
this is the source. 

This movement in God is made possible and determined by the 
fact that 'in the depth of that life emerges the divine mystery, the 
inner suffering thirst of the Godhead, its inner longing for its 
"Other", which for God is capable of being the object of the 
highest, most boundless love.' 8 4 In his heart God has this passionate 
longing, not just for any, random 'Other' but for 'his' Other - that 
is, for the one who is the 'Other' for him himself. And that is man, 
his 'image'. 

If he longs for this other, it is not out of deficiency of being; it 
is rather out of the superabundance of his creative fullness. If we 
talk about this divine longing, then we do not mean any 'imper­
fection of the Absolute' when we transfer the principle of historical 
movement in this way. On the contrary, the lack of any creative 
movement would mean an imperfection in the Absolute. 'For cre­
ative movement, indeed . . . is a characteristic of the perfection of 
being.' 8 5 God longs for-his Other, in order that he may put his 



46 The Passion of God 

creative love into action. So the objection that any movement in 
God represents a deficiency of divine perfection falls to the ground. 
On the contrary, the drama of divine love and human freedom, 
which begins in the innermost heart of the Godhead and constitutes 
its life, is the very proof of divine perfection. Yet there is a tension 
inherent in this which effects God himself: it is not merely some­
thing which he causes to operate outside his own self. This tension 
is to be found in God's longing for 'his Other', the Other whom 
he loves and for whose responding love he thirsts. For Berdyaev, 
this 'thirst of God's' is the key to the riddle of world history. But 
what justification can we find for it in God himself? 

In the tri-unity, the Father eternally loves the Son. That is the 
love of like for like, for someone that is one's own. It is not love 
for the Other. But does the love of like for like not always presup­
pose love for the 'Other' too? And is the love of like for like and 
for the Other not more than simply the love of like for like? 

Berdyaev did not pursue this question any further, although he 
seems to presuppose this idea: 'The world therefore appears to 
Christian awareness as created, because God was the Son. The 
creation of the world by God the Father is a moment of the deepest 
mystery in the relationship between God the Father and God the 
Son.' 8 6 He finds the ground for the creation of the world within 
the Trinity, not outside it. This means that there must be something 
in the relationship of the Father to the Son which potentially goes 
beyond this relationship and actually leads to the creation of the 
world. To use Berdyaev's own language: the love of God for his 
Other must already be presupposed as a matter of course in the 
love of God for his Son. The creation of the world is nothing other 
than 'a history of the divine love between God and his Other self. 
This means that God's love for the Son also potentially presupposes 
the Son's incarnation. The incarnation of God's Son is not an 
answer to sin. It is the fulfilment of God's eternal longing to become 
man and to make of every man a god out of grace; an 'Other' to 
participate in the divine life and return the divine love. 

The greatness of Berdyaev's metaphysic of history lies in the fact 
that by accepting a 'history in God' he can place heavenly and 
earthly history in the reciprocal historical relationship of divine 
laws and human freedom. Human history is essentially the history 
of freedom. As the history of freedom, it is at the same time the 
history of God's passion. The centre and pivot of the divine-human 
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history is the cross of the incarnate God on Golgotha. 'It was not 
only the most just of men who was thus crucified, but also the Son 
of God. Unjust suffering is divine suffering. And unjust divine 
suffering brings about the expiation of all human suffering.'8 7 The 
cross is at the centre of human freedom, and at the centre of God's 
suffering at the same time. Perception of Christ's cross makes 'the 
metaphysical historical' and 'the historical metaphysical'. Our 
earthly history of freedom is grasped as an element in the heavenly 
history, for the tragedy of human freedom is the history of the 
sufferings of the divine love. Berdyaev presents the theology of 
history as the theology of freedom, and vice versa. His theology of 
the cross is the answer to the theodicy problem, which arises from 
the theology of history and freedom: 

Evil and suffering exist because freedom exists; but freedom has 
no origin; it is an ultimate frontier. But because freedom exists, 
God Himself suffers and is crucified. The Divine love and sac­
rifice are God's answer to the mystery of freedom wherein evil 
and suffering have their origin. Divine love and sacrifice are 
likewise freedom. 8 8 

§6 GOD AND SUFFERING 

The theology of God's passion which we have described presup­
poses the theodicy question as the universal background to its 
understanding and as its particular point of relevance. Consequent­
ly we must, in conclusion, consider this underlying foundation in 
more detail. 

It is in suffering that the whole human question about God 
arises; for incomprehensible suffering calls the God of men and 
women in question. The suffering of a single innocent child is an 
irrefutable rebuttal of the notion of the almighty and kindly God 
in heaven. For a God who lets the innocent suffer and who permits 
senseless death is not worthy to be called God at all. Wherever the 
suffering of the living in all its manifold forms pierces our con­
sciousness with its pain, we lose our childish primal confidence 
and our trust in God. The person who is torn by suffering stands 
alone. There is no explanation of suffering which is capable of 
obliterating his pain, and no consolation of a higher wisdom which 
could assuage it. The person who cries out in pain over suffering 
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has a dignity of his own which neither men nor gods can rob him 
of. The story of Job makes this evident; and since that time no 
theology can fall below Job's level. The theology of 'J°t>'s friends' 
is confuted. Does Job have any real theological friend except the 
crucified Jesus on Golgotha? 

The protest atheism of modern times also has something of Job's 
dignity: 

Ged rid of the imperfect; that is the only way you can demon­
strate God. Spinoza tried. You can deny evil but not pain. Only 
reason can prove the existence of God. Feeling revolts against 
it. Mind this, Anaxagoras: why am I suffering? That is the rock 
of atheism. The faintest quiver of pain, even in an atom, rends 
creation from top to bottom. 8 9 

These sentences of Georg Biichner's are a classic description of the 
problem: suffering is the rock of atheism, for it is on this rock that 
every theism runs aground which lives from the illusion of 'an 
unscathed world'. 

But can atheism hold its ground on this rock of suffering if it is 
only the indictment against God which turns suffering into pain, 
and makes of pain so flinty a rock? That is the other side of the 
experience of suffering. If it were not for their desire for life, the 
living would not suffer. If there were no love of justice, there would 
be no rebellion against innocent suffering. If there were no 'longing 
for the Wholly Other', we should come to terms with the here and 
now, and accept the absence of what does not exist. If there were 
no God, the world as it is would be all right. It is only the desire, 
the passion, the thirst for God which turns suffering into conscious 
pain and turns the consciousness of pain into a protest against 
suffering. But the atheism for which this world is all there is, runs 
aground on the rock of suffering too. For even the abolition of 
God does not explain suffering and does not assuage pain. The 
person who cries out in pain over suffering has his own dignity, 
which no atheism can rob him of. The story of Job makes this 
evident too. His atheistic wife's advice, 'Curse God and die' 
(Job 2 .9) , does not reach the soul of the righteous man at all. He 
rejects it from the outset. Since that time no atheism can fall below 
Job's level. Beneath this level there is no atheism that deserves to 
be taken seriously; there is merely triviality. 

The theism of the almighty and kindly God comes to an end on 
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the rock of suffering. On the rock of suffering the atheism of the 
godless person who is left to himself ends too. But then what begins 
on that rock of suffering, in the pain which cannot find a divine 
answer, and which atheism cannot abolish? What begins is the 
dialectic of theodicy's open question: if suffering calls in question 
the notion of a just and kindly God, then conversely the longing 
for justice and goodness calls suffering in question and makes it 
conscious pain. The old theodicy question used to be: Si Deus 
Justus — unde malum} The sting in the question, unde malum} is 
the just God. If we did not long for him, we should not ask the 
question at all. On the other hand the sting in the question, an 
Deus Justus sit} - is there a God? a just God? - is the experience 
of suffering in all its manifold forms. 

God and suffering belong together, just as in this life the cry for 
God and the suffering experienced in pain belong together. The 
question about God and the question about suffering are a joint, 
a common question. And they only find a common answer. Either 
that, or neither of them finds a satisfactory answer at all. No one 
can answer the theodicy question in this world, and no one can 
get rid of it. Life in this world means living with this open question, 
and seeking the future in which the desire for God will be fulfilled, 
suffering will be overcome, and what has been lost will be restored. 
The question of theodicy is not a speculative question; it is a critical 
one. It is the all-embracing eschatological question. It is not purely 
theoretical, for it cannot be answered with any new theory about 
the existing world. It is a practical question which will only be 
answered through experience of the new world in which 'God will 
wipe away every tear from their eyes'. It is not really a question at 
all, in the sense of something we can ask or not ask, like other 
questions. It is the open wound of life in this world. It is the real 
task of faith and theology to make it possible for us to survive, to 
go on living, with this open wound. The person who believes will 
not rest content with any slickly explanatory answer to the theodicy 
question. And he will also resist any attempts to soften the question 
down. The more a person believes, the more deeply he experiences 
pain over the suffering in the world, and the more passionately he 
asks about God and the new creation. 

Human suffering takes multifarious forms. That is why we can 
also find such diverse attempts at an explanation in religious the­
ory. The Fathers of the church consistently followed the rabbinic 
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and Pauline doctrine: suffering and death are the divinely appoint­
ed punishment for human sin. 'The wages of sin is death' 
(Rom. 6 .23) . Since all human beings have to die, death proves the 
universality of sin. This reduction of suffering and death to sin 
means that the beginning of salvation is seen as being the forgive­
ness of sins. Human redemption then takes place in two steps: sin 
is overcome through grace, in Christ's sacrificial death on the cross; 
the consequences of sin - suffering and death - are overcome by 
power, through the future resurrection of the dead. 

The causal derivation of suffering and death from sin did give 
rise to misgivings among some of the Fathers, however. 9 0 Clement 
of Alexandria, Origen and Theodore of Mopsuestia disputed the 
causal connection. They taught that death belonged together with 
the creation of man as finite being. It is therefore not a consequence 
of sin, and not a divine punishment either. This means that for 
them death is by no means 'natural' death. They believed that 
Christ will overcome not merely sin but death as well, for eternal 
life is bound to be a life that is immortal. Through his sacrificial 
death on the cross, Christ redeems us from sin and its moral 
consequences. Through his resurrection and through his kingdom, 
Christ consummates creation-in-the-beginning by overcoming 
death as a part of creation and by leading mortal men and women 
into the immortality of the divine glory. The doctrine of physical 
redemption embraces the suffering and death of the created being. 
Augustine and the Latin Fathers, on the other hand, traced all 
forms of suffering and death back to sin, reducing the doctrine of 
redemption to juridicial form in the doctrine of grace. 

Of course there is a connection between sin and suffering. The 
Old Testament already held guilt and destiny to be so closely linked 
that it is impossible to distinguish them as if they were two distinct 
things. Misery is the lot of anyone who sins against God. This 
misery is already inherent in the sin itself. That is why the sinner 
is not really a wrongdoer who has to be punished in addition. He 
is someone pitiable, and we must have compassion on him. Of 
course there is a connection between evil and suffering, in personal 
relationships and in what people do to one another. The suffering 
of one person is the guilt of another. But this moral and judicial 
interpretation of suffering in the context of evil acts against God 
and man is a limited one. It is not well adapted to offer a universal 
explanation of suffering in the world. We cannot say, 'if there were 
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no sin, there would be no suffering'. Experience of suffering goes 
far beyond the experience of guilt and the experience of grace. It 
has its roots in the limitations of created reality itself. If creation-
in-the-beginning is open for the history of good and evil, then that 
initial creation is also a creation capable of suffering, and capable 
of producing suffering. 

What hurts far more than the connection between guilt and 
suffering is innocent suffering, the suffering of the righteous, the 
suffering of the poor, and the suffering of children. Anyone who 
has once perceived the limitations of the moral and judicial link 
between suffering and guilt, finds elements of 'innocent' suffering 
even in the suffering of the guilty. For to say that guilt has to be 
punished through the infliction of suffering is not a view designed 
to lessen and overcome suffering in the world; on the contrary: the 
guilt-expiation complex increases suffering and gives it permanence 
through the archaic religious idea of a world order that has been 
spoilt and has to be restored. 

The moving psalms of lament in the Old Testament are the 
outbursts of pain of the innocent who are persecuted, and the 
righteous who suffer. Job's suffering too is suffering that goes 
beyond any conceivable measure of punishment and hence does 
not even allow the search for some hidden guilt to begin at all. In 
the pain over the loss of beloved children the question of guilt 
becomes completely obsolete. A possible desire for self-punishment 
cannot be satisfied by pain of this kind. On the contrary, it makes 
the desire utterly nonsensical. The suffering of Cain may perhaps 
be seen as punishment for his fratricide. But Job's sufferings no 
longer have anything to do with punishment. Even the customary 
phrase about 'innocent suffering' still actually presupposes that we 
could accept 'guilty suffering'. But in actual fact the experience of 
suffering goes far beyond the question of guilt and innocence, 
leaving it behind as totally superficial. 

The experience of suffering reaches as far as love itself. The love 
which creates life and quickens it is the positive thing; it is against 
this that the negativeness of suffering and death shows up and is 
perceived. What people call 'innocent suffering' is - if we put it 
positively - the suffering of love, and the suffering of those who 
are loved. For love there is only 'innocent' suffering, because any­
one who loves cannot look on at the other person's suffering any 
longer - he wants to overcome it. So his love suffers with the 
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sufferings of the other, and experiences its own death when the 
other dies. 9 1 

Suffering as punishment for sin is an explanation that has a very 
limited value. The desire to explain suffering is already highly 
questionable in itself. Does an explanation not lead us to justify 
suffering and give it permanence? Does it not lead the suffering 
person to come to terms with his suffering, and to declare himself 
in agreement with it? And does this not mean that he gives up 
hope of overcoming suffering? 

Suffering reaches as far as love itself, and love grows through 
the suffering it experiences - that is the signpost that points to true 
life. 

The universal significance of the crucified Christ on Golgotha is 
only really comprehended through the theodicy question. The his­
tory of Christ's sufferings belongs to the history of the sufferings 
of mankind, by virtue of the passionate love which Christ manifests 
and reveals. The interpretation of Christ's death on the cross as an 
atoning event in the framework of the question of human guilt is 
the central part of this universal significance; but it is not the whole 
of it, or all its fullness. 

%7 GOD'S FREEDOM 

The second question which we have to discuss in considering the 
theology of the divine passion is the question of God's freedom. Is 
the suffering God free or is he a prisoner of his own history? 9 2 

What is the reason behind the passion of God that makes him 
suffer with his creation and his people? What freedom can be 
called divine freedom? 

An initial answer is to be found in the nominalist doctrine of 
decree: God is free. He is compelled to nothing. He can do and 
leave undone whatever he likes. His creative and suffering love is 
founded on his groundless decision. Karl Barth tried to get over 
the nominalist doctrine of potentia absoluta, especially in his cri­
ticism of Luther. None the less, in his doctrine of God's primordial 
decision a nominalist fringe still remains: 

He could have remained satisfied with Himself and with the 
impassible glory and blessedness of His own inner life. But he 
did not do so. He elected man as a covenant-partner. 9 3 
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This God has no need of us. This God is self-sufficient. This 
God knows perfect beatitude in Himself. He is not under any 
need of constraint. It takes place in an inconceivably free over­
flowing of His goodness if he determines to co-exist with a 
reality distinct from Himself, with the world of creatures, 
ourselves. 9 4 

God in His love elects another to fellowship with Himself. First 
and foremost this means that God makes a self-election in favour 
of this other. He ordains that He should not be entirely self-
sufficient as He might be. 9 5 

What concept of liberty is Barth applying to God here? Is this 
concept of absolute freedom of choice not a threat to God's truth 
and goodness? Could God really be content with his 'impassible 
glory'? Does God really not need those whom in the suffering of 
his love he loves unendingly? 

If God is the truth in that he corresponds entirely to himself, 
then his revelation can only be true if he entirely corresponds to 
himself in that revelation. That is to say, not to reveal himself and 
to be contented with his untouched glory would be a contradiction 
of himself. And if he himself determines not to be sufficient for 
himself (although he could be so), then there is after all a contra­
diction between his nature before and after this decision; and this 
would mean a contradiction between his nature and his revelation. 
The reasoning 'God could', or 'God could have', is inappropriate. 
It does not lead to an understanding of God's freedom. God's 
freedom can never contradict the truth which he himself is. 'He 
remains faithful - for he cannot deny himself (II Tim. 2 .13) . God's 
freedom cannot contradict the highest good which constitutes his 
essence: 'God is light and in him is no darkness at all' (I John 1.5). 
But then if God is love, and if he reveals his being in the delivering 
up of his Son, is he conceivable at all as not-love? Can God really 
be content to be sufficient for himself if he is love? How is the God 
who suffers in his love supposed to correspond to a God who 
exists in untouched glory? How can the God who is glorified in 
the cross of the Son possess an untouched glory at all? 

If the eternal origin of the creative and suffering love of God is 
seen as lying in God's decision of will, then time's 'beforehand -
afterwards' structure has to be carried into the divine eternity as 
well; and we have to talk about a divine nature before this decision 
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and a divine nature after it. There would be no other way of 
defining the decision more closely. But that would mean that God 
has two natures: describing his nature before his self-determina­
tion, we would have to say that God is in himself blessed and 
self-sufficient; whereas describing his nature afterwards, we would 
have to say that God is love - he chooses man - he is not self-
sufficient. 'On the one hand God must be conceived of as self-
sufficient, and needing no one - "not having need of anything" 
(Acts 17.25) - and on the other hand His blessedness must be 
conceived of as conditional upon the perfecting of His kingdom.' 9 6 

When Hans Martensen wrote these words he was thinking of the 
kabbalistic idea that 'in the outer chambers is sadness, but in the 
inner ones unmixed joy'. 

Apparently Barth was himself dissatisfied with his nominalist 
exposition of God's self-determination. Consequently he interpret­
ed God's decree as God's self-determination, and saw in God's 
self-determination, a free 'over-flowing of his goodness'. 9 7 The 
eternal origin of God's creative and suffering love must have these 
two sides. It is God's free self-determination, and at the same time 
the overflowing of his goodness, which belongs to his essential 
nature. His decision is a disclosure of himself. It is only when we 
see both sides that God's self-determination ceases to be something 
arbitrary, and the overflowing of his goodness ceases to be a natural 
event. That is why the continual polemic against the (originally 
neo-Platonic) doctrine of emanation - a polemic carried on in the 
name of God's presumptive liberty - is out of place. If God's 
self-determination is not an essential emanation of his goodness, 
it is not self-determination at all. Neither the fact of God's self-
determination nor what he determines himself to be can be viewed 
as arbitrary, in the sense that it need not have been. God makes 
nothing out of himself which he was not already from eternity. 

The formalistic concept of liberty does not lead to a deeper 
understanding of God. The concept of absolute power of disposal 
derives from the Roman law of property; it is hardly appropriate 
for the God who is love. Consequently we must look round for a 
material concept of liberty, and one which describes personal re­
lationships, not laws applying to property. 

Where his self, his truth and goodness is concerned, God by no 
means has the choice between mutually exclusive possibilities. For 
he cannot deny himself. So he does not have the choice between 
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being love and not being love. If he is love, then in loving the 
world he is by no means 'his own prisoner'; on the contrary, in 
loving the world he is entirely free because he is entirely himself. 
If he is the highest good, then his liberty cannot consist of having 
to choose between good and evil. On the contrary, it lies in doing 
the good which he himself is, which means communicating himself. 

Friedrich von Hiigel pointed to the stages in the Augustinian 
doctrine of freedom in order to declare, rightly, that freedom of 
choice is by no means freedom's highest stage - not even if it is 
heightened into potentia absoluta.9* The freedom of having to 
choose between good and evil is less than the freedom of desiring 
the good and performing it. Man does not already participate in 
God's eternal freedom in the posse non peccare of his primordial 
condition; he only partakes of it in the non posse peccare of grace 
and glory. This is therefore freedom for the good. The person who 
is truly free no longer has to choose. A German proverb tells us 
that 'wer die Wahl hat, hat die QuaP - the person who chooses 
has the torment of choice. Anyone who has to choose is continually 
threatened by evil, by the enemy, by injustice, because these things 
are always present as potentialities. True freedom is not 'the tor­
ment of choice', with its doubts and threats; it is simple, undivided 
joy in the good. 

Freedom as it truly is, is by no means a matter of power and 
domination over a piece of property. So total power is by no means 
identical with absolute freedom. Freedom arrives at its divine truth 
through love. Love is a self-evident, unquestionable 'overflowing 
of goodness' which is therefore never open to choice at any time. 
We have to understand true freedom as being the self-communi­
cation of the good. 

Karl Barth tried to mediate between his concept of liberty and 
the concept of God's goodness by defining God as 'the One who 
loves in freedom'. 9 9 He did not want to talk about God's freedom 
without continually relating it to his love. He saw God's freedom 
and his love as complementary. But all the same there are still 
ambiguities in this mediation between liberty and love: either God 
loves as one who is free, who could just as well not love; or his 
freedom is not distinguished from his love at all, and he is free as 
the One who loves. In the first case there is still an arbitrary 
element which makes responding love difficult. In the second case 
there is a tautology. 
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Which concept of freedom is appropriate to God? As we have 
seen, the nominalist concepts of freedom of choice and free power 
of disposal only have a very limited value for our understanding 
of God's freedom. They derive from the language of domination. 
In this language only the lord is free. The people he is master of 
are not free. They are his property, and he can do with them what 
he likes. In this language freedom means lordship, power and 
possession. 1 0 0 It is this interpretation of freedom as power and 
lordship over possessions which is being theologically employed if 
we assume as our starting point that God reveals himself as 'God 
the Lord'. Then 'God's liberty' means his sovereignty, and his 
power of disposal over his property - creation - and his servants 
- men and women. 

The other concept of freedom belongs to the language of com­
munity and fellowship. Here 'free' has the same etymological root 
as 'friendly'; its cognates in meaning are 'kind', 'to be well dispo­
sed' 'to give pleasure'. The German word for hospitable, gastfrei 
(literally 'guest-free') still shows this meaning even today. If we 
take this line of approach, freedom does not mean lordship; it 
means friendship. This freedom consists of the mutual and common 
participation in life, and a communication in which there is neither 
lordship nor servitude. In their reciprocal participation in life, 
people become free beyond the limitation of their own 
individuality. 1 0 1 

Which of these freedoms corresponds to God's freedom? The 
triune God reveals himself as love in the fellowship of the Father, 
the Son and the Holy Spirit. His freedom therefore lies in the 
friendship which he offers men and women, and through which he 
makes them his friends. His freedom is his vulnerable love, his 
openness, the encountering kindness through which he suffers with 
the human beings he loves and becomes their advocate, thereby 
throwing open their future to them. God demonstrates his eternal 
freedom through his suffering and his sacrifice, through his self-
giving and his patience. Through his freedom he keeps man, his 
image, and his world, creation, free - keeps them free and pays 
the price of their freedom. Through his freedom he waits for man's 
love, for his compassion, for his own deliverance to his glory 
through man. Through his freedom he does not only speak as 
Lord, but listens to men and women as their Father. 
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§8 GOD IS LOVE 

The theology of the divine passion is founded on the biblical tenet, 
'God is love' (I John 4 .16) . So at the end of this chapter let us 
come back to this statement and develop it in a number of theses. 

1. Love is the self-communication of the good. It is the power 
of good to go out of itself, to enter into other being, to participate 
in other being, and to give itself for other being. If we interpret 
love as the passionate self-communication of the good, then we 
have distinguished it plainly enough from destructive passions. 
Love wants to live and to give life. It wants to open up the freedom 
to live. That is why love is the self-communication of the good 
without self-renunciation, and the self-giving of the good without 
self-dissolution. The loving person enters entirely into the other 
whom he loves, but in that other he is entirely himself. The unsel­
fishness of love lies in the loving person's communication of him­
self, not in his self-destruction. 

2. Every self-communication presupposes the capacity for self-
differentiation. The lover communicates himself. He is the one who 
communicates and the one communicated. In love he is both sim­
ultaneously. Love is the power of self-differentiation and self-iden­
tification, and it has its source in this process. The greater the 
self-differentiation of the lover, the more unselfish the self-com­
munication. When we say 'God loves the world' (John 3 .16 ) , then 
we mean God's self-communication to the world by virtue of his 
self-differentiation and his self-identification. When we say 'God 
is love', then we mean that he is in eternity this process of self-
differentiation and self-identification; a process which contains the 
whole pain of the negative in itself. God loves the world with the 
very same love which he himself is in eternity. God affirms the 
world with the energy of his self-affirmation. Because he not only 
loves but is himself love, he has to be understood as the triune 
God. Love cannot be consummated by a solitary subject. An in­
dividuality cannot communicate itself: individuality is ineffable, 
unutterable. If God is love he is at once the lover, the beloved and 
the love itself. Love is the goodness that communicates itself from 
all eternity. The theology of love is a theology of the Shekinah, a 
theology of the Holy Spirit. This means that it is not patriarchal, 
but rather feministic. For the Shekinah and the Holy Spirit are 'the 
feminine principle of the Godhead'. 
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Thou seest the Trinity 
when Thou seest love . . . 
For the lover, the beloved and the love 
are three . 1 0 2 

3. By deciding to communicate himself, God discloses his own 
being; otherwise his decision would not be a self-communication 
of the good which he is. If he discloses his inner being through his 
decision, then his being, his goodness and his own being flow into 
this decision, and through that into the world. God communicates 
himself to other being, not out of compulsion and not out of some 
arbitrary resolve, but out of the inner pleasure of his eternal love: 
In this context 'God is love' means: God is self-communication, 
and also the desire for self-communication. Amor extasim facit: 
'Love does not permit the lover to rest in himself. It draws him out 
of himself, so that he may be entirely in the beloved' wrote 
Pseudo-Dionysius. It is in accordance with the love which is God 
that he should fashion a creation which he rejoices over, and call 
to life his Other, man, as his image, who responds to him. Not to 
do this would contradict the love which God is. In the love which 
God is already lies the energy which leads God out of himself -
and in that energy the longing, to use Berdyaev's word. Love not 
only has the potentiality for this, but the actual tendency and 
intention as well. 'Love as the one that communicates does not yet 
find the real place of its activity in God himself, but only where 
there is purely free, primal giving, only where there is pure needi-
ness in the receiver.' 1 0 3 

In this sense God 'needs' the world and man. If God is love, then 
he neither will nor can be without the one who is his beloved. 

4. God is love means in trinitarian terms: in eternity and out of 
the very necessity of his being the Father loves the only begotten 
Son. He loves him with the love that both engenders and brings 
forth. In eternity and out of the very necessity of his being the Son 
responds to the Father's love through his obedience and his sur­
render to the Father. Father and Son are alike divine beings, but 
they are not identical. The Son is other than the Father, but not 
other in essence. The inner-trinitarian love is therefore the love of 
like for like, not the love for one who is essentially different. It is 
necessary love, not free love. If this love goes out of itself, then it 
is no longer merely engendering and bringing forth, it is creative 
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too; it is not merely the love which essential nature makes necess­
ary, but free love as well. It is no longer addressed to the Other in 
the like, but to the like in the Other. Like is not enough for like. 
If his free and creative love is responded to by those whom it calls 
to life, then it finds its echo, its answer, its image and so its bliss 
in freedom and in the Other. God is love. That means he is engen­
dering and creative love. He communicates himself to his like and 
to his Other. God is love. That means he is responsive love, both 
in essence and freely. The love with which God creatively and 
sufferingly loves the world is no different from the love he himself 
is in eternity. And conversely, creative and suffering love has always 
been a part of his love's eternal nature. 'The creation of the world 
. . . is a moment of the deepest mystery in the relation between 
God the Father and God the Son.' 1 0 4 Creation is a part of the 
eternal love affair between the Father and the Son. It springs from 
the Father's love for the Son and is redeemed by the answering 
love of the Son for the Father. Creation exists because the eternal 
love communicates himself creatively to his Other. It exists because 
the eternal love seeks fellowship and desires response in freedom. 
That is why we have indeed to see the history of creation as the 
tragedy of the divine love, but must view the history of redemption 
as the feast of the divine joy. 

5. With the creation of a world which is not God, but which 
none the less corresponds to him, God's self-humiliation begins -
the self-limitation of the One who is omnipresent, and the suffering 
of the eternal love. On the one hand the Creator has to concede to 
his creation the space in which it can exist. He must take time for 
that creation, and allow it time. He must allow it freedom and 
keep it free. The creation of a world is therefore not merely 'an act 
of God outwardly' - an act in an outward direction; it is at the 
same time 'an act of God inwardly', which means that it is some­
thing that God suffers and endures. For God, creation means 
self-limitation, the withdrawal of himself, that is to say self-
humiliation. Creative love is always suffering love as well. On the 
other hand the Creator participates in his creation, once it has 
emerged from his love. That is why the creation is: 

at the same time the subjection of God to the sufferings that 
follow from it . . . If God appoints all these sufferings, they are 
also sufferings for God himself . . . The idea of divine love is 
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only complete when we do not surrender to the illusion that 
God does not suffer. On the contrary, it is an essential point in 
that holy love of his that He subjects himself to suffering. The 
problem is not merely an intellectual one: we feel, we experience 
suffering differently if it is not something fortuitous, but is part 
of the meaning of the world. 1 0 5 

Creative love is ultimately suffering love because it is only through 
suffering that it acts creatively and redemptively for the freedom 
of the beloved. Freedom can only be made possible by suffering 
love. The suffering of God with the world, the suffering of God 
from the world, and the suffering of God for the world are the 
highest forms of his creative love, which desires free fellowship 
with the world and free response in the world. 

6. This means that the creation of the world and human beings 
for freedom and fellowship is always bound up with the process 
of God's deliverance from the sufferings of his love. His love, 
which liberates, delivers and redeems through suffering, wants to 
reach its fulfilment in the love that is bliss. But love only finds bliss 
when it finds its beloved, liberates them, and has them eternally at 
his side. For that reason and in this sense the deliverance or re­
demption of the world is bound up with the self-deliverance of 
God from his sufferings. In this sense, not only does God suffer 
with and for the world; liberated men and women suffer with God 
and for him. The theology of God's passion leads to the idea of 
God's self-subjection to suffering. It therefore also has to arrive at 
the idea of God's eschatological self-deliverance. Between these 
two movements lies the history of the profound fellowship between 
God and man in suffering - in compassionate suffering with one 
another, and in passionate love for one another. 



Ill 

The History of the Son 

§1 TRINITARIAN HERMENEUTICS 

The dogma of the Trinity stands at the end of the theological 
labours of the patristic period over the concept of God. It was 
finally established in the West through the Athanasian creed: 

Fides autem catholica haec est, 
ut unum Deum in trinitate 
et trinitatem in unitate veneremur 

Qui vult ergo salvus esse, 
ita de trinitate sentiat. 

If we turn back from this dogmatic acknowledgment of the Trinity 
to the proclamation of God as we find it in the New Testament, 
we feel the hermeneutic difference, and ask: are the seeds of the 
development that ended in the church's doctrine of the Trinity 
already to be found in the New Testament? Or is this doctrine 
merely the result of a subsequent dogmatization on the part of the 
Christian faith? 

It is impossible to overlook this difference. But liberal Protestant 
scholars and theologians have made an irreconcilable contradiction 
out of it. They were only able to see the theology of the patristic 
period as a dogmatization of the Bible's living proclamation of 
God: 'The living faith seems to be transformed into a creed to be 
believed; devotion to Christ into Christology.' 1 But in making this 
judgment they had even to go one step further back still. Paul 
already obscured 'the religion of Jesus' through his dogmatic ac-
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knowledgment of Jesus as the Son of God, replacing the moral 
discipleship of Jesus by a religious cult of Christ. Jesus proclaimed 
the kingdom of God: 'He desired no other belief in his person and 
no other attachment to it than is contained in the keeping of his 
commandments.' 2 But Paul proclaimed Jesus as the Christ. So even 
Jesus' apostles falsified his orthopraxy, turning it into the ortho­
doxy of faith in Christ. Adolf von Harnack summed up this criti­
cism in the famous thesis: 'The Gospel, as Jesus proclaimed it, has 
to do with the Father only and not with the Son.' 3 

But is the acknowledgment of Jesus, 'the Son of God', really 
only a later apotheosis of Jesus by the people who worshipped 
him? Is this confession of faith nothing more than the personal cult 
of Christians and therefore a superstition that draws people away 
from Jesus' real concern? 

It is not my intention to dispute the critical seriousness of these 
questions. But they arise out of a preliminary hermeneutical deci­
sion which is highly questionable. History means human history, 
and human history is the sphere of morals. So Jesus has to be 
understood as a human person. But he is only authoritative as a 
human person to the extent in which he is able to be a pattern for 
our own moral actions. All theological statements which the Christ­
ian faith makes about God therefore have to be understood and 
interpreted as the expressions of Christian moral existence. If they 
cannot be understood as the expression of moral existence then we 
have to reject them as dogmatistic. Ever since Kant people have 
held that 'nothing whatsoever can be gathered for practical pur­
poses' from the doctrine of the Trinity. 4 Ever since Schleiermacher 
we have been told that this doctrine 'cannot count as being the 
direct statement of the devout personal consciousness'.5 So it is 
unbiblical. It does not belong to Jesus himself. It is speculative, 
superfluous for faith and harmful for morals. This criticism of the 
church's doctrine of the Trinity has become generally accepted, 
and it can be traced back to the preliminary decision which led to 
the moral interpretation of the Bible: faith means being man in the 
true sense, morally. 

If the doctrine of the Trinity in its dogmatic form is not already 
established in the New Testament, could it not all the same be a 
way of interpreting what the Bible proclaims? In the conflict be­
tween different interpretations, it could after all have emerged as 
the 'true' one. But what is it that the Bible proclaims for which the 
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later doctrine of the Trinity can be viewed as the true interpret­
ation? Here we may take Karl Barth's answer: The Bible is the 
testimony of God's Word. God's Word is God himself in his reve­
lation. God is in unobliterated unity the revealer, the revelation 
and the being-revealed.6 God reveals himself as Lord. This, ac­
cording to Barth, is the biblical root of the doctrine of the Trinity. 7 

What was revealed through Christ is the concrete self-revelation of 
God. Its content is: 'God reveals himself as Lord.' God's revelation 
of himself as Lord has a trinitarian structure. Consequently the 
church's doctrine of the Trinity is the correct interpretation of the 
self-revelation of God the Lord. What has to be interpreted is the 
divine lordship, and the interpretation is the doctrine of the Trinity. 

This is really a monotheistic conception of the doctrine of the 
Trinity. Since God's lordship can only be fulfilled by a single 
subject, identical with itself, it follows that the unity of God himself 
is to be found in the unified lordship of God. 8 The doctrine of the 
Trinity is designed to secure and interpret God's sovereignty in 
every direction. To say that 'God is one in three modes of being' 
is simply a way of saying that God 'is one God in threefold repe­
tition'.9 In this way he is the supreme Lord per se. This is the way 
in which he is to be the 'Thou' who in indissoluble unity confronts 
the human T . In this respect the church's doctrine of the Trinity 
is nothing other than 'Christian monotheism'. 1 0 

It is not my intention to dispute the positive significance of this 
proposition. But it too arises out of a preliminary hermeneutical 
decision which is in itself questionable, and needs to be tested 
against the testimony of the New Testament. Is God's lordship 
really what has to be interpreted, and is the Trinity merely its 
interpretation? Does the sole sovereignty of the one God precede 
the divine Trinity? Is it not the reverse which is true? Is the history 
of the divine lordship not an interpretation of the eternal life of 
the triune God? 

Every monotheistic interpretation of the New Testament testi­
mony finds itself in a similar dilemma to the moral interpretation. 
It too has to reduce the history to which the Bible testifies to a 
single subject, and has to interpret it as the work of that one 
subject. If God is the subject of this history, then this history is his 
work, his revelation and his rule. He influences everything and is 
influenced by no one. 'God in Christ' is the subject of this history 
for Christian monotheism. It therefore has to talk about God's 
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revelation of himself, where according to the testimony of the New 
Testament it is not God who reveals himself, but the Son who 
reveals the Father (Matt. 11.27) and the Father who reveals the 
Son (Gal. 1.16). Consequently Christian monotheism has to talk 
about 'God's giving of himself, where the New Testament witness 
tells us that it is God who has 'given up his own Son for us' 
(Rom. 8.32) and the Son who 'gave himself for me' (Gal. 2 .20) . 
This means that Christian monotheism has to reduce the interpret­
ation of Christ's history in a monotheistic sense to the one divine 
subject. But this does not do justice to the history of Christ. 

Basically, both modes of interpretation depend on the same 
monotheistic premise: history is the work of a single, prevailing 
subject, whether it be the work of man, in the realization of his 
moral potential, or whether it be the work of the God who reveals 
himself. But this premise is not in accordance with the biblical 
history. According to the witness of the New Testament Jesus is 
manifested as 'the Son'. His history springs from the co-efficacy of 
the Father, the Son and the Spirit. His history is the history of the 
reciprocal, changing, and hence living relationship between the 
Father, the Son and the Spirit. The history in which Jesus is man­
ifested as 'the Son' is not consummated and fulfilled by a single 
subject. The history of Christ is already related in trinitarian terms 
in the New Testament itself. So we start from the following pre­
supposition. The New Testament talks about God by proclaiming 
in narrative the relationships of the Father, the Son and the Spirit, 
which are relationships of fellowship and are open to the world. 

Both the monotheistic ways of interpretation we have described 
have the same failing: whether we understand the biblical history 
as the true expression of human faith, or as the unique revelation 
of the one divine rule, these views coincide if human faith is viewed 
as unconditional trust, and therefore as the pure sense of depend­
ence, and if God's lordship is viewed as mere sovereignty. These 
ways of interpretation, which seem so contradictory, are simply 
two sides of the same shield. If the feeling of absolute dependence 
corresponds to the unconditional sovereignty of God, then the 
liberation of man for freedom becomes inconceivable - an unstat-
able proposition. 

We will describe the biblical beginnings of a doctrine of the 
Trinity in such a way that we shall be able to recognize the trini­
tarian origin of the biblical history itself. Otherwise the doctrine 
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of the Trinity would remain a problematical approach to the 
origins of the Christian faith. At the same time, this will bring us 
face to face with a further task - the task of revising the church's 
doctrine of the Trinity on the basis of the Bible. For ultimately we 
must always see to it that the liberating force of the biblical witness 
is preserved and not obscured. 

§2 THE SENDING OF THE SON 

In order to grasp the Trinity in the biblical history, let us begin 
with the history of Jesus, the Son, for he is the revealer of the 
Trinity. It is in his historical and eschatological history that we can 
perceive the differences, the relationships and the unity of the 
Father, the Son and the Spirit. We shall notice the relationships 
and functions in which the name of the Son is used in the New 
Testament. Since it is the relationship of Jesus to the Father which 
we are concerned with here, we have to distinguish between the 
title 'Son of God' and the name 'the Son', used in an absolute 
sense. Where the title 'Son of God' is used as a synonym for 'the 
Son of Man' and 'Lord', it does not fall within our terms of 
reference. For we have to distinguish between the sonship of Jesus 
in relation to the Father, and the sonship of Jesus in his exemplary 
and liberating impact on God's children. Finally, at every stage in 
the history of the Son we shall be stressing the form of the Trinity 
that it reveals. In each case we shall be interpreting the individual 
stages in the history of the Son Jesus in their historical aspect and 
in their theological one. 

1. Jesus' Baptism and Call11 

It is a well attested fact, historically, that the ministry of John the 
Baptist preceded Jesus' public ministry; that Jesus belonged for a 
considerable time to the group round John; that John baptized 
him; but that he then left the group of John's disciples in order to 
preach his own message. The baptismal movement was widespread 
at that time. John the Baptist was lifted out of the ruck and became 
well known because of his connection with Jesus. Jesus started 
from John's eschatological message. So this remains the presup­
position for Jesus' gospel. 

John preached repentance 'in the final hour' before the coming 



66 The History of the Son 

divine judgment: 'Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees' 
(Matt. 3 .10) . In the coming judgment of God's wrath it is only the 
person who accepts, and accepts now, the chance to repent offered 
him who will be able to endure. John was not merely a prophet; 
he was simply 'the Baptist'. He baptized in the River Jordan and 
proclaimed 'the baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins' 
(Mark 1.4). The place itself had a symbolic significance: it marked 
the new exodus out of slavery and the entry into the promised land 
in the End-time; 'Prepare in the desert the way of the Lord' 
(Isa. 40 .3 ) . John apparently did not found any new sect. He worked 
for repentance as a popular movement. We may assume that his 
eschatological message was not merely directed towards God's 
coming wrathful judgment on Israel, but that it also pointed to 'the 
One who is to come'. According to Isaiah 35 .4 'the coming one' 
is a cypher for God himself, and a cypher too for God's promised 
Messiah (Matt. 3 .11) . 

Jesus publicly acknowledged and praised the baptism John prac­
tised. His baptism was 'from heaven' (Mark 11 .30) ; he came 'in 
the way of righteousness' (Matt. 2 1 . 3 2 ) ; he was 'more than a 
prophet' (Matt. 11 .9) , indeed 'there has risen no one greater among 
those born of women' (Matt. 11 .11) . 

Jesus' baptism by John counts as historical because it must have 
been a stumbling block for the Christian church that their Redee­
mer himself should have received baptism for the forgiveness of 
sins. 1 2 According to the story in Mark 1 . 9 - 1 1 , Jesus' messianic call 
took place at his baptism. And certainly Jesus' public ministry 
began after he had been baptized by John. In his baptism, together 
with many others, he must have experienced the special character 
of his call. The interpretative accounts talk about 'the Spirit of 
God descending upon him'. This means first of all his personal 
inspiration and legitimation as prophet. But it also means the 
beginning of the messianic era, in which the Spirit will be poured 
out 'on all flesh'. This messianic (and not merely inspirational) 
significance of Jesus' baptism is no more than underlined by the 
vision of 'the heavens opening' and the sound of God's voice. The 
prophetic-messianic gift of the Spirit to Jesus is bound up with the 
divine proclamation: 'Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am 
well pleased' (Mark 1.11 AV), or 'This is my beloved Son' 
(Matt. 3 .17) . When Jesus is declared 'the Son', what does this 
mean? This form of address is evidently picking up the royal 
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Israelite ritual in Psalm 2.7: 'You are my son, today I have begotten 
you.' It is a ritual which itself already displays messianic dimensions 
('Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,/and the 
ends of the earth your possession'). At the moment of enthrone­
ment the king is pronounced the 'Son of God'. 

We must notice, however, that the synoptic gospels add some­
thing: 'Thou art my beloved Son.' 1 3 In the traditions of the Old 
Testament, the son who is especially 'dear' is always the only son 
- Isaac, for instance. This indicates that Jesus is 'the Son' in a 
similar way to Israel itself (Deut. 3 2 . 6 , 18; Isa. 3 .4) , or the king 
(II Sam. 7.14ff.), or even the Messiah. He has a special relationship 
to God, a relationship corresponding to the one between Isaac and 
his father Abraham. John replaces the 'beloved Son' by the expres­
sion 'only begotten Son' (John 1.14 and frequently elsewhere). Paul 
chooses the expression 'his own Son' (Rom. 8 .32) . These phrases 
also point to Isaac, as Hebrews 11 .17 shows. This is important for 
our understanding of the Father's surrender of the Son on the 
cross. 

We must also consider that we do not only have to remember 
the Son of God of Psalm 2.7; we can also think of the Servant of 
God in Isaiah 4 2 . 1 : 'Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my cho­
sen, in whom my soul delights.' 1 4 The history of Jesus was not the 
triumphal history of a messianic victor. It was much more like the 
suffering history of the Servant of God promised in Isaiah 5 3 . But 
apparently the name of the Son was linked with the passion history 
of Jesus very early on in Christian tradition, so that the suffering 
history of the Servant of God also constitutes the majesty of the 
royal Son of God. 

The application of the name of Son in its absolute sense in the 
story of Jesus' baptism suggests that it is to this baptism that we 
ought to relate the revelation of Jesus reported in Matthew 11.27: 

All things have been delivered to me by my Father; and no one 
knows the Son except the Father; and no one knows the Father 
except the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal 
him. 

Apart from this passage, it is only the Gospel of John in the New 
Testament which talks about an exclusive and mutual knowing, 
loving and participating of this kind. At the same time, there is 
nothing that contradicts the synoptic origin and the Palestinian-
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Jewish background of the revelation formula. Its pre-history be­
longs to Israelite ideas about God's eternal Wisdom - which was 
later called the Shekinah. Wisdom was already thought of in hy­
postatic form as 'the child of God', or as the 'daughter' or 'son'. 1 5 

Proverbs 8 talk about the Wisdom of God as if it were a person 
with its own consciousness and will. It is more than simply one of 
Yahweh's 'characteristics'. But Wisdom is probably not yet being 
thought of ontologically as a divine 'hypostasis'. This means that 
it would be wrong to talk in any way about a 'wisdom speculation'. 
Through the Wisdom which God has 'poured out over all his 
works' (Ecclus. 1.9), God himself has his mysterious dwelling in 
creation (Job 28) . In this way Wisdom is identical with God's 
'Spirit' which quickens everything that lives. Its indwelling is a 
form of God's 'glory', which according to Isaiah 6.3 will fill 'the 
whole earth'. If this Wisdom of God's is called 'his delight' 
(Prov. 8 .30) , which he has pleasure in because it 'rejoices always 
before him', then it is one with God and yet at the same time it is 
a subject of its own, over against God. 

We even have to go a step further than this. Really, when Jesus 
is called the Son it is Israel as a whole that is being thought of, not 
merely individuals in Israel. 'Israel is my first-born son' (Ex. 4 .22) . 
This is the name with which the people are called out of slavery in 
Egypt. According to Matthew, Joseph's flight into Egypt, with 
Mary and the child, is intended to fulfil the saying: 'Out of Egypt 
have I called my Son' (Hosea 11 .1 ; Matt. 2 .15) . Other features of 
the synoptic account of Jesus' history also reflect the history of 
Israel as a whole - for example, the forty days' temptation in the 
wilderness. The representation of the whole of Israel extends into 
the very passion of 'the Son'. 

The mutual knowing of the Father and the Son is a mutual 
loving. The mutual loving of the Father and the Son is a love of 
like for like. Consequently it is exclusive. The opening statement 
of Matthew 11 .27 , signifies the installations of the Son as lord of 
the divine kingdom through the Father. The final clause distin­
guishes the act of revealing from the exclusive mutual knowing of 
the Father and the Son, and makes knowledge - by virtue of 
revelation - knowledge of the one who is unlike. 'Like is known 
by like' applies to the exclusive relationship of the Father and the 
Son. 'Those who are unlike know one another' is true of the 
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revelation to men and women through the Son. This axiom only 
permits a trinitarian interpretation, not a monotheistic one. 1 6 

This revelatory saying brings out precisely what distinguishes 
Jesus from John the Baptist, and makes it clear why Jesus left John; 
and it indicates the way in which Jesus' message went beyond the 
eschatological repentance movement of his time. 

The external difference is recognizable clearly enough: John pro­
claims the coming kingdom as God's wrathful judgment on the sin 
of men and women, and calls for repentance in the final hour, 
offering baptism as the last hope of salvation; Jesus proclaims the 
coming kingdom as the kingdom of God's coming grace and mercy. 
He presents it, not through an accusation of sinners, but through 
the forgiveness of sins. What John depicts in the baptism in Jordan 
is messianically implemented in the gospel of Jesus. For Jesus, the 
gospel of the kingdom is a messianic message of joy, not an apoca­
lyptic threat to the world. The signs that legitimate him are not 
signs marking the end of the world; they are the tokens of the 
messianic era: 'The blind receive their sight and the lame walk, 
lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, 
and the poor have the good news preached to them' (Matt. 11 .5) . 
But according to Isaiah 35 .4 this means: 'Behold your God will 
come and save you.' Unlike John's disciples, Jesus' disciples do not 
fast. They do not leave their oppressed country and emigrate into 
the desert; they go into the villages with Jesus and teach the people. 
John lived the life of an ascetic, in expectation of judgment. Jesus' 
life is a festive life, in joy over the dawn of God's kingdom. 

What is the inward justification for this difference? The justifi­
cation is that Jesus knows and proclaims the Lord of the coming 
kingdom as his Father. This is where his unique authority is to be 
found. The content of the revelation bestowed on Jesus through 
his baptism and call must lie in the name for God which he used 
uniquely and exclusively: Abba, my Father. 1 7 It was not Israelite 
tradition to address God like this. What the name 'Abba' stresses 
is not the fatherly lordship of God, but an unheard-of intimacy. 
John did not see the Lord of the coming judgment like this either. 
The revelation of God's name as Father is Jesus' new and unique 
message. The name of Father stamps his proclamation of the com­
ing kingdom, his turning to the poor and sick, his prayers, and his 
preparedness for suffering. According to the Christian traditions 
that have come down to us, Jesus never addressed God simply as 
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'Father' or as 'our Father', but always exclusively a s 'my Father' . 
He revealed him as 'my Father in heaven'. We h a v e to conclude 
from this that in the relationship to his God and Father Jesus 
understood himself as 'the Son', 'the beloved Son', 'the only' o r 
'the only begotten' Son. 1 8 This does not mean that h e also under­
stood himself as 'Son of God' or allowed himself t o be acknow­
ledged as such. He is the Son of the Father. The general title 'Son 
of God' and Jesus' special relationship of sonship to his Father 
were only fused together later, in early Christian tradition. C o n ­
sequently here we only have to ask about the significance of the 
exclusive use of the name of Father and the absolute use of the 
name of Son in Jesus' own proclamation and behaviour. 

What is the relation between the eschatological message of the 
kingdom of Jesus the Messiah, and this exclusive revelation of the 
Father by Jesus 'the Son'? 

This question is seldom asked, oddly enough, and the description 
of Jesus' proclamation of the kingdom often does not take Jesus' 
revelation of the Father into account at all. 'Only in the sphere o f 
the basileia is God the Father.' 1 9 But is it not the very reverse that 
is true? Jesus did not proclaim the kingdom of God the Lord, but 
the kingdom of God his Father. It is not that lordship is the mark 
of God's fatherhood, but the very reverse: God's fatherhood to ­
wards Jesus the Son is the mark of the lordship and kingdom which 
Jesus preaches. That gives the kingdom he proclaimed a new qual­
ity. The basileia only exists in the context of God's fatherhood. In 
this kingdom God is not the Lord; he is the merciful Father. In 
this kingdom there are no servants; there are only God's free 
children. In this kingdom what is required is not obedience and 
submission; it is love and free participation. 

How does Jesus manifest the kingdom which he proclaims? He 
manifests it (as the link with the revelation formula in Matt. 11 .28f . 
shows) by having mercy on the poor, by calling the weary and 
heavy-laden to himself and refreshing them, by bringing to the 
poor the joyful message that theirs is the kingdom, and by gathering 
the oppressed into the liberty of his fellowship. His kingdom is the 
kingdom of 'compassion'. In Hebrew this word is used for the 
mother's painful love for the child in her womb. This spontaneous 
physical impulse is a maternal symbol. If God is called merciful 
and compassionate, then what is being attributed to him is moth­
erly love in its most elemental form. That is why for Isaiah 4 9 . 1 5 
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God's compassion is like the compassion of a mother, while Psalm 
103.13 compares it with a father's pity for his children. This means 
that his kingdom is the kingdom of fatherly and motherly com­
passion, not the kingdom of dominating majesty and slavish sub­
jection. It is the kingdom which 'the Son' manifests through his 
brotherliness and friendship. God is the Father, not because he is 
Lord over everything, but because, as the Father of Jesus the Son, 
he is the Lord of the coming liberty of the universe. The Lord's 
Prayer shows this too, ultimately speaking. It is the Father's king­
dom, the Father's will and the Father's name for whose coming, 
fulfilment and hallowing we pray in the fellowship of Jesus. By 
revealing the Father's name, Jesus has given the proclamation of 
God's kingdom his own unmistakable character. This means that 
(contrary to what Harnack says) it is not merely the Father who 
belongs to the gospel which Jesus proclaimed; it is the Son as well. 
It means that not merely the Father, but the Son too, belongs to 
the kingdom which Jesus preached. It is impossible to divide Jesus' 
proclamation of the kingdom from his person. For the kingdom 
which Jesus proclaims is the kingdom which the Father has made 
over to the Son. Its structure is not monotheistic, as the word 'rule' 
or 'kingdom' suggests; it is trinitarian, as the relationship of Jesus 
the Son to his Father proves; for it is this Father to whom the 
kingdom belongs and who confers it on the Son, so that it may be 
manifested and spread. As the later epistle to the Colossians says, 
it is 'the kingdom of his beloved Son' (1 .13) . 

2. The Sending of the Son 

For the synoptic gospels the messianic call of Jesus begins with his 
baptism in the Spirit of God. It is understandable that Paul and 
John - with a point of view markedly determined by Easter -
should see in this call of Jesus his eternal sending by God the 
Father. We always encounter the 'sending' formula in conjunction 
with the name of the Son, for the One sent. 2 0 The One who sends 
is called God or Father. The sending formula covers more than the 
story of Jesus' call. It includes the whole coming, the whole ap­
pearance and activity of Jesus seen in the light of his divine origin. 
We are adopting Pauline theology here, because it especially stress­
es the soteriological significance of Jesus' sonship. 
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When the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son, born of 
a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under 
the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons (Gal. 4 .4) . 

The sending of the Son includes Jesus' birth and circumcision. The 
Son is subjected to the law so that he may redeem those who live 
under the law: the Jews. He redeems them for what is his own 
existence and relationship to God - for sonship. In so doing he 
fulfils Israel's true destiny. If, according to what we are told here, 
God sends 'his Son', then it is the Father's Son who is sent, not 
some 'son of God'. The idea of the Son employed by Paul is in line 
with the Christian tradition we described in the previous section. 
In the sending, the Son is wholly understood in the light of the 
Father, and in this sending the Father is revealed as the Father 
through the Son. Through the sending of the Son, that is to say, 
the sonship is communicated and received in faith. By sonship 
therefore we certainly have to understand the special relationship 
between Jesus and the One who sent him; but this relationship is 
no longer merely exclusive; it is now inclusive at the same time. It 
is communicated to believers in such a way that they are absorbed 
into it. But the difference between the sending and the receiving 
forbids us to reduce the sonship of Jesus to the sonship of believers 
or, conversely, to reduce the sonship of believers to the sonship of 
Jesus. 

We find the other 'sending' formula in Romans 8.3f. 

For God sent his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh . . . in 
order that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in 
us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the 
Spirit. 

Again the One who sends is the Father, for in sending 'his own 
Son' God reveals himself as the Father of the Son. As the sentence 
structure of Galatians 4.4 also shows, the sending in the form of 
sinful flesh serves to overcome that flesh through the transforma­
tion in the Spirit. Whereas in Galatians the goal of the sending was 
the communication of sonship, here it is life in the Spirit — life in 
the Spirit of a child of God. This is shown by Romans 8.15: 

For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into 
fear, but you have received the spirit of sonship, whereby we 
cry, Abba, Father. 
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When Paul inserts the Semitic 'Abba' into the otherwise Greek text 
at this point, it is because he is talking about the prayer and 
proclamation of the 'historical' Jesus. The liberty of his prayer to 
the Father reveals the sonship. Through the 'Abba' prayer believers 
are taken into the fellowship of the Son with the Father. This 
happens through the Spirit. Luther translated the phrase which the 
English Bible (RSV) knows as 'the spirit of sonship' by the phrase 
kindlicher Geist - childlike spirit; but he does not mean any regres­
sion into irresponsibility. On the contrary, what he means is eman­
cipation: the people who believe through the Son are no longer 
slaves under the law of a divine master. They are the beloved 
children of the heavenly Father. Sonship and to be the child of God 
therefore means liberation, the chance to come of age. As the 
Father's own sons and daughters, believers become 'heirs of God 
and joint heirs with Christ' in the fellowship of the Son. That is to 
say, they acquire both the rights of domicile and the rights of 
inheritance in the kingdom of the Father and the Son. The prayer 
to the Father is therefore the supreme expression of this new liberty 
of God's children and these new rights of the justified. In the 
fellowship of the Son, sons and daughters talk to God as to a 
Father. God does not speak like the master or lord who has to be 
unquestioningly obeyed; God listens to the requests and sugges­
tions of his children like a Father. The men and women who are 
liberated through the Son are not supposed merely to listen and 
obey; they can also ask, and share decisions. In the context of the 
spirit of sonship, the sending of the Son shows nothing less than 
the opening of the fellowship of the Father to his own Son, and 
the opening of the fellowship of the Son to his Father, for the 
world. 

Whereas in Paul the Father of the Son is always called 'God', in 
the Gospel of John we find a consistent acceptance and develop­
ment of the synoptic tradition, which talked about Jesus as 'the 
Son'. 2 1 Where Jesus is called the Son, God is always termed the 
Father. It is always the Father of the Son and the Son of the Father. 
In the First Epistle of John 2 . 2 2 - 2 4 , confession of faith and denial 
touch on both at once: 'No one who denies the Son has the Father. 
He who confesses the Son has the Father also.' In John's Gospel 
the revelatory saying of Matthew 11 .27 seems to be the basic 
pattern of many statements: the Father loves the Son, the Son loves 
the Father. The Father knows the Son, the Son knows the Father. 
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The Father has given everything to the Son: judgment, life, inher­
itance, those that are his own. The statements about the sending 
correspond to the statements about the revelation, and in John's 
Gospel too show the fellowship of the Father and the Son as a 
fellowship open to the world in the Spirit. It is only the statements 
about the glorification of the Father through the Son that go be­
yond Matthew 11.27 . 

3. The Form of the Trinity 

In the synoptic story of Jesus' baptism and call, as well as in Jesus' 
own manifestation of the Father, we come across a clearly percep­
tible trinitarian form. It is founded conceptually on the self-differ­
entiation of God inherent in the Jewish idea of the divine Wisdom, 
which is in eternity God's beloved child and seeks a home on earth. 
The idea took many forms, none of them fixed in Judaism; but 
through the history of Jesus it became specific. The 'inward' or 
'theological' history of Jesus is the history of the Son with the 
Father. It is not the history of a person with a god. In relation to 
God Jesus understood himself as 'the Son'. The 'Abba' revelation 
of God's nature dominated his own relation to God as well as his 
proclamation of God to men and women. His preaching of the 
kingdom and the effect he had were founded on his relationship to 
his Father. Consequently they cannot be interpreted monotheisti-
cally; they have to be understood in a trinitarian sense: Jesus 
reveals God as the Father of the Son and himself as this same Son 
of the Father. He takes people - weary and heavy-laden men and 
women - into the history between this Father and this Son. He 
reveals that history. The secret of the kingdom which he brings to 
the poor is to be found in his fellowship with the Father. 

The baptism, call, proclamation and ministry of Jesus takes place 
through the Spirit and in the Spirit. Both the story of the baptism 
and the account of his earliest proclamation in Nazareth refer to 
this (Luke 4.18ff.). This Spirit allows the Son to say 'Abba, beloved 
Father'. This Spirit 'leads'Jesus to his temptations in the wilderness 
and up to Jerusalem, to his sufferings and death there. It accom­
panies Jesus' proclamation with signs and wonders. It is the Spirit 
who descends upon the Son from the Father. It is the Spirit of the 
messianic era, which is to descend on all flesh. The history of Jesus 
is as incomprehensible without the action of the Spirit as it would 
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be without the God whom he called my Father, or without his 
activity out of the existence of 'the Son'. 

The Trinity which is descernible in the sending formulas has an 
analogous form. The Father sends his Son. The Son is sent by his 
Father. Through the sending, the fellowship of the Father and the 
Son becomes so all-embracing that men and women are taken into 
it, so that in that fellowship they may participate in Jesus' sonship 
and call on the Father in the Spirit. What the call of Jesus reveals 
is not merely the sending of a prophet or the sending of the 
Messiah, but this sending of the Son. In the sending of the Son, 
God differentiates himself from himself and yields himself up. The 
sending of the Son therefore finds its foundation in a movement 
which takes place in the divine life itself: it is not merely a move­
ment outwards. It comes from the trinitarian differentiation of the 
divine unity. There is no other way in which we can understand 
the sending of the Son through the Father. 

At this stage in the history of the Son the Trinity means: 
- The Father sends the Son through the Spirit. 
- The Son comes from the Father in the power of the Spirit. 
- The Spirit brings people into the fellowship of the Son with 

the Father. 

§3 THE SURRENDER OF THE SON 

1. The Passion of Jesus 

The history of Jesus' passion did not only begin when he was taken 
prisoner and tortured by the Roman soldiers. It began at the mo­
ment when he resolved to go to Jerusalem with the men and women 
who were his disciples. In Jerusalem his passion for the messianic 
kingdom - a passion which he had expressed through proclama­
tion, healing, and by eating and drinking with the poor, the sick 
and the outcasts of society - was bound to come up against the 
protest of the priests of his own people and the resistance of the 
Roman occupying power. The announcement that 'the Son of man 
must suffer many things, and be rejected' (Mark 8.31) hung heavy 
over the road to Jerusalem. Jesus' passion has its active side in his 
resolve to go to Jerusalem. It is no unwilling, fortuitous suffering; 
it is a passio activa. 

Jesus' passion has an outward and an inward side. On the out-
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ward side are Jesus' rejection by the most prominent groups of his 
people as a blasphemer, and his execution by the Romans as a 
rebel against the Roman world order. The inward aspect is his 
forsakenness by the God whom he calls 'Abba, my Father', and 
whose fatherly kingdom he proclaimed to the poor. The pain which 
Jesus suffered from his God and Father is the special thing about 
this passion on Golgotha compared with the history of the suffer­
ings of so many innocent and righteous people. The stories of 
Gethsemane and Golgotha tell the history of the passion which 
takes place between the Father and the Son. 

In the night before his arrest, Jesus went into the garden of 
Gethsemane. 2 2 He took three disciples with him and 'began to be 
greatly distressed and troubled', writes Mark (14.33) . 'He began 
to be sorrowful and fearful [troubled]' writes Matthew (26.37) . 
'My soul is very sorrowful, even to death' he says (Mark 14.34) 
and begs his friends to stay awake with him. Then he throws 
himself on the ground in horror and fear (Mark 14 .35) . Earlier 
too, he had often withdrawn at nights to the solitariness of some 
mountain in order to be united with his Father in the prayer of his 
heart. But in Gethsemane for the first time he does not want to be 
alone with his God. He is evidently afraid of him. That is why he 
seeks the protection of his friends. Then comes the prayer which 
in its original version sounds like a demand: 'Father, all things are 
possible to thee; remove this cup from me' (Mark 14.36) - spare 
me this suffering. In Matthew and Luke this prayer has a more 
modest sound: 'if it be possible' or 'if thou art willing' 'let this cup 
pass from me'. 

What suffering is meant by 'the cup' - 'the cup of staggering' 
(Isa. 51 .17 ,22)? Is it the plea to be kept from having to die? Is it 
the prayer for deliverance from death? I think it is fear of separation 
from the Father, horror in the face of 'the death of God'. God, 
Jesus' Father, does not hear his prayer. He rejects it. Elsewhere the 
gospel tells us 'I and the Father are one'. But here the Father 
withdraws from the Son, leaving him alone. That is why the dis­
ciples fall into a deep sleep, out of grief. It is only by contradicting 
his very self that Jesus clings to fellowship with the God who as 
Father withdraws from him: 'Not what I will, but what thou wilt.' 

This unanswered prayer is the beginning of Jesus' real passion 
- his agony at his forsakenness by the Father. Of course there is 
also quite simply fear of the horribly slow death ahead of him. It 
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would be ridiculous to say - as Augustine did - that, as the Son 
of God, Jesus could not have experienced the fear of death, because 
his soul lived in unbroken enjoyment of divine bliss and power; 
and that he only suffered in the body. But it would be equally 
foolish to see him as an especially sensitive person who was over­
come by self-pity at the prospect of the torments of death awaiting 
him. In the fear that laid hold of him and lacerated his soul, what 
he suffered from was God. Abandonment by God is the 'cup' 
which does not pass from him. The appalling silence of the Father 
in response to the Son's prayer in Gethsemane is more than the 
silence of death. Martin Buber called it the eclipse of God. It is 
echoed in 'the dark night of the soul' experienced by the mystics. 
The Father withdraws. God is silent. This is the experience of hell 
and judgment. 

Luther related the church's doctrine about Christ's descent into 
hell to this agony of his from Gethsemane to Golgotha. 2 3 The 
experience of being forsaken by God is the nadir of Christ's hu­
miliation: 'Derelinqui enim a deo hoc est a vita et salute ire in 
regionem longinquam mortis et infernV — 'Not only in the eyes of 
the world and his disciples, nay, in his own eyes too did Christ see 
himself as lost, as forsaken by God, felt in his conscience that he 
was cursed by God, suffered the torments of the damned, who feel 
God's eternal wrath, shrink back from it and flee.'2 4 This was how 
he interpreted the passion of the assailed and tempted Christ - the 
Christ who was assailed and tempted by God. That is why for 
Luther Christ was not the most perfect of men; he was the most 
tempted and therefore the most miserable of all 'the damned of 
this earth'. And he was not merely assailed by fear and suffering 
in his human nature, as scholastic tradition would have it. He was 
assailed in his person, his very essence, in his relationship to the 
Father - in his divine sonship. The much later Epistle to the 
Hebrews also links Jesus' sufferings in Gethsemane with the rela­
tionship between the Son and the Father: 

In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplica­
tions, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save 
him from death, and he was heard for his godly fear. Although 
he was the Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered 
(Heb. 5 . 7 - 8 ) . 2 5 

At the end of Christ's passion there is another prayer: the de-
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spairing cry to God with which Christ dies: 'My God, why hast 
thou forsaken me?' (Mark 15 .34) . He hung nailed to the cross for 
three hours, evidently in an agony which reduced him to silence, 
waiting for death. Then he died with a loud cry which is an 
expression of the most profound rejection by the God whom he 
called 'Abba', whose messianic kingdom had been his whole pas­
sion, and whose Son he knew himself to be. 

This must surely be the very kernel of the Golgotha story, his­
torically speaking; for the notion that the Saviour's last words to 
God his Father could possibly have been this cry of despair could 
never have taken root in the Christian faith if it had never been 
uttered, or if the despair had not been at least perceptible in Christ's 
death cry. 

People cannot get used to the idea that this cry of the God­
forsaken Son stands at the centre of the Christian faith. The history 
of the tradition shows that the horror and dismay that emanates 
from it was later softened down, and the saying was replaced by 
more pious parting words - the words of the evening prayer in 
Psalm 31.5 which we find in Luke, for example: 'Into thy hands 
I commit my spirit' (23 .46) ; or John's 'It is finished'. It is only the 
Epistle to the Hebrews (5.7) which reminds us again of the great 
cry with which Jesus dies. 

This cry is not made any more acceptable to us because it echoes 
the opening words of Psalm 22 and - according to Jewish custom 
- stands for the whole psalm. For one thing, the psalm ends with 
a glorious prayer of thanksgiving for deliverance from death - and 
there was no deliverance on Golgotha. For another, after a short 
time the crucified Jesus was no longer capable of saying anything 
at all. Early manuscripts of Mark's Gospel express the cry of 
dereliction even more drastically: 'Why hast thou exposed me to 
shame?' and 'Why hast thou cursed me?' 2 6 And the Epistle to the 
Hebrews holds fast to this remembrance of the assailed Christ 
when it says t h a t ' x^Qh #£ot>' - far from God or, perhaps better, 
without God 'he tasted death for us all' (Heb. 2 . 9 ) . 2 7 It is not by 
chance, either, that this cry is the only time that Christ does not 
call God familiarly 'my Father', but addresses him as if from a long 
way off and quite officially and formally as 'my God'. 

What he was afraid of, what he struggled with in Gethsemane 
and implored the Father to save him from, did not pass from him. 
It happened on the cross. The Father forsook him and delivered 
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him up to the fear of hell. The One who knew himself to be the 
Son is forsaken, rejected and cursed. And God is silent. Paul was 
therefore interpreting this rightly when he took it to mean that 
from Gethsemane to Golgotha Christ suffered God's judgment, in 
which everyone is alone and against which no one can stand: 'For 
our sake he made him to be sin' (II Cor. 5 .21) , 'he became a curse 
for us' (Gal. 3 .13) . 

Where, after Easter, were these remembrances of Jesus' death 
kept alive and present in the church? It was in the celebration of 
the Lord's supper; for Paul already cites, as the early tradition of 
the primitive church: 'for as often as you eat this bread and drink 
this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes' (I Cor. 
11.26) . Psalm 22 as a whole can be shown to have had an influence 
on the structure of the eucharistic celebrations of the early church, 
because it talks about the forsakenness of the righteous man, and 
about his salvation and the feast of thanksgiving. 2 8 When the 
gospels give us Jesus' death cry in the words of the first verse of 
Psalm 22, it is true that they are really thinking of the whole psalm, 
because they are thinking of Easter and are speaking at the Lord's 
table. So there can be no question of their having meant by their 
interpretation of Jesus' death cry that Jesus prayed the whole psalm 
on the cross, as a lament. In this case the quotation from the 
opening of the psalm certainly does not mean that the whole psalm 
was quoted. 

The curious supposition that when he uttered the first verse of 
the psalm he was already thinking of the final verses (in which 
the innocent and righteous sufferer who has for a time been 
forsaken by God, once more partakes of divine grace) . . . finds 
no justification in the Gospel accounts. 2 9 

The Fathers were wrong when, in order to preserve Christ's 
divinity, they declared that Jesus was praying for us, not for himself 
(Cyril's view); or that he only made himself out to be weak in 
order to deceive Satan and so to vanquish him all the more com­
pletely (Athanasius). And modern theologians are just as wrong 
when they try to preserve Jesus' inward faith against all the ap­
pearances of despair. By doing so they only make Jesus a pattern 
for faith in the sense of the motto 'despairing yet consoled'; and 
they obscure Jesus as the sacrament of salvation, who through his 
own forsakenness overcomes ours. 
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Finally, it is important to notice that it is only here on the cross 
that, for the first and only time in his life, the Son addresses God, 
not as Father but as God (Hebrew Eloheni, Aramaic Eloi). The 
prayer in Gethsemane was still addressed to 'the Father'. But the 
Father did not hear the prayer. On the cross the Father forsook 
the Son and hid his face from him, as the sun was hidden in deepest 
darkness on Golgotha. According to Amos 8 . 9 - 1 0 , this darkness 
is grief over the loss of 'the only son'. It is precisely this that is the 
cross in Jesus' crucifixion; the being forsaken by the God whom 
he called 'my Father', and whose Son he knew himself to be. Here, 
in the relationship between the Father and the Son, a death was 
experienced which has been rightly described as 'eternal death', 
'the death of God'. Here 'God' is forsaken by 'God'. If we take the 
relinquishment of the Father's name in Jesus' death cry seriously, 
then this is even the breakdown of the relationship that constitutes 
the very life of the Trinity: if the Father forsakes the Son, the Son 
does not merely lose his sonship. The Father loses his fatherhood 
as well. The love that binds the one to the other is transformed 
into a dividing curse. It is only as the One who is forsaken and 
cursed that the Son is still the Son. It is only as the One who 
forsakes, who surrenders the other, that the Father is still present. 
Communicating love and responding love are alike transformed 
into infinite pain and into the suffering and endurance of death. 

2. The Surrender of the Son 

Paul comes closest to the mystery of Golgotha with his theology 
of surrender, of giving up . 3 0 In the gospels, which depict the death 
of Jesus in the light of his life and his message, jiagadidovcu has 
an unequivocally negative sense. It means to deliver up, to betray, 
to make over, to cast out; this is clear from the story of the betrayer 
Judas. To say that Jesus was forsaken by the Father on the cross 
means that the Father cast him off and cursed him. Paul too uses 
the expression 'given up' in Romans 1.18ff. for the divine wrath 
and judgment over the sin of men and women. People who aban­
don the invisible God and worship created things will be aban­
doned by God and given up to their own cravings. 

Paul expresses a radical reversal of what is meant by 'surrender' 
or 'giving up' when he stops looking at Jesus' abandonment by 
God in the light of his life, and views it in the light of his resur-
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rection. The God who has raised Jesus from the dead is the same 
God who has 'given him up' to death on the cross. In the forsak­
enness of the cross itself - the forsakenness out of which Jesus cries 
'Why?' - Paul already sees the answer to the cry: 'He who did not 
spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, will he not also give 
us all things with him?' (Rom. 8. 32 ) . According to this the Father 
has forsaken, abandoned his own Son, as Paul especially stresses 
here, and given him up to death. He puts it even more strongly: 
'For our sake he made him to be sin' (II Cor. 5 .21) and 'he became 
a curse for us' (Gal. 3 .13) . The Father forsakes the Son 'for us' -
that is to say, in order to become the God and Father of the 
foresaken. The Father 'delivers up' the Son in order through him 
to become the Father of those who have been delivered up 
(Rom. 1.18ff.). The Son is given over to his death in order that he 
may become the brother and saviour of the condemned and the 
cursed. 

The Son suffers death in this forsakenness. The Father suffers 
the death of the Son. So the pain of the Father corresponds to the 
death of the Son. And when in this descent into hell the Son loses 
the Father, then in this judgment the Father also loses the Son. 
Here the innermost life of the Trinity is at stake. Here the com­
municating love of the Father turns into infinite pain over the 
sacrifice of the Son. Here the responding love of the Son becomes 
infinite suffering over his repulsion and rejection by the Father. 
What happens on Golgotha reaches into the innermost depths of 
the Godhead, putting its impress on the trinitarian life in eternity. 

But according to Galatians 2 .20 , the Son was not only given up 
by the Father. He also 'gave himself for me'. In the event of 
surrender there is not merely an object; there is a subject too. His 
suffering and death was active, a passio activa, a path of suffering 
that he entered upon quite deliberately, a dying that he consciously 
affirmed. According to the hymn which Paul took up in Philippians 
2, the self-giving of the Son consists in his emptying himself of his 
divine form, in his taking on himself the form of a servant, in his 
lowering of himself, and in his obedience 'unto death, even the 
death of the cross' (AV). For the Epistle to the Hebrews (5.8) 'he 
learned obedience through what he suffered'. He suffered from the 
prayer which went unanswered, from his forsakenness by the Fath­
er. It was from this that he 'learned' obedience and self-giving. 
This is in accordance with the synoptic account of the passion. 
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Theologically this means an inner conformity between the will 
of the surrendered Son and the surrendering will of the Father. ; 
That is what the Gethsemane story is about too. But this profound i 
community of will arises at precisely the point when the Son is 
furthest divided from the Father, and the Father from the Son, 3 1 in 
the accursed death on the cross, in 'the dark night* of that death. 
On the cross the Father and the Son are so deeply separated that 
their relationship breaks off. Jesus died 'without God' - godlessly. 
Yet on the cross the Father and the Son are at the same time so 
much one that they represent a single surrendering movement. 'He 
who has seen the Son has seen the Father.' The Epistle to the 
Hebrews expresses this by saying that Christ offered himself to 
God 'through the eternal Spirit' (did. nvevfiaxoc, aicoviov) (9 .14) . 
The surrender through the Father and the offering of the Son take 
place 'through the Spirit'. The Holy Spirit is therefore the link in 
the separation. He is the link joining the bond between the Father 
and the Son, with their separation. 

Paul interpreted the event of God-forsakenness on the cross as ; 
the giving up of the Son, and interpreted the giving up of the Son 
as the love of God. What the love of God is - the love 'from which 
nothing can separate us' (Rom. 8.39) - becomes event on the cross 
and is experienced under the cross. The Father who sends his Son \ 
through all the abysses and hells of God-forsakenness, of the divine 
curse and final judgment is, in his Son, everywhere with those who 
are his own; he has become universally present. In giving up the 
Son he gives 'everything' and 'nothing' can separate us from him. ' 
This is the beginning of the language of the kingdom of God, in ; 
which 'God will be all in all'. Anyone who perceives God's presence 
and love in the God-forsakenness of the crucified Son, sees God in 
all things, just as, once having faced the experience of death, a 
person feels the living character of everything in a hitherto un­
dreamed of way. 

The Gospel of John sums up this giving up of the Son in the key 
sentence: 'God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that , 
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life' 
(3.16). 'So' means 'in this way', the way of forsakenness in the 
death on the cross which he suffered 'for us'. And the First Epistle 
of John (4.16) defines God by saying 'God is love'. It is not just 
that God loves, in the same way that he is sometimes angry. He is 
love. His very existence is love. He constitutes himself as love. That ; 
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is what happens on the cross. This definition only acquires its full 
force when we continually make the way that leads to the definition 
clear to ourselves: Jesus' forsakenness on the cross, the surrender 
of the Son by the Father and the love which does everything -
gives everything - suffers everything - for lost men and women. 
God is love. That means God is self-giving. It means he exists for 
us: on the cross. To put it in trinitarian terms - the Father lets his 
Son sacrifice himself through the Spirit. 3 2 'The Father is crucifying 
love, the Son is crucified love, and the Holy Spirit is the unvan-
quishable power of the cross. ' 3 3 The cross is at the centre of the 
Trinity. This is brought out by tradition, when it takes up the Book 
of Revelation's image of 'the Lamb who was slain from the foun­
dation of the world' (Rev. 5 .12) . Before the world was, the sacrifice 
was already in God. No Trinity is conceivable without the Lamb, 
without the sacrifice of love, without the crucified Son. 3 4 For he is 
the slaughtered Lamb glorified in eternity. 

What happens in Jesus' passion is the giving up of the Son 
through the Father. In giving up his own Son, God cuts himself off 
from himself and sacrifices his own self. The giving up of the Son 
reveals a pain in God which can only be understood in trinitarian 
terms, or not at all. 

The form of the Trinity which is revealed in the giving up of the 
Son appears as follows: 
- The Father gives up his own Son to death in its most absolute 
sense, for us. 
- The Son gives himself up, for us. 
- The common sacrifice of the Father and the Son comes about 
through the Holy Spirit, who joins and unites the Son in his for­
sakenness with the Father. 

§4 THE EXALTATION OF THE SON 

Now that we have looked at the history of Jesus the Son from its 
historical and its theological viewpoints let us turn to its eschato 
logical future. His resurrection from the dead and his future ir 
glory have to be understood from the aspects of the manifestatior 
of the Son and his homecoming to the Father. And here we shal 
show that a trinitarian structure also underlies the eschatologica 
proclamation of the risen Christ and the Christ who is to come. IJ 
what follows we shall be concentrating on this trinitarian structure 
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1. The Raising of Jesus from the Dead 

Without at this point developing a detailed theology of the resur­
rection, 3 5 we must none the less show the eschatological character 
of the Easter appearances and the trinitarian form of the Christ 
perceived in them. We shall take our bearings here from those 
passages in the Easter kerygma which talk about Jesus as 'the Son 
of God'. 

Jesus was crucified publicly. But the risen Christ encountered 
only the women and the disciples who had gone up to Jerusalem 
with him. Many people saw his death in weakness on Golgotha. 
But only a few were aware of his appearance in power and glory. 
What did the Easter witnesses see? In what living form did they 
see the crucified Jesus? How did they recognize him? 

'Seeing' is always the reason which is given for the Easter pro­
clamation and the Easter faith. 3 6 The Greek axpdrj has a whole 
series of meanings here. It can mean 'Christ was seen'; or 'Christ 
appeared'; or 'Christ let himself be seen'; or 'God revealed him'. 
In all these possible interpretations, what is intended is a revelation 
formula. It is the seeing of something which someone is permitted 
to see in a particular way. The activity issues from the one who 
appears. The person affected is passive; he 'suffers' this appearance. 
Consequently what is meant is not the recognition of something 
which is always present and which everyone can see, if he only 
takes the trouble to look carefully enough. A 'seeing' of this ex­
ceptional kind is usually called a vision. The Easter visions of the 
women and the disciples are not open to proof, for they are not 
repeatable; whereas every proof rests on the repeatability of the 
experience, or on the ability to reproduce the experiment. The texts 
never talk at any point about a possible repetition of the Easter 
'seeing' of the risen Jesus. But then how are we to interpret it? 
How did the people affected understand it themselves? Even if 
these visions are not general, in the sense that they are repeatable, 
they can none the less embody a universal claim. 

As the language through which it is described shows, the struc­
ture of the Easter 'seeing' takes the form of the messianic pre-
reflection of what is in the future, and of the apocalyptic antici­
pation of what is to come . 3 7 In the Last Days the God of the 
promises to the patriarchs will appear in his glory and fulfil 
throughout the whole world the hopes which he has awakened. 
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The whole world will then be full of his glory (Isa. 60) . In the 
calling of the patriarchs, in the people of the covenant, and in the 
prophets, this coming glory already enters history, pointing the 
way towards its own consummation. When the crucified Jesus 
'appears' in glory to the women and the disciples after his death, 
this then means the pre-reflection of his future in the coming glory 
of God. 3 8 Christ appears to the people concerned in the light of 
the future which cannot otherwise be perceived in the world as yet. 
One day he will appear to the whole world as he now appears to 
the Easter witnesses. That is to say, his Easter appearances have to 
be understood as the pre-reflection of his future; and what the 
disciples see at Easter is, correspondingly, the form taken by an­
ticipating perception. Anyone who sees the risen Christ is looking 
in advance into the coming glory of God. He perceives something 
which is not otherwise perceptible, but which will one day be 
perceived by everyone. 

On the foundation of this eschatological structure of Jesus' ap­
pearances and on the basis of what they themselves saw, the dis­
ciples then took up an apocalyptic symbol of hope, in order to 
explain what happened to the dead Jesus - which, after all, none 
of them actually saw. They called this event the resurrection from 
the dead. It is of course true that the apocalyptic expectation was 
directed towards the unique and universal raising of the dead in 
the Last Days (Dan. 12.2). In talking about a resurrection of Jesus 
from the dead, the Christians have altered the old apocalyptic hope 
in a quite decisive way. In making this alteration, what they are 
saying is: in this one person, ahead of all others, the End-time 
process of the raising of the dead has already begun. With Jesus' 
resurrection from the dead, history's last day is beginning: 'The 
night is far gone the day is at hand' (Rom. 1 3 . 1 2 ) . That is why 
they proclaim him as 'the first fruits of those who have fallen 
asleep' (I Cor. 15 .20) , 'the first-born from the dead' (Col. 1.18), 
'the pioneer of salvation'. 

The idea of the raising of the dead is a metaphor taken over 
from the process of sleeping and waking up in the morning, which 
is now transferred to death and the promised life in God's own 
day. But as a symbol of the apocalyptic hope this idea was uniquely 
suited to represent the contradictory experiences of the disciples: 
crucified in shame - seen in glory. For the symbol of resurrection 
from the dead allows us to take Jesus' death seriously. It excludes 
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every notion that Jesus revived after death, or that his soul went 
on living. On the other hand, the symbol of raising, of being 
wakened, allows the Easter appearance and seeing of Jesus to stand 
in its full dignity and significance; for it excludes all notions of a 
projection. 

2. The Revelation of the Son 

The Easter witnesses saw the crucified Jesus in the pre-reflection of 
God's coming glory on earth. On the other hand, they recognized 
the one appearing in this glory as Jesus, from the marks of the 
cross's nails, and in the breaking of bread. In what form did Jesus 
appear to them, according to what they say themselves ? Whom did 
they see? 

According to II Corinthians 4 .6 , they saw 'the glory of God in 
the face of Jesus Christ'. Jesus appeared to them as 'the likeness of 
God' (II Cor. 4 .4 ) , as 'the brightness of his glory and the express 
image of his person' (Heb. 1.3 AV). In the 'likeness' (eikon) and 
'reflection' (epaugasma) they talk about, the glory of God himself 
takes form. 3 9 It is not reflected back from something else, but 
reflects itself. Although Jesus' title 'the image of God' is bound to 
make us think of the general vocation which man was destined for 
at creation (Gen. 1.26), this reference is not enough: the eternal 
Wisdom, God's beloved before time began, is also called 'the image 
of his goodness' and the 'effulgence from everlasting light' 
(Wisd. 7 .26) . The glory of God is reflected on the unveiled face of 
Christ, not merely as a pattern for believers, but in eternity too, 
for God himself. God himself finds in Christ his eternal counter­
part. Yet the closeness of all men to being the image of God and 
the nearness of believers to that unveiled face must not be dimmed 
by these references. 

In Galatians 1.15 Paul described his own vision of the risen 
Christ: 'But when he who had set me apart before I was born, and 
had called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to 
me, in order that I might preach him among the Gentiles . . .' The 
revelation which Paul experiences in the vision where he received 
his call has a subject and an object: God reveals his Son. He reveals 
the Son so that Paul may proclaim him among the Gentiles. God 
does not reveal 'himself. He reveals 'his Son'. The Son is not 
identical with God's self. He is a subject of his own. The One who 
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was raised from the dead and who appears in the reflection of 
God's coming glory is perceived by Paul as the Son. That is why 
Paul also said that Jesus, or the Son, or God's Son, was the real 
content of his gospel (Rom. 1.9; II Cor. 1.19). He calls his apostolic 
message God's gospel of his Son. He proclaims the lordship of the 
Son. He preaches the liberty of the sons of God. He establishes 
brotherhood with Jesus, the first-born among many brethren 
(Rom. 8.29) . In this brotherhood people become like to the image 
of the Son, and are thereby made glorious. 

For this 'gospel of the Son' Paul appeals to an early Christian 
confession of faith, which he takes up in Romans 1.3f., claiming 
to be set apart to preach 

The gospel concerning his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, (AV) who 
was descended from David according to the flesh and designated 
Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his 
resurrection from the dead. 

Without going into this early two-stage christology in detail, we 
can notice that through the resurrection from the dead God has 
'enthroned' Jesus to be the Son of God in power. This has taken 
place through 'the sanctifying Spirit' (RSV 'the Spirit of holiness'). 
Who Jesus is for us is expressed by the title 'Lord'. The expression 
'Son of God' is used as title here too. The royal ritual in Psalm 2 .7 
is being recalled here, as it was at Jesus' baptism. But the context 
shows that Paul has related the adoptionist formula Son of God 
used in Psalm 2.7 to the special Christian title 'his Son'. The 
enthronement as Son of God through the resurrection certainly 
marks a particular point in Jesus' history as men and women 
perceive it. Paul did not see this as being in any way a contradiction 
of the statement that Jesus is God's own Son in eternity. The 
temporally marked beginning of Jesus' ministry as 'the Son of God 
in power' and the statements about the pre-existence of the Son 
(Phil. 2 .6; Col. 1.15) stand side by side, without any attempt to 
reconcile them. Apparently different statements are possible and 
necessary, in view of Jesus' different relationships and functions. 

The theological formulations about the sending, the delivering 
U P and the resurrection show that for Paul Jesus is God's own Son. 
He is the Son of the eternal Father. 'God's own Son' is the Son of 
the eternal Father. 'God's own Son' can hardly be viewed as christ-
ological title, or as a title of sovereignty. Nor is it the name for 'a 
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calling'. Like the word Father, in this context 'Son' must be under­
stood as a name, not as a title. 

If this is true, then Jesus' sonship puts its impress on his whole 
ministry and activity as representative, as liberator, as redeemer, 
and as lord. As God's own Son he is the Lord. Consequently it is 
his sonship which stamps his lordship, not his lordship which gives 
its character to his sonship. The kingdom of the Son is the kingdom 
of brothers and sisters, not a kingdom of the lord and his servants. 

If, finally, we ask by what means the Father raised the Son from 
the death to which he delivered him up, then we come face to face 
with the activity of the Holy Spirit: He was raised through the 
creative Spirit (Rom. 1.4; 8 .11; I Peter 3 .18 ; I Tim. 3 .16) . He was 
raised through the glory of the Father (Rom. 6.4) . He was raised 
through the power of God (I Cor. 6 .14) . God's power, God's glory 
and the divine Spirit are used synonymously here. They are the 
name for something which is not the Father, and not the Son either, 
but which is a third divine subject in the history of Jesus, the Son. 

We ought not to interpret Jesus' resurrection in merely escha-
tological terms. In its innermost process it is trinitarian too. This 
makes the express use of the Son's name necessary in these con­
texts. Which form of the Trinity can be perceived at this stage in 
the history of the Son? 
- The Father raises the Son through the Spirit; 
- the Father reveals the Son through the Spirit; 
- the Son is enthroned as Lord of God's kingdom through the 
Spirit. 

3. The Sending of the Creative Spirit through the Son 

Where was Jesus raised fo? The answer emerges from our insight 
into the means by which he was raised from the dead - the means 
which we have already considered. Jesus was raised into the coming 
glory of the Father. That is the eschatological dimension. That is 
why he 'sitteth at the right hand of God the Father'. That is the 
category of heaven as the space in which God dwells. Jesus is risen 
into the coming kingdom of God. Jesus is risen into the innermost 
being of God himself. He has been exalted into the divine origin 
of the Holy Spirit. That is the trinitarian centre. That is why God's 
glory is manifested through him in this world. That is why in this 
present history he is the Lord of the divine kingdom. That is why 
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in this present time he is the 'life-giving spirit' (I Cor. 15 .45) , 
sending the Spirit upon the disciples, and the energies of the Spirit 
upon the church, and through the church 'on all flesh'. 

Here our interest is concentrated particularly on the relationship 
of the risen Son to the quickening Spirit. Whereas in the sending, 
in the surrender and in the resurrection, the Spirit acts on Christ, 
and Christ lives from the works of the creative Spirit, now the 
relationship is reversed: the risen Christ sends the Spirit; he is 
himself present in the life-giving Spirit; and through the Spirit's 
energies - the charismata - he acts on men and women. The Spirit 
witnesses to Christ, and whoever confesses Christ as his Lord does 
so in the power of the Spirit who creates life from the dead. That 
is why after Easter the Spirit is called 'the Spirit of sonship' (Rom. 
8.15), 'the Spirit of faith' (II Cor. 4 .13 ) , or the 'Spirit of Christ': 
'Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom' (II Cor. 3 .17) . 
The Spirit proceeds from the Father and is now 'sent' by the Son 
(John 15.26) . Through his resurrection the Son is evidently so near 
to the Father, and so much in the Father, that he participates in 
the sending of the Spirit out of its divine origin. Whereas the 
sending, the surrender and the resurrection of Christ were the 
works of the life-giving Spirit, so now the sending and outpouring 
of the Spirit who makes all things new becomes a work of the Son. 

Here it cannot be forgotten that in the whole of the New Tes­
tament the Spirit is understood eschatologically. He is the power 
of the new creation. He is the power of the resurrection. He is the 
earnest and pledge of glory. His present efficacy is the rebirth of 
men and women. His future goal is the raising up of the kingdom 
of glory. His activity is experienced inwardly, in the heart; but it 
points ahead into what is outward and public. He lays hold on the 
soul, but will only find rest when he 'gives life to mortal bodies' 
(Rom. 8 .11) . 

Which form of the Trinity do we encounter here? 
— The Father raises the dead Son through the life-giving Spirit; 
— the Father enthrones the Son, as the Lord of his kingdom; 
— the risen Son sends the creative Spirit from the Father, to 

renew heaven and earth. 
Whereas until his resurrection we were able to perceive in the 

history of Jesus the sequence: Father - Spirit — Son, we now 
encounter the sequence Father - Son - Spirit. What does this mean? 

It means that in the sending of the Spirit the Trinity is an open 


