The Vulnerable God and the Problem of Suffering
notes from Paul Fiddes, Participating in God, Ch 5

How we react pastorally will be governed by our theology, what we believe.

There are no complete explanations, entirely satisfactory answers
Fiddes suggests that we need to hold our experience of God and of suffering together, then it is possible to 'move to the edge of a great abyss which we finally have to leap by faith: theodicy can help us identify where the abyss is'  A good theodicy should show us where the gap is possible to jump – but does not guarantee all will be convinced to make the jump.

Basic to a theodicy is the suffering of God – a move increasingly popular, that God suffers with creation.

God impassible – or not?  Or is this mere sentimentality?

eg. Moltmann's retelling (in The Crucified God)  of Elie Wiesel's story of the three men hanged (including one boy) in a concentration camp. 'Where is God now?' asks a spectator.  'Here he is, hanging on the gallows' was he answer from inside Wiesel. 

Moltmann's conclusion was that Christ suffers on all our gallows and enters into all our pain and torment.

Wiesel's conclusion was that the experience had  'murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to dust' 
If we follow this path we need to ensure that in the end that God is truly victorious and not the victim as much as we are in a hostile creation that has got out of control – or was never in control.  As Fiddes says, 'there can be no theodicy without an end to evil'

A Suffering God and Theodicy
1
A theodicy of consolation
There is no attempt to explain the suffering, let alone explain it away.  It is acknowledged, but also that God is there with us in it.  God understands from the inside. This is an emotionally supportive picture of the type seen in the book of Job. Job gets no explanation of it all in the end: just that he has met with God and that God is God.  Moltmann argues that this explains how theology survived Aushwitz, because there was a theology of pain and suffering inside Auschwitz.  Job however is not (yet) a suffering God, but the foundation for one.
2
A theodicy of story

This is an appeal to the story of others who have been here before and gone before us: in them we find some meaning to our own lives and in the belief that they are now at peace a hope for our own future. In death a hope for the future is offered – the martyrdom of Polycarp with the dove arising – in Mark Anthony and Lear affirming love and in Hamlet affirm loyalty even amid the total mess and disaster they have brought on themselves. And pre-eminently in the victory through disaster and destruction of the Cross and resurrection. God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself.

Danger: we must find the story for our selves, not have it thrust upon us. We must not tell others that their suffering is part of God's greater plan for them – this makes God a monster who inflicts suffering that because of his omnipotence we have no choice but to accept.  Suffering must acquire a meaning – we may even shy from speaking of 'meaning' all. 
3
A theodicy of protest

Liberation theologians have often challenged the west that they explain suffering and hence implicitly condone it: what is needed is to protest and rebel against the oppression and the oppressor. Where this is done with the conviction that you are allied with the God who 'puts down the mighty from their seats' then this is a protest theodicy. Yet it also stands very close to protest atheism and will find common cause with proponents.  However protest atheism so often sees a model of God as a cruel tyrant, inflicting by his omnipotence suffering on helpless subjects: a protest theodicy insists God is also suffering and is among the victims.  
The scholastic distinction between primary and secondary courses where God is the primary cause in the secondary cause of the world is also ruled out. 

If the cross shows Jesus in pain then power cannot be shown by the privileged avoidance of pain – it is rather made perfect in weakness.

Moving from practical theodicy to explanation.

A theodicy of free-will
"God wants to relate to us as free beings: this must involve our ability to reject as well as to accept, to do evil as well as good."
This must involve a limitation of God's own self. – kenosis (self emptying) – but does this involve suffering for God? Fiddes argues in three ways.

1 God will suffer some frustration of his desires by giving freedom to humans. The agony of a husband with an unfaithful wife. Were his purposes frustrated by Auschwitz? That surely or his indifference.
2. This humility of God allows something strange and alien to enter his creation. An unwanted and distasteful event, to be suffered by God.  It is evil that befalls God and has to endure it. This is referred to by Athanasius and Augustine as 'non-being'
3.  The emergence of non-being raises the matter of divine responsibility for the world.  God took a risk in creating a world where evil might be a result of creation – and has to suffer the consequences. God has to take the final responsibility.

'No wonder you have so few friends if this is how you treat the ones you have'.

As Barth put it:

The fact that from all eternity God resolved to take to himself and bear man's rejection is a prior justification of God in respect of the risk to which he resolved to expose man by creation – and in respect of the greater risk to which he committed himself by his permitting of the fall.  We must insist on Man's responsibility . . .But much more insist on the responsibility which God himself shouldered. (my italics)
It's God they ought to Crucify instead of you and me
I said to the carpenter a-hanging on the tree.   ( Sydney Carter)
A Vulnerable God

To love a person is to be altered by them, to be changed – else it is not love. Change even as simple as the disappointment with failure.

But is this too far?

Is the love of God  in a class of its own that does not involve suffering? Acknowledges others pain but is not changed by it? 

How does this differ from the 'do gooder'?

Why then is evil so unevenly distributed – blacks suffer more than whites – is God racist?

You protest against a do-gooder God, you protest with a suffering God

Maybe God knows that all will be well in the end and so does not really suffer – just as a mother is not really suffering if her child is frightened by fear of ghosts – they are not real.   

But does not the mother feel for the unnecessary pain her child suffers?

To explain away this otherwise is to have God the romantic dreamer – not God the sympathiser.

Semi-passibility

God is not subject to change by the world but takes the change voluntarily upon himself.  God's suffering is 'the supreme work of God upon himself' (Moltmann). 

But is one has control over accepting – or not – the suffering what does this imply? Central to suffering is the feeling of helplessness.

eg:  the experience of self-harmers

Is such a God really experiencing our suffering?

Feminist perspective:  close here to extolling the taking on of pain and suffering for the greater good of others – seen often as women's lot in life.

Omnipotence and suffering;  Evil will not overwhelm – cannot overwhelm – an omnipotent God, but God's suffering by it does not necessarily deny his theoretical omnipotence, that he chooses not to exercise.  Aslan allowed the White Witch to kill him.

Passibility and time:  If God willingly makes himself open to accepting the evil that emerges from creation, unpredictable and contingent then this also says something about God and time.  All future knowledge is not available is the argument of some, God knows all that may be known – but not that which has yet to come into being. He has to suffer it, just as we do.
Why was impassibility important?
Augustine & thinkers who followed him were deeply influenced by the neo-platonic philosophy of their day ( and this warns us about our own frame of reference). A necessary essential for a world of becoming (as we have) is a pure world, the pure Being.  Being is opposite to Becoming, and while becoming is contingent, Being must be absolutely unaffected and unchanged by the world of becoming. 

They were not harsh men with no pastoral compassion: they felt the imperative need to present a doctrine of God that was NOT the cruel, capricious and vindictive gods of the Greco-Roman world. The had to be emphasised pure Good. Which for them had to be not contingent.

How does the Trinity help?

Frances Young: a pastoral need for some place where God is invulnerable. "It makes no difference to me if you believe in me or not" – a turning point for her with her severely handicapped son Arthur.

Fiddes argues against a view of pain and suffering that can be observed, with God impassible, but of a coming to understanding – and of non-understanding and accepting by participating in the pain and suffering..

a  Is it not possible to rephrase her words from God as "It makes no difference to my reality or my love whether you believe in me or not? "  But it does make a difference to God's happiness (as it were)?

b  Young points out a person trapped in the pain of suffering is not in the best position to help another – but also someone who has passed through and transfigured that pain may well be such a person.

Impassibility was also used as a defence against Monarchians "who put the Paraclete to flight and crucified the Father" (Tertullian)  - making the three persons indistinguishable.

But in the dance of the perichoresis all three persons suffer, but in different ways.   

The Father the pain of creation defaced and rebellious, 

The Son as having, within the Godhead, to voice the rebellion of humankind for whom he had died – where else could this 'No' be vocalised, as there is nothing outside God.

The Spirit as having to maintain this space and bridge it  (von Balthasar).

Is it all worth it?

Would you return the entrance ticket?
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