“God Suffers’’—Sense or Nonsense
A. H. KHAN®*

Thou hast no notion how He suffers, because He
knows very well what pain suffering involves; yet He
cannot change... Be assured that God suffers more in
love than thou dost suffer, though by this He cannot be
changed.l

These lines from Kierkegaard raise the question as to how one
can say that God suffers while admitting that God is not subject to
change. The aim of this paper is not to explore the conception of
God that would allow Kierkegaard to write the lines above. Rather,
it is to' clarify the use of the talk, or expression, “God suffers” in order
to point out that it is neither an assertion nor a description of facts
concerning God. Yet, given its use, this kind of .God-talk makes
sense, without suggesting the ascription of imperfection in God.

Talk about God suffering, it might be recalled, is of interest to
both philosophers and theologians. Classical theism insists on its
refusal to ascribe suffering, interpreted as a change or defect, to the
absolute, immutable, and perfect Being. As a result of this insistence
we find in Christian theology a continuous tradition upholding the
notion of a Deus impassibilis. The Church’s treatment? of Patri-
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! S¢ren Kierkegaard, Attack Upon “Christendom’ (Princeton University
Press, 1968), p. 245. )

3 The Church rejected Patripassianism, Monophysitism, and Theopaschi-
tism. The first, also called Monarchism or Sabellianism, flourishing around
the second century, is the teaching that God was born, suffered and died. The
second, flourishing inthe fifth century, is the teaching emphasizing that Christ
has one nature which is divine instead of two natures as the Council of
Chalcedon declared in 451. Just after the Council’s declaration 2 Monop-
physite Bishop, Peter Fullo, extended the Trishagion formula, used in the
liturgy of the Eastern Church, to make it read “God was crucified and suffered
for us.” Orthodoxy assigned the same “Theopaschitian” to them. Com~
menting on this group, Adolf von Harnack in his History of Dogma, Vol. 4
(Russell and Russell, 1958), p. 231, notes that Orthodoxy ‘“‘gave the name “Theo-
paschitian’ a permanent place’® in the collection of heretical names. According.
to J. K. Mozley, who draws together materials to show a continuous tradition
upholding the notion of divine impassibility in Christian theology, the Church.
“pursued a course and made distinctions’ asasafeguard against any ascription.
of passibility to divine nature and any form of doctrine to logically “involve:
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passianism, Monophysitism, and Theopaschitism, and Aquinas
natural theology belong to this tradition. According to Aquinas
passio does not have any place in a deity who is pure action, simple,
perfect, and contains the perfection of all things. Therefore suffering
as a passion or pathos cannot really be attributed to such a deity except
by way of metaphor.?

Alongside this tradition is another tradition in Christian theology.
In this other tradition the notion of a Deus passibilis believed to be
closer in line with the biblical idea of God is upheld. Theologians
such as Origen, Augustine, and Anselm acknowledged that God is
capable of divine compassion or some “‘feeling-tone’’ and, hence, did

not wish to deny him any suffering which might result from His own
nature.

By not challenging talk about God suffering, modern theology
tends towards this latter tradition and therefore does not appear to be
c_orp{nitted strictly to or preoccupied with the notion of divine impas-
sibility.4 God suffers, but He is also immutable and impassible.
Insistence on retaining the negative predicates has led to their re-
Interpretation in order to make them compatible with talk about God
suffering. Impassibility is interpreted in such a way that the possi-
bility of change is not precluded.’

such an error.”” Vide: J. K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God (Cambridge’
Uﬁfversity Press, 1926), p. 127. For a survey on the origin, historical setting
and different forms of the Patripassian heresy vide: H. Maurice Relton, Studies
in Christian Doctrine (Macmillan, 1960), ch. 2.

8 Thomas Aquinas, On the Truth of the Catholic Faith, tr. Anton C.
Pegis (Doubleday, 1955), BK. I, Q. 89, 90, 91. Vide also Summa Theo-
logica, 1, 3.7, 9.1, 4.1-2; I A, 22.1.

4 Thetendencyin this direction is evident in the writings of theologians
such as William Temple and Karl Barth. Witness this also in the title of this
work: K. Kitamori, The Theology of the Pain of God (John Knox Press, 1965).
) % Thisis particularly true of the contemporary philosopher Charles Harts-
horne in The Divine Relativity (Yale University Press, 1948) who places the
emphasis on the social nature of God by the reformulation of the theistic con-
ception of God’s attributes. According to G.L. Prestige, impassibility in
God means, instead of inactivity, that God’s will is determined from within
Him instead of from without. Vide: G. L. Prestige, God in Patristic Thought
(S.P.C.K. 1952), p. 7. Also H. Maurice Relton (0p. cit., pp. 197f.) mentions
that “Ottley suggests that when we say God suffered, we do not mean that
Deity is passible, but that He who was personally God suffered.” Relton says
that Dr Ottley is an English scholar, but does notcite his name in full or the
place and date of publication for Ottley’s work, Doctrine of the Incarnation.
I have not been successful, so far, in locating this work. Then, according to
I. T. Ramsey, impassibility as p divineattributeisaninvitation to treat passible
stories about God as inadequate, or to bring about a discernment which
provides a basis for talking about God. In other words, Ramsey interprets
““‘impassible,” the divine attribute, as an evocative word. Vide: Ian T.
Ramsey, Religious Language (Macmillan, 1963), pp. 56-60.
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associate mistakenly the idea of a corpse with the expression “He is
dead.” If this is done without discerning the way in which the ex-
pression is used, problems of a philosophical nature, deeply distur-
bing and perplexing ones, may occur. Wittgenstein puts it this way:

Problems arising through a misrepresentation of our forms of
language have the character of depth. They are deep disquie-
tudes; their roots are as deep in us as the forms of our language
and their significance is as great as the importance of our
language.®

Now, language used in the sphere of religion is no exception to the
way in which language functions in daily life. 'This is clearly obvious
if one remembers that religion is a part of daily life. In religion lan-
guage is used in a variety of ways. Words, concepts, modes of reason-
ing, and so on are employed as a means of engaging in activities such
as praying, worshipping, performing ritual acts. Hence certain
linguistic expressions become a characteristic feature of the religious
way of life. This mightbe viewed as one level of the use of language
in the sphere of religion.

N

At another level language is used to theorize about the activities
mentioned above, to convey our notiofi about or to clarify a particular
feature of the religious way of life.

At a third level language is used to express and discuss presup-
positions made by language at the first two levels.

Regardless of whatever level of language is used, religiously the diffe-
rent levels are interwoven. It is therefore relatively easy to misinter-
pret the levels of religious language, to become confused, and perhaps
even to insist that the language is not in order. The interweaving of
the levels results from the fact that the words employed to express the
states of affairs, processes, and events connected with an object no?
only within our world of experience have been devised to deal with
objects and materials limited to our spatio-temporal observations.
To put it another way, ordinary mundane words are also used to ex-
press convictions, ideas, feelings, intentions, etc., about an object that
1s not wholly within the world of our experience. Words used to talk
about ordinary daily experiences are used also to talk about extra-
ordinary experiences and the object associated with such experiences.
The same words might be used to say something about our ability to
comprehend that obj:ct or to suggest the limits of language in describ-
ing that object.

In some instances the words do more than just express one’s in-
ability to comprehend the object. Instead, they might serve to help
one become aware of. his inability to comprehend the object. This is
the case when a person finds that he cannot help using contradictory
language, e.g., “God is born,” “God died,” instead of non-contra-
dictory language, for a corresponding fact.

8 Ibid., #111.
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In such a case the logic of the language employed is different. It
can be known only by discerning the way the language, or expression
functions. Faijlure to see the logic of an expression gives rise to
problems with the character of depth, to deep disquietudes. Consider
for example, the expression “God became man.” It might be used as
a part of either a prayer or a confessional creed, or it may even be used
to express belief in a supreme deity. In its use, it is a part of its form
of life. When its use is kept in mind, the expression is not perplexing
because prayers, affitmations and convictions are never assertions or
descriptions of reality. To mistake the expression for an assertion
or a description of reality, would be to miss its logic, and consequently,
1o see it as a piece of linguistic nonsense that is being uttered. This
failure to see the logic or disclosure of the expression could create
perplexing problems, especially when it is accepted that God, by de-
finition, cannot become limited and totally instantiated.

As a reminder df another possible way in which language functions,
attention is ca‘gl(??{o the expression “I exist.” It is seldom used in
daily life, but whienrused it does not picture a fact. Instead, it points
out a range of facts, namely, I am alive and present; I breathe, wink,
wiggle my toes, and show signs of irritability, and so on. One would
hardly question its use or dismiss it as a piece of linguistic nonsense.
One would hardly think of investigating the grammatical subjeet, one+
self, to see whether it really exists, or question whether the “I” doing
the examination is one and the same with the ‘I’ in existence. This
is because of the peculiar behaviour of the word “I.” Unlike other
pronouns and naming words, this word immediately involves its user.’
It is a self-involving word. So an expression containing.*“I’’ has a
differént logical power in that it points out or directs attention to what
are the facts instead of describing the facts.

The expression ““‘God suffers’ is of a similar logical order. It does
not picture facts or describe some aspect of empirical reality. Un-
easiness about and difficulties with such talk arise from the insistence
on seeing the expression as having the same logical ‘behaviour as a
common everyday exptession such as “John stands.” Both expressions
are syntactically similar. And this similarity tempts one into think-
ing that, since such an expression has its own gramrmratical subject and
predicate, and that the grammatical subject “John” is a proper name,
the grammatical subject ““God” must also be a proper name.

But this is not really the case. For “John” is the proper name of
a particular entity that can be either pointed to or singled out in a
group of people. The term “God” is not the proper name of a finite
being. Its referent, which is Being itself, is infinite, incorporeal, and
incomprehensible. It cannot be pointed to, or singled out. There-
fore, to say that “God” is the proper name for the referent, is to break
away from the Hebraic tradition of talking about God,? and to ignore

% The use of thé Tetragrammaiton for reference to God suggests the
Hebrew disinclination to express or utter the divine name. - .
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completely the wisdom of the Early Church Fathers on this matter
Clement of Alexandria, commenting on the referent for the term “God,”
said that it “is indivisible—without form and name. And if we name
it, we do not do so properly, terming it either the One,. . .or God, or
Creator, or Lord.”"1® Hiliary of Poictiers writes: ‘““There can be no
comparison between God and earthly things. . .We must, therefore,
regard any comparison as helpful to man rather than as descriptive of
God.”"1! And Augustine, echoing the same line of thought says, “God
must not even be described as unspeakable (inaffabilis) (sic), since by
the very use of this term, something is spoken. ..”1?

The similarity in the grammatical predicates of the two expressions
adds to the temptation to misrepresent the logical form of “God suffers.”’
Although “suffers” and “stands” are grammatical predicates, they are
logically different. In the expression “John stands,” the grammatical
predicate is a universal term. It describes or limits the particular or
grammatical subject, *“John.”* But “‘suffers” does not belong to the class
of universals, for *““God” is not a particular term. It does not logically
describe **God” in the way *‘stands’’ describes ‘ Jobn.” Toputitanother
way, the logical behaviour of “‘God,” being different from “‘John,” does
not allow for a similar logical predicate. And this is precisely what
the Cappadocian Father Gregory of Nazianzen had in mind by saying
“that it is impossible to express him, and more impossible to conceive
Him.”’1® So whereas *‘John stands™ is a descriptive expression, in a
logical sense “God suffers” does not function that way. To insist on
seeing 1t as a description is to mistake syntax for logic, or to become
bewitched, and possibly bewildered, by the use of language.

The mistaking of the syntactical for the logical form results in
seeing the expression “God suffers’ as a piece of linguistic nonsense.
For, how c¢an the incorporeal, immutable, and perfect being be subject
to change? In other words, the two terms of the expression are read
to be contradictory, But if the expression does not describe facts or
assert anything about reality, the two terms are not contradictory.
There is no need to interpret the grammatical predicate, or universal,
metaphorically in order for that expression to be perfectly sensible
and meaningful.

The expression derives its meaning from the way in which it func-
tions. Instead of describing facts, it points out facts the way a gesture
would call attention in a particular direction to a number of inter-related
empirical facts which might not be easily and adequately described. The
expression “‘God suffers” points out a nest of facts: that God became
man, that God is love, that in Christ God's love came into human

10 Clem. Alex., Strem. v. 12; v. 11, as cited by ]J. R, Ilingworth, The
Doctrine of the Trinity (Macmillan, 1507), pp. 102-110.

1 Hil., De Trin.i.19;iv. 2;ix. 72; xi. 44, cited in Illingworth, op. cit,

1* Ang., De Doc. Christ. i. 6, cited in Ilingworth, op. cit,

1% Greg., Naz., Ora?. 34, cited in Hlingworth, op. cit,
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«xpression points out not the unfamiliar, but the familiar. Tt calls to
mind facts tamiliar to the believer, but facts whose significance’he might
-casily overlook or forget. “God suffers” is clearly not a fact that re-
quires pointing out, but is a linguistic means of pointing out to oneself,
that is to a believer, facts which are unshakeably fast in his life. It is
this function which distinguishes more sharply this proposition from
others such as “God became man.”” A proposition with this function
might be designated a recollective expression.

However, to hold that “God suffers”’” makes sense asrecollective
language is not to suggest a new or rare use of language for the removal
of ‘a particular philosophical perplexity. Language has many uses.
To point out or to call to mind facts is a seemingly conventional use
of language. If, for example, we read on a tomb-stone “‘In memory
of John Doe,” those who are acquainted with the deceased would have
coming to their minds familiar events and happenings connected with
him. They might recollect facts such as “he was a family man, and a
Joving husband,” “he played golf on Tuesdays,” and so on. Biblical
references which strongly indicate this use of language are: “As the
.days of Noe were, so shall also the coming of the Son of man be’’ (Matt.
24:37), and ““Oh that T were as in months past, as in the days when God
preserved me” (Job 29:2). In these two examples, the recollective
expressions contain the words ‘“‘as (in) the days/months.”

But there is yet another biblical example which could easily escape
-notice. In the account about Nathan and David (2 Sam. 12:1-12),
Nathan tells David the story of the rich man who, owning a flock of
dambs, took the poor man’s only and beloved lamb to prepare a meal
for the traveller. After David passes severe judgment on the rich man,
Nathan says to David, ““Thou art the man.”” This utterance can be
mistaken for an identity-statement. If it is nothing more than a state-
‘ment, then Nathan’s purpose in telling the story would be unaccom-
plished. David does not recognize himself in the story unless, on
hearing the utterance “Thou art the man,” he recollects about himself
#facts also known to Nathan, Of course, the utterance does not point
out facts for Nathan because he is informing David about himself.
To make use of J. L. Austin’s distinction between the locutionary, the
jllocutionary, and the perlocutionary agpects of a speech-act,1® for
Nathan the utterance is an illocutionary act, whereas for David it is
a perlocutionary act. That is, it makes David recollect facts about
himself. If Nathan’spurpose intellingthiestoryistobeaccomplished,
-then his utterance (locutionary act) must be accepted as performing a
particular job, namely, pointing out familiar facts.

These examples, meant to illustrate the existence and acceptance
.of the recollective use of language, suggest that this use of language is
not always obvious. As we have seen with Nathan’s utterance, it is
possible for an expression to perform more than one job. The ex-
-amples given do not appear to have a standard syntactical form or to

10 See his How to do Things with Words (Oxford University Press, 1962),
decture viii.
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provide clues as to their use. And since not everything meant by our
language is or can be said in language, the recognition of language
functioning recollectively does not appear to be as easy as we would
likg it to be. Therefore, whatever difficulty there is in recognizing
*“God suffers” as a recollective expression is quite understandable.

However, as this paper suggests, the expression “God suffers”
makes no sense if its function escapes notice. For it to make sense,
itis necessary first to become acquainted with the ordinary accepted
sense of both words “God’’ and “suffer,’’ and then to understand that
the expression has a use that is a part of its form of life. That use is
to point out or recollect facts—the Incarnation and Atonement—
characterizing a Christian form of life,
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