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AUSCHWITZ, MORALITY AND THE SUFFERING OF GOD
1
 

 

MARCEL SAROT 

 

I. Introduction 

 

 Anyone who is familiar with contemporary Christian literature on the borderland 

between the issues of theodicy and divine impassibility, will have noted the following four 

tendencies. Firstly, in recent years the problem of evil often is given a narrower formulation 

than formerly. The question how we are to square the dreadful fact of evil with the existence 

of an omnipotent, omniscient and morally perfect God has been somewhat recast, so as to 

change it into the question how a morally perfect God can remain unaffected by the 

suffering of the human beings He has created?
2
 Theodicists who formulate the problem of 

evil in this way are sure to agree in their answer: only a suffering God is morally credible in 

the face of the world's ills
3
. Secondly, almost all theodicists provide the same examples of 

                     

1. A first draft of this paper was presented at a joint philosophical theology research seminar of King's College 

(London) and the University of Utrecht at Rogate, England in April 1989. I would like to thank the other members 

of the seminar for their useful comments. The paper also profited from the valuable comments of dr. Ann Loades, 

with whom I discussed it in March 1990. The writing of this paper forms part of a research project on divine 

passibility, supported by the Dutch Research Foundation for Theology and Religious Studies (STEGON), and 

funded by the Netherlands Organisation for the Advancement of Research (NWO). 

2. John M. Quinn, "Triune Self-Giving: One Key to the Problem of Suffering", The Thomist, 44(1980), p 173. Cf. 

Charles E. Hartshorne, Man's Vision of God and the Logic of Theism (Chicago: Willet, Clark & Company, 1941), 

pp xv-xvi. 

3. Frances M. Young, "Incarnation and Atonement: God Suffered and Died", in: Michael Goulder (Ed.), Incarna-

tion and Myth: The Debate Continued (London: SCM Press, 1979), p 101. Young ascribes the statement that "only 

a suffering God is morally credible" to Brian Hebblethwaite, but does not mention where he makes it. Other authors 

arguing that morality requires divine suffering are, for instance: Bertrand R. Brasnett, The Suffering of the Impas-

sible God (London: SPCK, 1928), p 131; Paul Fiddes, The Creative Suffering of God (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1988), pp 34-36; Grace M. Jantzen, God's World, God's Body (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1984), pp 84-

85; David Jenkins, The Glory of Man (London: SCM Press, 1967), pp 106-107; Peter Koslowski, "Der leidende 

Gott", in: Willi Oelmüller (Ed.), Leiden (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöning, 1986), pp 51-57; Jürgen Moltmann, The 

Crucified God: The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology (London, SCM Press, 

31977), pp 273-274; Kenneth Surin, "The Impassibility of God and the Problem of Evil", Scottish Journal of 

Theology, 35(1982), pp 105, 110-112; Id., "Theodicy?", Harvard Theological Review, 76-2(1983), pp 225-247.  
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human suffering, and there are two clusters of examples which are especially popular: the 

horrifying examples Ivan Karamazov uses to justify his handing back his ticket to God and 

stories about the unbearable suffering of the victims of the concentration camp of 

Auschwitz. Thirdly, the tendency to use examples from Auschwitz and the tendency to hold 

that the only morally credible God is a suffering God often go together, as in the following 

quotation from an article by Kenneth Surin: '...the only credible theodicy for Auschwitz is 

one that makes God an inmate of the place, one that acknowledges the possibility that he 

too hung on the gallows.'
4
 Fourthly, and lastly, the sufferings of the victims of Auschwitz 

and the suffering of God are often brought into connection with one another with the help of 

a terrifying story from Elie Wiesel's account of his experiences in the Nazi death camps, 

Night, as summarized by Jürgen Moltmann in his The Crucified God: 

 

 'The SS hanged two Jewish men and a youth in front of the whole camp. The men 

died quickly, but the death throes of the youth lasted for half an hour. "Where is 

God? Where is he?" someone asked behind me. As the youth still hung in torment 

in the noose after a long time, I heard the man call again, "Where is God now?" And 

I heard a voice in myself answer: "Where is he? He is here. He is hanging there on 

the gallows..."'
5
 

                     

4. Kenneth Surin, "The Impassibility of God and the Problem of Evil", p 105. As I will note below, Surin has 

modified his position in his more recent studies Theology and the Problem of Evil (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986) 

and '"The Sign that Something Else is Always Possible": Hearing and Saying that "Jesus Is Risen" and Hearing the 

Voices of Those Who Suffer: Some Textual/Political Reflections', unpublished paper, presented at a meeting of the 

American Academy of Religion in November 1988. This does not alter the fact that in the article quoted in the text 

he provides a well-stated example of the theological position I want to discuss. Close parallels to Surin's statement 

can be found in many other contemporary theological studies, for instance: Jantzen, p 84: "Only a God who can 

suffer could command respect after Auschwitz." Dorothee Sölle, Leiden (Stuttgart/Berlin: Kreuz Verlag, 1973), pp 

182-183: "...der Gott, der leiden macht, ist auch durch spätere Aufhebung des Leidens nicht zu rechtfertigen. Kein 

Himmel kann so etwas wie Auschwitz wiedergutmachen. Wohl aber hat ... Gott ... sich gerechtfertigt: im Mitleiden, 

im Mitsterben am Kreuz."  

5. Moltmann, pp 273-274; cf. "The Crucified God", Theology Today, 31(1974), pp 9-10. Moltmann refers to E. 

Wiesel, Night (1969), pp 75-76; in my own copy  (Toronto: Bantam Books, 1986) the pages are pp 61-62. 

Moltmann fails to indicate that the text he gives is only a summary - in his own words - of Wiesel's story. Johan 

Vanhoutte, "Een Thematisch Overzicht van de Recente Literatuur over `God en het Lijden'", in: Jan Lambrecht 

(Ed.), Hoelang Nog en Waarom Toch? God, Mens en Lijden (Leuven/Amersfoort: Acco, 1988), pp 264-266 
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It is this impressive story that has suggested to Kenneth Surin the exact formulation of the 

statement quoted: the only possible theodicy is one that acknowledges that God too hung on 

the gallows. It is this same story that is used by many authors - following Moltmann - who 

suggest that a suffering God is the only answer to the question of theodicy one can give in 

the light of experiences like those of Wiesel: 

 

  'Any other answer would be blasphemy. There cannot be any other Christian 

answer to the question of this torment. To speak here of a God who could not suffer 

would make God a demon. To speak here of an absolute God would make God an 

annihilating nothingness. To speak here of an indifferent God would condemn men 

to indifference.'
6
 

 

 In the present paper I want to make some comments on the tendencies I just noted in 

contemporary Christian theodicy. I will argue, especially, (1) that Wiesel's story cannot with 

integrity be interpreted as suggesting a suffering of God, not to speak of a theologia crucis; 

(2) that Christian theodicists should be reticent in using stories from Auschwitz and other 

Nazi concentration camps to illustrate the horrors of (innocent and severe) suffering; and (3) 

that, even though the claim that theodicy requires a suffering God is true, this does not 

provide an independent argument in favor of the suffering of God. 

 

II. Moltmann, Wiesel and the story of the youth on the gallows 

 
                                                             

provides a list of thirty titles of theological publications in which Wiesel's story is recounted. This list is not 

complete. In many of the publications he mentions, the authors quote Moltmann's summary. In many of the re-

maining publications, the influence of Moltmann is perceptible in the fact that the events in the story are located in 

Auschwitz instead of in Buna, where they happened according to Wiesel. 

6. Moltmann, The Crucified God, p 274. 
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 Contemporary Christian theodicists display much interest in what happened at 

Auschwitz. One of the reasons for this is that they want to avoid speaking in too abstract a 

way about evil and suffering
7
. 'A theodicy is not worth heeding if it does not allow the 

screams of our society to be heard'
8
. Most of the stories from Auschwitz are concrete 

examples of suffering, so what is more obvious than confronting your theodicy with the 

'live' cases of suffering from Auschwitz. As Kenneth Surin states: the real test for a theodicy 

- perhaps the only test - is: how can we answer the man who asks the question where God 

is?
9
 Thus in modern theodicy one can note a tendency toward considering not only the 

abstract problem of suffering, but also concrete instances of severe suffering. 

 In itself this is a sound development. Unfortunately, however, the way in which 

theodicists employ Wiesel's story of the youth on the gallows suggests that they consider it 

more important to give the impression of taking concrete experiences of suffering seriously 

than to take them seriously in fact. To take experiences of suffering seriously at least means 

to listen to the one who had these experiences and to let oneself be moved by these 

experiences. And only after that can one try to give a Christian interpretation or answer. 

This is exactly what the theodicists who employ Wiesel's story fail to do. 

 Take, for instance, Moltmann, who introduced the story into theology. While 

suggesting that he quotes Wiesel, Moltmann gives a summary in his own words of Wiesel's 

story. Besides, Moltmann suggests that the event that is related happened at Auschwitz
10

, 

whereas in fact it happened at Buna. Far worse, however, is the fact that Moltmann suggests 

                     

7. Cf. Surin, "Theodicy?", p 230. 

8. Surin, Theology, p 52. 

9. Surin, "Impassibility and Evil", p 111. Cf. Theology, pp 117, 147-148.  

10. He introduces Wiesel as "a survivor of Auschwitz" - which, by the way, is correct: Wiesel was in Auschwitz 

before he was sent to Buna - and writes about "...the Shekina, which ... hangs on the gallows in Auschwitz...". In an 

interview Moltmann calls Night a "book on Auschwitz" (see Jan Zuidgeest (Ed.), De Kruisweg van Woensdrecht: 

Eigentijdse Teksten ter Overweging van Jezus' Lijdensweg (Amersfoort: De Horstink, w.y.), pp 73-74). 
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that Wiesel in the story of the youth on the gallows relates a religious experience of the suf-

fering God. In an interview Moltmann neatly summarizes his own position: 'God is present 

especially in the cry for God. A man like the French-Jewish novelist Elie Wiesel has tried to 

show this in his book on Auschwitz, Night. Even there God was present and suffered with 

the victims. Their death-cries were his.'
11

 In the same vein Moltmann states in the paragraph 

from The Crucified God quoted above, that any answer other than the one Wiesel heard 

from the voice in himself would be blasphemy, and that to speak here of a God who could 

not suffer would make God a demon. Thus Moltmann presents Wiesel as a victim of 

Auschwitz who was comforted by the consciousness that God was sufferingly present in 

Auschwitz, just like Moltmann's theology of the crucified God would suggest Him to be
12

. 

This is a gross caricature of Wiesel's account in Night, which looses all probability as an 

interpretation of what Wiesel meant as soon as one reads not only Moltmann's summary of 

this one story, but the entire book. As a child Elie Wiesel was a more than ordinarily pious 

Jew: 'I was twelve. During the day I studied the Talmud, and at night I ran to the synagogue 

to weep over the destruction of the Temple.'
13

 He was not quite fifteen when transported in 

a cattle wagon to Birkenau. On arrival at Auschwitz, Elie and his father were separated from 

his mother and sisters. 'Never shall I forget that night, the first night in camp, which has 

turned my life into one long night, seven times cursed and seven times sealed. Never shall I 

forget that smoke.... Never shall I forget those flames which consumed my faith forever.... 

Never shall I forget those moments which murdered my God and my soul and turned my 

dreams to dust.'
14

 From Birkenau Wiesel was sent to Auschwitz, Buna and Buchenwald. In 

his account of his experiences he several times expresses very clearly how he lost his faith, 

                     

11. Zuidgeest, pp 73-74. 

12. Cf. Moltmann, The Crucified God, pp 277-278. 

13. Wiesel, p 1. 

14. Wiesel, p 32. 
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how he could not any more accept the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 'Some talked of 

God, of his mysterious ways, of the sins of the Jewish people. But I had ceased to pray. 

How I sympathized with Job! I did not deny God's existence, but I doubted his absolute jus-

tice.'
15

 One day, on the eve of Rosh Hashanah, service was held. 'Thousands of voices 

repeated the benediction ... "Blessed be the name of the Eternal!" Why, but why should I 

bless Him? In every fiber I rebelled.... Because in His great might He had created Ausch-

witz, Birkenau, Buna, and so many factories of death? ... Once, New Year's Day had 

dominated my life. I knew that my sins grieved the eternal; I implored His forgiveness.... 

This day I had ceased to plead. I was no longer capable of lamentation. On the contrary, I 

felt very strong. I was the accuser, God the accused.'
16

 If one cannot withstand the 

temptation to label the Elie Wiesel of Night, one could call him a protest atheist rather than 

a believer in the suffering God. As François Mauriac states in his 'Foreword', 'For him, 

Nietzsche's cry expressed an almost physical reality: God is dead, the God of love, of 

gentleness, of comfort....'
17

 It is in this light that the story of the boy on the gallows has to be 

interpreted. In Buna Wiesel was not comforted by the presence of a suffering God; in Buna 

Wiesel rebelled against God because he could no longer believe in His justice. For Wiesel, 

it was not God who died on the gallows - 'I did not deny God's existence' - but his faith in 

God, his concept of a loving, gentle, just God. 

 It is true: Moltmann has listened to Wiesel's story. He has listened to Wiesel as a 

ventriloquist who listens to one of the voices he produces himself. Moltmann does not take 

Wiesel's story on its own terms, but makes it a part of his, Moltmann's, system. Perhaps 

Moltmann succeeds in avoiding the appearance of speaking too abstractly about evil; in 

fact, he himself behaves more unfeelingly than the most abstract theodicist, since even when 

                     

15. Wiesel, p 42. 

16. Wiesel, pp 64-65. 

17. Wiesel, p ix. 
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confronted with a most horrifying story like Wiesel's he does not really listen to it, but only 

seeks how he can use it within his own system. Compared with Moltmann, the evangelical 

theologian John Stott reacts more sensitively to Wiesel's story. In reaction to the words 'He 

is hanging here on this gallows', Stott states: 'His words were truer than he knew, for he was 

not a Christian. Indeed, in every fibre of his being he rebelled against God. "I was alone - 

terribly alone in a world without God and without man. Without love or mercy".... Could he 

have said that if in Jesus he had seen God on the gallows?'
18

 One has to give Stott credit at 

least for this: he first takes Wiesel's story on its own terms. He gives his own, Christian, 

interpretation only after having noted that this is not in accordance with Wiesel's intention. 

He is not less convinced of the truth of his own, Christian, theology of a suffering God than 

Moltmann, but at least he does not ascribe the same view to Wiesel. 

 Still, the sentence 'His words were truer than he knew, for he was not a Christian', in 

this connection sounds very acid. During recent years it has become almost generally 

accepted that Christian theological thought has provided fertile soil for the seeds of 

antisemitism, and thus that Christianity has a partial, though real, responsibility for the Nazi 

holocaust. In this light it seems to me incredibly presumptuous for Christians to accuse 

those who were the victims of the Nazi regime of professing the wrong creed. In this case 

the Christians professed the wrong creed, and even when they are convinced that only their 

religion is salvific - a conviction to which they have a right - a Jewish testimony from a 

Nazi concentration camp does not seem to me the most opportune occasion to put this 

conviction forward. In connection with the holocaust, confessions of guilt are more in place. 

I conclude, therefore, that Wiesel's story of the boy on the gallows should better not be 

employed at all by Christian theologians who argue for a suffering God
19

. In short, it is 
                     

18. John R.W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 31987), p 335. 

19. Though Kenneth Surin still interprets Wiesel's story as a story about the suffering God, he now quotes with 

approval an article by Johann Baptist Metz ("Facing the Jews: Christian Theology after Auschwitz", Concilium 

175(1984)29-30), who argues that it is "not we Christians outside of Auschwitz who sent the Jew into such a 

situation of despair or at least left him in it" who can speak of a God on the gallows. See Surin, Theology, p 124.  
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impossible to defend with integrity the claim that in this story Wiesel relates how he was 

comforted by the suffering of God. Nor is it possible without presumption to interpret this 

story as conveying the deeper meaning that what the Jews in Auschwitz needed was the 

Christian faith. 

 

III. Auschwitz and Christian theodicy
20

 

 

 I have argued above that one particular story from one particular Nazi concentration 

camp should not be used by Christian theodicists. In the introduction, moreover, I 

announced a more comprehensive claim: Christian theodicists should be reticent with the 

employment of stories from Nazi concentration camps in general. That is to say, in state-

ments like 'Only a God who can suffer could command respect after Auschwitz'
21

, the 

clause 'after Auschwitz' should better be omitted. In order to form a judgment on this claim, 

it is important to note how stories from Nazi concentration camps are used in Christian 

theodicy. In general these stories are not, like Wiesel's story, used directly to defend a par-

ticular Christian claim. They are used rather as concrete illustrations of the factual existence 

of the highest degree of innocent suffering. Auschwitz in particular functions as a symbol 

for all concentration camps, and thus for (innocent and severe) suffering
22

. For my argument 

it is unimportant that Auschwitz rather than some other concentration camp has gained this 

symbolic function. Therefore I will follow the convention of employing 'Auschwitz' as a 

symbol for all concentration camps. I have got problems, however, with the fact that in 

Christian theodicy Auschwitz is used as a standard example of (innocent and severe) 

                     

20. For the following, cf. Metz, p 30. 

21. Jantzen, p 84. 

22. See, for instance, Fiddes, pp 31, 175, 191; Brian Hebblethwaite, Evil, Suffering and Religion (London: 

Sheldon Press, 31983), pp 63, 66, Surin, Theology, passim. 
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suffering. On the one hand, there is good reason for this practice: in general the people who 

were detained in Auschwitz, suffered severely as well as innocently. On the other hand, 

however, 'severe and innocent suffering' should not be the first thing that comes to the mind 

of Christian theologians when they think of Auschwitz. The first feeling they should have 

should be one of guilt. The first question they should ask should, in this particular case, not 

be 'What concept of God gives most comfort to those who suffer?', or 'How can we prevent 

severe and innocent suffering?', but 'How can we prevent that Christianity ever again can 

provide fertile soil for antisemitism and kindred movements?'. 'Auschwitz' is not an 

ordinary instance of severe and innocent suffering, it is an instance for which Christians are 

in part responsible. This responsibility should be of primary importance for Christians
23

. I 

do not want to contend that the innocent and severe suffering of the victims of Auschwitz 

might not sometimes be emphasized, my contention is that in general the primary emphasis 

should be on the identity of the victims - primarily Jews - and on the collective guilt of us, 

Christians. The convention of using Auschwitz as a symbol for severe and innocent suf-

fering tends to obscure the responsibility of Christianity and the identity of the victims, and 

for this reason Auschwitz should not be used in this way. 

 This tendency toward obscuring Christian responsibility for Auschwitz is 

strengthened by the fact that some theologians insufficiently distinguish between Jewish and 

Christian sufferers in their discussion of Auschwitz. Consider, for instance, the following 

quotation: 'there would be no "theology after Auschwitz" in retrospective sorrow and the 

recognition of guilt, had there been no "theology in Auschwitz". Anyone who later comes 

                     

23. With respect to this point, Kenneth Surin's thought has clearly developed. Already in his Theology he states: 

'If anything is Christianity's primary concern with regard to what took place at Auschwitz (apart from taking respon-

sibility, in shame and penitence, for the centuries of Christian antisemitism which made it possible for Auschwitz to 

become a reality), it is, rather, to allow itself to be reinterpreted, to be 'ruptured', by the pattern of events at 

Auschwitz.' (p 124) However, there he continued to use the example of Auschwitz in the way described above. 

More recently, in an as yet unpublished paper on a Christian theology of the resurrection of Christ in the light of the 

Christian responsibility for Auschwitz, Surin has rectified this inconsistency. In this paper, Surin makes a promising 

start with the execution of the theological project implied by the statement quoted above. See his 'The Sign that 

Something Else is Always Possible'.  
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up against insoluble problems and despair must remember that the Shema of Israel and the 

Lord's prayer were prayed in Auschwitz.'
24

 The author of this quotation, Jürgen Moltmann, 

fails to distinguish sufficiently between Jews and Christians. On the one hand he fails to 

explain that the 'recognition of guilt' should be primarily Christian, and on the other he fails 

to explain that the suffering in Auschwitz has been primarily Jewish suffering. By 

mentioning the Lord's prayer as well as the Shema he even seems to suggest an equal 

distribution of suffering in Auschwitz among Christians and Jews. It will be clear that in my 

opinion this way of mentioning Auschwitz is inappropriate.  

 In fact, I can see very little difference between the way of mentioning Auschwitz in 

Christian theology discussed above and the building of a convent for Carmelite nuns at 

Auschwitz. Therefore I wonder why the first goes unnoticed, whereas the latter is the source 

of so much controversy. In both cases Auschwitz, at present for Jews the prime symbol of 

their suffering during the Nazi repression, is appropriated by Christians for their own ends. 

In both cases, Christians ostentatiously connect their name, their prayers, their problems, 

with Auschwitz. In both cases, contrary to the good intentions of the Christians involved, 

the impression could be given that the suffering inmates of Auschwitz were primarily 

Christians, and not Jews. The theology of the Christian church as being the new Israel has 

come under sustained criticism; in my opinion it would be a good thing if the same 

happened to the Christian theological use of Auschwitz as the standard example of 

suffering. 

 I have been arguing that the convention of using Auschwitz as a symbol for (severe 

and innocent) suffering in Christian theodicy is theologically misleading: it suggests that in 

connection with Auschwitz other questions are more important for Christians than those 

which are in fact the most important ones, and, moreover, it sometimes could be interpreted 

as an attempt of Christians to monopolize suffering at Auschwitz. In that case, this 

                     

24. Moltmann, p 278. 
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convention is historically misleading as well. At present I want to argue, moreover, that this 

convention is historically misleading in still another way. By making 'Auschwitz' the 

standard example of severe and innocent suffering, the misleading impression can be 

created that Auschwitz differs from other instances of severe and innocent suffering only or 

chiefly in this respect, that the degree of suffering in Auschwitz was higher than elsewhere. 

The recent Historikerstreit in Germany has led to a comparison of Stalin's and Hitler's con-

centration camps
25

. These camps do not differ primarily - if at all - with respect to the 

degree of suffering of their victims. They differ primarily in their respective aims. It was the 

aim of Hitler's concentration camps to wipe out the Jews, whereas it was the aim of Stalin's 

concentration camps to exterminate the 'bourgeoisie' as a class. This is something quite 

different. It was not Stalin's aim to wipe out all the members of the bourgeoisie, but it was 

his aim to force the bourgeoisie to submit to its own economical and political extinction, 

and Stalin's crimes were the price he was willing to pay in order to achieve his aim. Thus 

the singularity of Auschwitz lies in its purpose - the extermination of all members of the 

Jewish people - and if we want to make Auschwitz a standard example of anything, then we 

should make it a standard example of this. And not of the highest degree of (innocent and 

severe) suffering! The theological convention of making Auschwitz a standard example of 

the highest degree of (innocent and severe) suffering diverts attention from the real 

singularity of Auschwitz, and is therefore not only theologically misleading, but historically 

misleading as well! Therefore I conclude that 'Auschwitz' should not be used as the standard 

example of innocent and severe suffering. 

 

IV. Morality and the Suffering of God 
                     

25. It is Ernst Nolte's thesis that the Nazi holocaust is not unique, but has its pendant in the Stalin's murders. See, 

for instance, his Das Vergehen der Vergangenheit: Antwort an meine Kritieker im sogenannten Historikerstreit 

(Berlin: Ullstein, 21987) and Der europäische Bürgerkrieg 1917-1945: Nationalsozialismus und Bolschewismus 

(Frankfurt aM: Ullstein, 31988). A good survey of the Historikerstreit and a very helpful discussion of the singulari-

ty of Auschwitz are provided by Bart Vink and Erik van Ree respectively, in: Intermediair, 24-17(29 04 1988), pp 

27-43. For my discussion of the singularity of Auschwitz I am indebted to these articles. 
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 In the introduction to this paper I quoted the following passage from an article by 

Kenneth Surin: '...the only credible theodicy for Auschwitz is one that makes God an inmate 

of the place, one that acknowledges the possibility that he too hung on the gallows.' In the 

preceding sentence Surin provides a weaker version of the same claim: '...the only possible 

theodicy is one that makes God a suffering God'.
26

 In the light of the above argument, 

however, this weaker version seems to be more acceptable, since it neither refers to Wiesel's 

story nor mentions Auschwitz in a questionable way. Therefore I want to conclude this 

paper with a discussion of this weaker claim. Since this claim is put forward not only by 

Surin, but by many other theologians as well
27

, I will discuss it within the framework of 

Christian theodicy in general and not restrict myself to Surin's proposals and arguments. 

 It is important to note that in contemporary theology this claim is made in two 

separate contexts, and that it has a different function in each. It is made in discussions of the 

problem of theodicy as well as in discussions of the (im)passibility of God. Its primary 

context is that of theodicy: it is in this context that the truth of this claim has to be 

discussed, as Surin does. But if it turns out to be possible to establish the truth of the claim 

that only a suffering God is morally credible, this is very relevant for the doctrine of God in 

general and for the doctrine of divine impassibility in particular. Therefore one is not 

surprised to see that those theologians who are convinced that this claim is true, employ it as 

an argument for the passibility of God. Thus Paul Fiddes, for instance, discusses this claim 

in a chapter with the title 'Why believe in a suffering God?'
28

. 

 In my discussion of the claim that only a suffering God is morally credible I want to 

                     

26. Surin, "The Impassibility of God and the Problem of Evil", p 105. In Theology, pp 142-143, 151, Surin 

revokes this claim. He still thinks that God should be concerned about the travails of His creatures, but he now is 

inclined to think that His having this concern does not require us to say that He is a co-sufferer.  

27. See, for instance, the studies cited in note 3 above.  

28. Fiddes, pp 31-37. 
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distinguish clearly between both contexts. Since the truth of the claim has to be argued for 

in its primary context, the problem of theodicy, and its employment in the secondary 

context, that of the question whether God is passible or not, is dependent on that, it seems 

best to discuss this claim firstly in its primary context. Which arguments could be given for 

the claim that only a suffering God is morally credible? This is a question which can hardly 

be answered exhaustively within the present paper. But I can at least make a beginning by 

discussing those arguments which in fact are given by contemporary theologians. The 

argument that is most commonly employed is the following. God, as the Creator of the 

world and of humanity, is ultimately responsible for all the suffering in the world. Though it 

is almost generally accepted that He did not directly cause
29

 suffering, He did - according to 

the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo - directly cause the coming into existence of the universe, 

and, therefore, the possibility of suffering. Moreover, if the world does not limit God, 

suffering can only occur because God does not intervene to prevent it. Thus suffering can 

only exist because God allows it to exist, and the difference between God directly causing 

suffering to exist and God allowing suffering to exist is small
30

. God, being omnipotent, 

could bring suffering immediately to an end at any time He wished. With respect to any 

time He does not do this, He must make a decision of non-intervention, that is to say that 

He must decide that He will not put an end to the present suffering in the world. A God 

Who has taken this decision, for instance, during the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and the 

Bhopal disaster, at least is co-responsible for these events. In a sense, it is God Who 

subjects us to suffering, often to innocent and severe suffering. If God is not willing to bear 

suffering Himself, if He is not willing to do what He forces us to do, could He be moral? 

'Do as you would be done by', the proverb says. What if God continually decides to do what 

He would not be done by, if He decides that we should suffer, whereas His bliss is without a 
                     

29. By "direct causation" I mean "any sequence of cause and effect where the effect follows necessary from the 

cause". See Fiddes, p 32. 

30. Cf. Fiddes, p 33. 
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trace of suffering? Wouldn't He be immoral, or, in David Jenkins's words, a 'cosmic 

monster'
31

? 

 I have to admit that this argument has a certain intuitive appeal. Prima facie it is 

plausible. If God 'produces His purposes out of suffering by a divine condescension 

proceeding from absolute detachment'
32

, the conclusion seems inevitable that He is 

immoral. Still, there is reason to look at this conclusion with some suspicion. The reason for 

this is that, where human beings are concerned, it is generally agreed that one can never 

make an immoral action moral by fellow-suffering. Consider the following example. 

Imagine a torturer who, by order of his superior officer, tortures his victims until they die a 

slow and agonizing death, but never fails to sympathize with them. Though he carefully 

hides his emotions, he truly sympathizes with his victims. Does this sympathy make his 

torture morally more acceptable? Far from it! Rather the reverse, I think. His sympathy 

shows that he fully realizes how painful and degrading the treatment is which he gives his 

victims, and nevertheless he continues to torture them. In itself the suffering of the torturer 

is morally irrelevant; the only moral relevance it has is that it shows us something about the 

knowledge of the torturer. In the same way, if God allows us to suffer, I suggest that it is 

morally irrelevant whether He suffers with us or not. His suffering might tell us something 

about His knowledge of our pain, but we should expect anyhow that an omniscient God had 

perfect knowledge of that. However, God's suffering could never make a morally wrong 

action morally good or a morally good action morally better. Actions are morally wrong or 

good because of the intentions with which they are performed, and not because of the 

feelings by which they are accompanied. 

 Now someone might argue against this, that I have chosen a misleading example. 

The example of a torturer who slowly tortures his victims to death is morally so repulsive, it 
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might be argued, that the contrast of my ascription of morally good feelings to the torturer 

can only serve to throw into relief the moral repulsiveness of the brute's actions. In less 

extreme cases, it might be argued, good feelings can add to the moral goodness of actions 

and persons. As Richard Swinburne argues, 

 

 'Mental suffering and anguish are a man's proper tribute to losses and failures, and a 

world in which men were immunized from such reactions to things going wrong 

would be a worse world than ours. By showing proper feelings a man shows his 

respect for himself and others. Thus a man who feels no grief at the death of his 

child or the seduction of his wife is rightly branded by us as insensitive, for he has 

failed to pay the proper tribute of feeling to others, to show in his feeling how much 

he values them, and thereby failed to value them properly - for valuing them 

properly involves having proper reactions of feeling to their loss.'
33

 

 

 This quotation could be interpreted as an argument that human beings who suffer on 

occasion of certain events are morally better than human beings who don't. In the examples 

Swinburne gave, he does not explicitly mention cases in which someone is (co-)responsible 

for the suffering of someone else, but such examples could easily be adduced. Consider, for 

instance, a parent whose baby while out on a family picnic is stung by a wasp
34

. In this case 

the parent is 'significantly responsible for the suffering of the child by having brought it into 

existence in the first place and having taken it on a picnic in the second place.'
35

 This 

example is less extreme than the example of the torturer, and in this case it might well be 

                     

33. Richard Swinburne, "The Problem of Evil", in: Stuart C. Brown (Ed.), Reason and Religion (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1977), p 99. 

34. I borrowed this example from Richard E. Creel, Divine Impassibility: An Essay in Philosophical Theology, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p 146. 

35. Creel, p 147. 
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argued that not to feel sympathy for the helpless little victim of the wasp would be a sign of 

a morally reprehensible insensitivity. Who would not feel for the little baby? If God does 

not, is not He something like a 'cosmic monster'? And if He does, would He not feel for 

other suffering people as well? 

 This argument, again, deserves to be treated with suspicion. I do not want to discuss 

its merit as an argument for the moral obligation of human beings to have certain feelings. I 

want to point out a presupposition of this argument, however. The presupposition is this: 

we, human beings, are capable of having feelings and emotions. That is part of what it 

means to be human. And, apart from the question whether one can evaluate these feelings 

and emotions by moral standards, it at least is natural for us to have certain feelings on 

account of certain events. In the case of God, however, starting from the same 

presupposition means begging the question. If we presuppose that God is capable of having 

feelings and emotions, that He is able to suffer, then perhaps a case can be made that it 

would be natural for Him to suffer on account of certain events and even that His failing to 

suffer in some cases would diminish His moral perfection. But then one first has to hold on 

independent grounds that God is capable of suffering, and this is exactly what classic theism 

denies. According to classic theism, God is omnipotent, omniscient and morally perfect and 

cannot suffer. Now if God is like this, if He is impassible, the above argument in favor of 

His moral obligation to suffer becomes wholly unconvincing. Let's consider once more the 

example of the parent, the picnic, the baby and the wasp, and let's suppose that the parent is 

not an ordinary human being, but is perfectly benevolent as well as totally incapable of 

having any feelings and emotions. If the parent is like this, she will have had perfectly good 

intentions in bringing the baby into existence as well as in taking it on a picnic. Moreover, 

she will, when the baby has been stung, suck the wasp-sting and comfort the baby as well as 

she is able to. Would we be prepared to call a mother like this immoral, or even less moral 

than a mother with ordinary feelings of sorrow and sympathy? I do not think so. Perhaps we 

would even admire her more than ordinary mothers, because these are driven by their 
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maternal instinct and feelings of sympathy to comfort the baby, whereas our parent acts 

from perfectly disinterested benevolence. She may be other than ordinary mothers, but her 

behavior is morally irreproachable. Now if God is like this hypothetical parent in being 

perfectly benevolent as well as incapable of having feelings and emotions, would He 

thereby be less moral? I don't think there is any reason to say so. Thus, perhaps the above 

argument succeeds in showing that if God is able to suffer, He ought to suffer under certain 

circumstances, and otherwise He is immoral. But it does not succeed in showing that God 

ought to be capable of suffering, and thus it fails to show that the only possible theodicy is 

one that makes God a suffering God. 

 There is good reason, however, to think that those who assert this claim will not be 

satisfied by my argument. They will most likely admit that suffering in itself does not con-

tribute much to God's being perfectly moral, but that suffering is involved in some of the 

actions that are absolutely necessary for God to be perfectly moral. Let's consider once again 

the example of the parent, the picnic, the baby and the wasp. Would the parent be perfectly 

moral if she did not try to comfort the baby? I don't think so: she has a moral obligation to 

comfort the baby. Now it might be argued that in many cases sympathy, compassion or 

fellow-suffering are presupposed in the ability to comfort. It seems to me that this is one of 

the reasons for Grace Jantzen to assert that '(o)nly a God who can suffer could command 

respect after Auschwitz.'
36

 She argues that  

 

 '(t)o sympathize, one need not actually have someone else's pain, but one must have 

had a relevantly similar pain at some time.... A person in deep bereavement prefers 

the company of someone who has suffered a similar grief. Thus if God sympathizes 

with us, it is more helpful to suppose that he has sensations than that he has not, for 

if he does not, he could never have experienced anything like our pain.'  
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And then she concludes by asserting: 'Only a God who can suffer could command respect 

after Auschwitz.'
37

 This seems to me a powerful line of argument. It hardly can be denied 

that at least sometimes experiences of sympathy are necessary for people to be able to 

comfort other people. This is true especially in the case of severe suffering. Hugh Bickley 

relates from his professional experience as a chaplain in a large hospital: 

 

 'I once asked a patient who was a very close person to me and knew that he was 

dying what he looked for above all in the persons around him. He quickly replied, 

'For someone to look as if they're trying to understand me and give a damn.' I may 

not be able to fully know the grief of the terminally ill patient, but empathy explains 

how we may grieve with him and to some degree share his experience in an 

understanding manner.'
38

 

 

Sympathy in the sense of an imaginative participation appears to be at least sometimes the 

best comfort we can give. This is nicely applied to God by François Varillon, who provides 

a musical comparison:  

 

 'Anyone who does not suffer himself can only half help someone who does.... When 

the strings of two violins are well tuned, if one vibrates, the other sings. 

Condescending pity, even when translated in help spontaneous and generous, does 

not musically touch the soul of the grieved. 

 God touches us musically. Grace is vibrating.'
39
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Therefore, according to the argument under discussion, a perfectly moral God has to be able 

to comfort us, and therefore has to be capable of suffering. It is important to note that, 

according to this argument, if God is not capable of suffering, this would not make Him 

immoral. Ought implies can, and if God is not capable of experiencing feelings and 

emotions, we cannot say that He has a moral obligation to do so. This observation, however, 

does not alter the alleged fact that God would be morally more perfect if He were capable of 

having feelings and emotions, and if He were able to comfort the suffering. It would 

perhaps be possible to defend the claim that a non-suffering God is in this respect amoral, 

but since we want to hold to the concept of a perfectly moral God, and a partly amoral God 

hardly could be called perfectly moral, this would be almost just as damaging to our 

position as when we conceived God to be immoral. 

 Still, I think, there are two ways out for the defender of classical theism. In the first 

place he could question the claim that God has to be able to comfort the suffering in order to 

be morally perfect. This may be true in the case of human beings, but I am inclined to think 

that good reasons can be given why it is not true for God. In this connection I want to refer 

to John Hick's notion of epistemic distance. According to Hick, God creates human beings 

in the hope that they will come to know and love Him. Of course He could cause the beings 

He created to know and love Him, but He does not want to. He wants them to decide freely, 

and therefore He provides the kind of distance between man and Himself that makes room 

for decisions that are really free. In the words of John Hick: 

 

 'The kind of distance between God and man that would make room for a degree of 

human autonomy is epistemic distance. In other words, the reality and presence of 
                                                             

pas n'aide qu'à demi celui qui souffre.... Quand les cordes de deux violons sont bien accordées, si l'une vibre, l'autre 

chante. Mais la pitié condescendante, même traduite en secours spontané et généreux, ne touche pas musicalement 

l'âme du malheureux. Dieu nous atteint musicalement. La Grâce est vibrante." Cf. S.Paul Schilling, God and Human 

Anguish (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1977), p 254; Young, p 102.  
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God must not be borne in upon man in the coercive way in which their  natural 

environment forces itself upon their attention. The world must be to man, to some 

extent at least, etsi deus non daretur, "as if there were no God". God must be a 

hidden deity, veiled by His creation. He must be knowable, but only by a mode of 

knowledge that involves a free personal response on man's part.... Thus the world, as 

the environment of man's life, will be religiously ambiguous, both veiling God and 

revealing Him...'
40

 

 

 Now anyone who agrees with Hick that this epistemic distance between God and 

man is a necessary condition of finite personal being as such, has good grounds to argue that 

it is a good thing when God does not comfort us. For in order to comfort us, God would 

have to make Himself known to us unambiguously, and therefore He would have to bridge 

the epistemic distance that is necessary for free personal being to exist. Thus we may expect 

that God will not comfort us when we are in distress, because He does not want to diminish 

the necessary epistemic distance between Himself and us. If this is true, God does not have 

to comfort the suffering in order to be morally perfect. It seems that He would be morally 

more perfect if He chose the greater good, the existence of finite personal beings, and kept 

the epistemic distance intact. And if God does not have to comfort the suffering in order to 

be morally good, the fact that He is not able to comfort the severely suffering cannot count 

against His moral perfection. 

 The second way out for the classical theist, and the one he is most likely to choose, 

is the following. He might argue that, whereas it is true that a perfectly moral God has to be 

able to comfort us, this does not imply that He has to be capable of suffering. This 

implication may follow in the case of human beings, it does not follow for God. In the 

words of St. Anselm: 
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 'In fact, You are [merciful] according to our way of looking at things and not 

according to Your way. For when You look upon us in our misery it is we who feel 

the effect of Your mercy, but You do not experience the feeling. Therefore You are 

both merciful because You save the sorrowful and pardon sinners against You; and 

You are not merciful because You do not experience any feeling of compassion or 

misery.'
41

 

 

This is the classic solution of the problem under discussion. The compassion of God thus is 

situated not in God's inner life, but in our experience of His perfect benevolence. Because of 

God's otherness, we never can experience Him as He really is. Therefore it is by no means 

surprising that we experience Him as compassionate when He in fact is not. And it is even 

less surprising, as St. Anselm states, because His actions seem to suggest that He is 

compassionate: when human beings act in similar ways, they act from compassion. 

 Having indicated that impassibilist theologians have the choice of two respectable 

counter-arguments, I conclude that the argument according to which a perfectly moral God 

has to be able to comfort us and consequently has to be capable of suffering, is not 

convincing. 

 

 Does this entail that I hold that the claim that the only possible theodicy is one that 

makes God a suffering God is false? No, this is not entailed. In the above I only have argued 

that the arguments that are usually given for this claim, do not convince. Nevertheless I 

believe that this claim expresses a profound intuition, and in the following I will argue for 

its truth. 

                     

41. Anselm, Proslogion VIII. The English translation is taken from M.J.Charlesworth, St.Anselm's Proslogion 
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 In a recent article
42

, Vincent Brümmer has argued that the free will defence is based 

on the premiss that 'the freedom and responsibility required to make human beings into 

moral persons' have a value 'so great that a good God should maintain them even at the 

price of all the evil and suffering which human beings in fact inflict upon each other on 

account of their having been given the freedom to do so.'
43

 This value could possibly be of 

two kinds: intrinsic value or value as means to an end. He argues that the first will not do: 

it's not enough 'merely to assert that having freedom and responsibility is "quite evidently an 

extremely good thing"'
44

. Therefore he opts for the second possibility: human freedom has 

high value as means to an end. The question then is: which end? As Brümmer argues, the 

fact that the free will defence will have to ascribe the end selected to God as one of His 

moral priorities, restricts our range of choice: the end we select will have to be coherent 

with God's character. He argues, then, that since God is a God of love, we will have to show 

that the end we ascribe to God is in some sense entailed by the love of God. Therefore he 

shows that, if we interpret the love of God as aiming at a relation of mutual fellowship, in 

which each partner freely chooses to serve the interests of the other and not primarily his 

own, this presupposes the free will of man. In other words: the end to which human free 

will and autonomy is a means, is a divine-human relation of mutual fellowship. If man did 

not have free will, he could not freely decide whether he wanted such a relation of mutual 

fellowship with God: either there would be no relation at all, or God would be the subject 

and man the object, and their relation would be causal rather than personal. But that would 

not be a relation of mutual fellowship! 

 In short, Brümmer argues that the only possible theodicy is one that makes God a 
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loving God. And here it is that the claim that the only morally credible God is a suffering 

God comes in, since love implies the capacity to suffer. As Brümmer asserts, '(i)n creating 

human persons in order to love them, God necessarily assumes vulnerability in relation to 

them.'
45

 In fact, in contemporary theological writings asserting divine passibility, the 

argument that love requires passibility is central. Richard Creel summarizes this argument 

as follows: 

 

 '...(L)ove requires emotional passibility. To love someone is to care about him, and 

to care about him is to care about what happens to him, and to care about what 

happens to him is to be affected by what happens to him; it is to be happy when 

things go well for him and to be distressed when things go badly for him.... (I)f God, 

the greatest conceivable lover, is emotionally unaffected by our ecstasies and our 

agonies then it only shows that he is no lover at all. But God is love. Therefore God 

must be thought of as emotionally passible.'
46

 

 

If this argument is correct, God must not only be capable of suffering, but he must be 

suffering in fact as well. The reason for this is, that if God is distressed when things go 
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badly for human beings, the world as it is in fact will give Him abundant cause to suffer. 

 It would exceed the scope of the present paper to argue for the truth of the argument 

that divine suffering is entailed by the divine love. I will just accept that this is so, as almost 

all contemporary theologians do
47

. This implies that I have accepted the claim that the only 

possible theodicy is one that makes God a suffering God. My reasons for accepting it, 

however, are unlike those usually adduced: I have argued that it should be accepted because 

the only possible theodicy is one that makes God a loving God. Since this is not always 

realized by those who argue for the compatibility of the existence of an omniscient, 

omnipotent and morally perfect God on the one hand and of human suffering on the other 

hand, the present claim in its primary context is an important claim. It reminds us that we 

cannot disconnect what belongs together: we cannot disconnect theodicy and the love of 

God, God's justice in the face of evil and His nature or character. 

 In its secondary context, however, the claim that the only possible theodicy is one 

that makes God a suffering God, is almost entirely irrelevant. It cannot be employed, as it 

often is, as an independent argument for the suffering of God. The claim itself is logically 

dependent upon the argument that is central in most theological treatises in favor of divine 

passibility, the claim that love implies passibility. One can only argue that theodicy requires 

a suffering God when one presupposes that love involves the capacity to suffer. 

 At the end of this paper, let us recapitulate. I have argued that theodicy requires a 

suffering God, not because God has a moral obligation to suffer, nor because He has a 

moral obligation to comfort us, but because we cannot disconnect theodicy from the loving 

character of God. This implies the truth of the claim that the only possible theodicy is one 

that makes God a suffering God, and also that this claim is important in the context of 

theodicy. However, this claim cannot be used as an argument in favor of divine passibility. 

That would be begging the question, since the claim that the only possible theodicy is one 
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that makes God a suffering God takes for granted the truth of the claim that God, because 

He is capable of entering into love-relations, should be conceived as passible.  

 

 

 

 

 


