The Texts of the Convivium

THE  CRUCIFIED  GOD

The self-humiliation and passion of God

in the tragic reality of evil


Elia Wiesel re-evokes the hanging of three prisoners in a Nazi concentration camp: two men and a boy. 


A crowd of fellow prisoners gathered in the camp square the while the sun is about to set. The three victims are made to climb onto three chairs, each with the hangman’s knot tight round his neck. The adults shout “Long live freedom”, the boy is silent. 


In the few moments of silence that follow Wiesel hears the voice of someone behind him asking: “But where is our good God? Where is he?”


At the beckoning of the camp commander the three chairs are suddenly pulled away and the three bodies come down, all three swaying in the air: lifeless right away those of the adults, but with the body of the child twitching in agony for another half hour.


“Hats off!” bids the raucous voice of the commandant. And again: “Hats on!”. And then the prisoners file past the three dangling corpses in slow procession.


Behind him, Wiesel hears the same voice asking once more: “Where, then, is God?”.


But inside himself he hears the whisper of another voice that murmurs from somewhere deep within him: “Where is he? There he is: dangling from the gallows over there” (E. Wiesel, La notte [The night], quoted by Carlo Angeletti in the Introduction to Il concetto di Dio dopo Auschwitz [The concept of God after Auschwitz] by H. Jonas, Ital. tr., Il Melangelo, Genoa 2002, pp. 9-10).


A God dangling from the gallows, involved in the destiny of all the suffering, of all the oppressed, is undoubtedly a weak God. What has happened to his famous omnipotence? That is the problem that Hans Jonas sets himself in his book The concept of God after Auschwitz. Let us see very briefly the terms in which he formulates it and how he endeavours to resolve it.


He sees it as coming into being in Judaism and its theology. It is the old question of the Jews who ask themselves about the origin and sense of their historical suffering: it is the very question that Job kept asking himself: how can God accept that a man, a collectivity, mankind as a whole and, more particularly, his selfsame chosen people have such atrocious sufferings inflicted upon them.


The prophets justified these sufferings, saying that they were the retribution that God inflicted to punish the infidelity of his people. But, when we consider the Jews in their historical existence, how can one accuse of infidelity the very people who throughout so many centuries had remained jealously and stubbornly faithful to all their traditions?


Can God punish his just in such a cruel fashion? At this point Jonas makes another attempt of explanation, availing himself of an idea that first came into being in the days of the Maccabees, namely that “it is precisely the innocent and the just who are called upon to bear the scandal of evil” (J., op. cit., p. 22). Theirs is witness, is martyrdom.


Now, just as it would be gravely improper to describe the Jews herded into the extermination camps as “unfaithful”, it would be equally improper to call them either “just men” or “saints. They were nothing other than a multitude of hapless beings reduced to an extreme state of humiliation and degradation, and this not even on account of their faith or convictions, but on account of the hairbrained and trite motivation of their forming part of a particular biological race. Among them there were innumerable children who had not yet even begun to speak.


God allowed all this to happen. But how can we define such a God? Jewish theology, just like its Christian counterpart, affirms God as possessing three essential attributes: comprehensiveness, supreme goodness, and omnipotence.


The Jews never conceived Yahweh as a Deus absconditus. He himself wanted to reveal himself, wanted to communicate at least a glimmer of himself in the human language – no matter how imperfect it might be – of the prophets. 

In any case, He revealed himself as Being of unlimited goodness.


The third property that tradition attributes to God is omnipotence. But, as Jonas asks himself, bearing in mind the condition of men and the world and, more particularly, the phenomenon of Auschwitz, is it really possible to conceive a God who is both of pure and unlimited goodness and omnipotent? A God who combined these two attributes would be incomprehensible.


The three properties cannot coexist. Affirming two of them means excluding the third. Affirming that God is infinitely good and that, even though he could eliminate certain extreme evils, he yet tolerates them, “permits” them, is contradictory also in strictly logical terms. An infinitely good God who allows so many evils and so many atrocious sufferings to exist is therefore necessarily a God of limited power.


In a wider framework than the relationship between God and Israel and, more precisely, His relationship with the general run of mankind, I find that somewhat similar concepts have already been expressed by Nikolaj Berdjaev.


Let me therefore give the floor to this illustrious Russian thinker, one of the leaders of the school of existential philosophy with a Christian imprint: “The one and only serious argument of atheism manifests itself in the difficulty of accepting the existence of a good and omnipotent God in view of all the evil and suffering in the world.


“If God in his omnipotence is present in all the ills and evils and in every suffering, in war, in tortures of every kind, in cholera and in the pest, one cannot believe in God, and it is right to rebel against God…


“God is present… in every truth, justice, beauty, love, liberty, heroic act. The feeling of God as force, omnipotence, is absolutely alien to me: He is less powerful than any ordinary police in the world…”


The image of God-the-Father is truly disfigured by the associations it may arouse within us with the idea of power and authority (idea sustained – as I would take the liberty of adding – by our infantile need of protection). Therefore, as  Berdjaev confesses, “I have felt the God-Son, the Christ, the God-Man, the human God more strongly than God-Force, the God Creator… In God one can believe only if it is a question of a God-Son, expiator, liberator, God of sacrifice and love. Only a God who suffers is in accordance with the sufferings of the creation. Pure monotheism is not acceptable and represents the last form of idolatry”.


If I may make a little comment at this point, I would say: in the Christian perspective, undoubtedly, in the end the Father will dominate everything, extend his kingdom, his power, his authority over all things; but this will happen only in the end, when the Son shall have won all opposition with his love and can therefore consign to the Father every conquered dominion. As Paul tells us, “when all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to him, who put all things under him, that God may be all in all” (1 Cor 15, 28). That will be the triumphal advent of the kingdom of God; but the words “kingdom”, “power”, “authority” and the like will be such as no longer to disturb the sensitivity of anybody: it will be the kingdom of perfect love and the greatest good.


Berdjaev draws another important consequence from his argumentation: an active God, involved in his suffering creation, stands in need of the help of man, in need of man’s “creative response” (N. Berdjaev, Autobiografia spirituale [Spiritual Autobio-graphy], Ital. tr., Vallecchi, Florence 1953, pp.199-202).


Jürgen Moltmann gave one of his books the title of The crucified God (Il Dio crocifisso, Ital. tr., Queriniana, Brescia 5th edition, 2002). The Jew Jonas does not use this expression of a more Christian flavour, but speaks of a “suffering God”. He is “a God who suffers in the act of creating” (Jonas, p. 28).


Quoting data and comments of another author, Moltmann briefly summarizes the thought of the “rabbis of the new era” regarding the so-called “self humiliation of God”. This takes place at many different levels: in the creation as in the call of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, as in the various phases of the history of Israel.


Yahweh is the God of the gods, but at the same time assures justice for widows and orphans. The Sublime sets his eyes on the miserable. God “is therefore present in a twofold and opposite manner”.


God “foregoes his honour” already in the initial act of creating the universe. Like a servant he guides Israel on their way across the desert and like a servant he takes the people and their sins upon his shoulders. He descends in the thorn bush, in the ark of the covenant and the temple. The persons to whom he turns are limited, humiliated, simple.


“In these accommodations of God to the limits present in human history one also finds the anticipations of his future dwelling in the entire of creation, when at the end of time the whole of the earth will be full of his honour.


“He does not only immerse himself in the situation of the limited creature, but also in that of guilty and suffering men. His lamentations and afflictions for Israel in exile show that the entire existence of God suffers with suffering Israel…”


Such a God “accompanies Israel into exile in Babylon. ‘Dwelling’ in the midst of the people, he suffers with the people, enters the prisons, feels the torment of the martyrs. The liberation of Israel therefore means also the liberation of God from the suffering implied by his dwelling in the midst of the people” (Moltmann, op. cit., pp. 320-321. The other author is P. Kuhn; cfr. his study Gottes Selbsterniedrigung in der Theologie der Rabbinen [God’s self-humiliation in the theology of the rabbis], 1968). 


Moltmann notes that this new orientation of rabbinic theology reacts to their former adhesion to a concept of Greek, Aristotelian and Stoic imprint, namely that God in his perfection cannot love his creatures, and even less so suffer on their account. This Judaic philosophy of religion, of clearly Hellenistic inspiration, had among its exponents Jehuda Halevy, Maimonides, Spinoza. The first to react to it in our own days was Abraham Heschel (in his book Die Prophetie (Prophecy), dating to 1936). Considering the announcement of God by the prophets, he described it as pathetic theology.  


Moltmann says that “Christian theology has everything to learn from the interpretation that the Jews give today of the history of God lived in the Old Testament and present in the sufferings that beset this people even in our days” (Moltmann, p. 314).


Is it possible to reformulate this concept in Christian terms? Certainly: rather, it is precisely here that Christianity could contribute something original that springs from deep within it. Moltmann traces this clear distinction: “Theism says that God cannot suffer, cannot die, and it affirms this in order to give a safe refuge to the being who suffers and dies. The Christian faith, on the other hand, sustains that God suffered in the passion of Jesus. God died on Christ’s cross, and this in order that we should live and be resurrected in his future. On the psychologico-religious level, the Christian faith therefore liberates from the infantile projections of human needs… Liberates from the divinized figures of the father, which man uses to conserve his infantility” (M., p. 251).


But how are we to explain this self-limitation of God, this self-humiliation in purely metaphysical terms? In every form, at every stage of his creation, God brings into being creatures who must necessarily have a consistency of their own.


Those who have hitherto concluded in favour of divine omnipotence have affirmed – as Jonas notes – that “the power of God has its limit in something the existence of which” God himself recognizes “by virtue of a right that is the creature’s due, a power to act on its own authority”. But how is this recognition interpreted? It is “a concession by God that may be revoked at any moment…” (Jonas, p. 34).


If I may be permitted to re-express this last thought in poor and simple words, it is as if God said to his creatures: “Dear creature, I accord every possible space to your liberty; remember, however, that I leave you free only for as long as I want”.


The Creator – as it were – here behaves like a schoolmaster who tells his pupils: “I’ll give you a break now. Be good and don’t hurt each other, otherwise I’ll clap my hands to stop your games and set you some class work in arithmetic or analysis of grammatical construction to teach you once again to behave better”.


God self-limits himself as he creates, says Jonas. He confers upon his creatures the particular “freedom” that is “an autonomous power of decision even vis-à-vis their own creator” (Jonas, p. 36). He goes on to say that “the creation was the act of absolute sovereignty with which the Divinity consented to be no longer absolute for a long time” (p. 37).


Let me try to render these concepts more readily comprehensible, not least to myself, reformulating them as follows. Once God, creating, has brought creatures into being, he accords them a space of freedom that he can no longer take away from them. The creatures enjoy the right to determine themselves in an autonomous manner and from that moment onwards God can only inspire them to do good, leaving them free to either accept these good inspirations or to refuse them, closing themselves to them, and even to act in the exactly opposite direction.


The full triumph of the kingdom of God will come only when his creatures will have become converted and open and abandoned to his grace, cooperating with it in every respect.


At that point God will be omnipotent. But until then his power will prove to be limited, will show itself incapable of acting on what Jonas calls “physical reality” (J., p. 36). The idea of what he calls the “impotence of God on the plane of the physical realities” seems scandalously unacceptable to the mentality of the Jewish traditionalists. For them “God is Lord of history in an eminent manner” (Jonas, p. 22).


In this vision the Divinity can from time to time permit certain ills, leave his creatures free to act contrary to his will, but does so for his own unquestionable motivations and only at the moments when he sovereignly decides to do so. His omnipotence thus remains intact even when he decides not to exercise it.


In the world everything is always right and proper, because even the negative things are either inflicted by God himself as punishment or are tolerated by him for reasons and ends of his own that, notwithstanding his revelations to men, always remain to a certain extent inscrutable.


As I said before, in human terms – no matter how inadequate they may be – God can always be compared to the schoolmaster who lets his little students play and give vent to their vivacity, but remains there, ready to clap his hands to stop their games every time he deems them to be improper or dangerous.


But that is something that will never happen on this earth, where we see all the wars and all the horrors that human fantasy can conceive, and all the natural phenomena of vast and horrendous impact that can certainly not be blamed on men: eruptions, earthquakes, hurricanes, the raging of all the possible plagues and diseases, including some particularly atrocious ones.


Jonas recognizes the difficulty that traditionalist Jews may feel in accepting the idea that the world is anything other than the kingdom of God. He admits that Christians already find it easier to accept the idea of a world that, following sin, has become the kingdom of Satan: the very Satan whom Jesus, certainly not by chance, calls “ruler of this world “ (Jn 12, 31; 14, 30; 16, 11).


We can therefore well say that the traditional Christian sees the earth as the “valley of tears” and longs for heaven: where there is already established the kingdom of God that has not yet descended to the earth, where it is present only in germ, so much so that in the Paternoster the faithful invoke “Thy kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven”.


It is a fact that traditional Christianity, even though it maintains divine omnipotence among its articles of faith (“I believe in God the almighty Father…”), prepares the road for the consideration of a limited and weak and even crucified God: for he is indeed such, if not in his divine essence, yet clearly in his incarnation in the man Jesus of Nazareth.


One is thus led to wonder whether in the Christian vision a place could not be found for the crucifixion of the divine Verb by the side of the crucifixion of the man Jesus.


Here one must note, first of all, that there is a close and full personal identity between the divine Verb and the man Jesus: Jesus is the Verb made flesh. 


According to Jacques Dupuis, however, “this does not mean that one cannot speak of an action of the Verb as such, distinct from its activity through the humanity of Jesus”, through his selfsame risen and glorified humanity” (J. D., Il cristianesimo e le religioni [Christianity and the religions], Queriniana, Brescia 2001, pp. 267-268).


Dupuis, a Jesuit father and professor at the Gregorian University, draws the following distinction: “…Whereas the mystery of the incarnation of the Verb is a historical event and therefore particular in time and space, the Verb as such exists in the eternity of the divine mystery. It also exists and is present and at work through the entire history of the world and humanity – which history, in fact, becomes history of salvation inasmuch as it comprises the totality of the self-revelation of God in humanity through his Verb” (ibid., p. 268). 


I here see a clear distinction drawn between two aspects of the Verb: the Verb in its absoluteness, infinity, eternity, and the Verb in its manifestation through space and time to illumine men and stimulate the whole of cosmic evolution.


I would define the Verb or Logos or Word of God or Image of the Father as absolute divine Consciousness, eternal and non-becoming, in the depths of which, to say it in the words of Dante, “…s’interna, / legato con amore in un volume, / ciò che per l’universo si squaderna” (“…there is lying / Bound with love together in one volume / What through the universe in leaves is scattered” (Paradise, XXXIII, 85-87). 


In this absolute and eternal Consciousness there are present, all together and at one and the same time, all the realities that unfold in space, all the events that happen one after the other, in the succession of time.


The eternal Consciousness of God, which is the second Person of the Trinity, incarnates itself in the man Jesus of Nazareth through the mediation of the Holy Spirit; and similarly, always through the mediation of the Holy Spirit, it manifests itself in the interiority of each man and in the totality of the facts and the events of the world, in every reality, in every individual atom.


The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Jesus Christ: He “takes” from Jesus (Jn 16, 14) and is the vehicle by means of which Christ, risen and ascended to heaven, gloriously manifested himself at Pentecost, impressing a most powerful impulse on the early Church.


In the Holy Spirit there is also the aspect according to which it is the Spirit of the Father and, at the same time, of the Son-Logos. As such, the Spirit mediates not only the incarnation of the Verb of Jesus Christ, but, more generally, the manifestation of the Verb as such: it channels it, as it were,  in such a manner as to enable the Verb to manifest itself from the dimension of eternity in the temporal dimension to infuse life into the various multiplicities of creatures throughout the universe.


In its incarnation in the man Jesus, the Verb seems clearly limited and weak. Above all, and without even the least doubt, in its kénosis (i. e. “emptying”) that culminates in the crucifixion. Not an apparent crucifixion (as the Docetists affirm, and also the Islamics), but I fear a very real one, with all the atrocious sufferings it implies.


The Verb that incarnates itself in Jesus really makes itself man in him, under every aspect, with the exception of sin. Jesus appears limited even in the revelation of which he is the harbinger.


Jacques Dupuis comments that “the ‘fullness’ of the revelation in Jesus Christ has to be understood correctly and not without due specifications. It is a qualitative (and not a quantitative) fullness of singular intensity, but does not ‘exhaust’ the mystery. And, even though it has neither been exceeded nor is capable of being exceeded, it remains limited. It is also incomplete and will remain so until the completion of the revelation in the éschaton” (i.e. in the end, in the last phase of the completion of all things; Dupuis, op. cit., p. 253).


As to the Verb that manifests itself in the whole of creation, it is only too clear that its illuminations often have to filter through the immaturity, the spiritual and cultural limitation of the men who act as its vehicles; they are often suffocated by ignorance, prejudices, fanaticism, superstition, insane passions, egoism and every other tendency of a negative sign.


The manifestation of the Divinity thus seems deformed and maltreated in every possible way. And the sun of divine Truth has to toil to find a passage through dense accumulation of clouds that allow no more than a few rays to pass.


Does not all this amount to saying that, whereas divine Truth is full, perfect, absolute and uncontaminated light in its eternity, its manifestations are rather relative, imperfect, limited, prisoner and – let us say it – crucified, killed and yet resurrected?


The manifestation of the Verb through cosmic evolution is imperfect, and yet, little by little, seeks the best, longing for the final goal, the éschaton of total and irreversible fullness.


The need for a correct terminology induces me to use the word “incarnation” only when I speak of the Verb that becomes man in Jesus Christ.


On the other hand, when I speak of the action of the Verb as such in the life of human beings, in the history of men, in the evolution of the living species and, more generally, of the earth and the entire universe, I prefer to use the word “manifestation”.


Te incarnation is one of the manifestations of the Verb and has to be clearly distinguished from what is called its manifestation in general, even though it is in close continuity with it, even though, rather, it constitutes its central point.


When distinguishing the incarnation of the Verb from its manifestation more in general, I have nothing against attributing both to the Verb incarnate in Jesus and, more generally, the Verb manifest in the world the condition of kénosis and, at one and the same time, also the being crucified, dying, being resurrected and, in the last resort, triumphing over every reality and every level of existence.


The present text is wholly concentrated on the theme of the incarnate and crucified God and does not set out to look for the causes of evil that determines the condition of kénosis even of God.


The Christan biblical tradition makes reference to an original sin and identifies it with the progenitors of mankind.


Certainly, when one derives all this evil from man’s sinful attitude, it may also be right and proper to some extent to underscore the great responsibilities that are entrusted to man as administrator of the creation. Today more than ever before, ecology shows us the cosmic damage that can be caused when the earth is badly administered by man. This bad management undoubtedly has its cause in an excessive exploitation of the resources of the planet and is motivated by an attitude of man that makes him forget his mission, an attitude of supreme egoism and, let us say so, sin.


Having said this, one should not fail to add that, rigorously speaking, not all evil can be traced to man’s sin. The advent of man was preceded by the evolution of the animal species.


And there we already find all the modes of behaviour that in man are qualified as the most negative, starting with violence, abuse of power and many forms of cruelty.


And what are we to say, then, about the ills that spring from nature itself –  eruptions, earthquakes, hurricanes, illnesses that are often atrocious – that were briefly mentioned above and for which, as we already said, men do not seem to be in any way responsible?


Henri Bergson notes that the “life drive” (élan vital) that moves the evolution of the cosmos and the living species is continuously struggling against a counterforce that can be identified with the resistance of matter, with a tendency to materiality.


This counterforce is a kind of egotism that induces every new being or species to withdraw into itself. It is an anti-evolutionary force. As one might say, it has always been present, has always been in action. (Among the Hope Booklets, see that entitled The mind moulds matter, is autonomous of it and survives it; Ch. IX, §§ 4 and 5). 


The true original sin that brings this involutionary tendency into being cannot but appear even more originary than the one attributed to Adam and Eve: for reasons that I shall try to explain in greater detail elsewhere, it can be identified with a sin of the angels that must have occurred at the very first beginnings of the creative process.


This argument is far too complex to be adequately treated here. I can only refer the interested reader to the second part of Hope Booklet entitled Life and time in the mirror of eternity, whose second part bears the title Rediscovering the angels.



If the kénosis of God, if the conditioning of God commenced already at the very beginning of the creative process, it follows that God’s creative action is the same as his redemptive action.


In his absoluteness, God is the Eternal, the Absolute, the Unconditioned. This mode of being of God metaphysically – but not temporally – precedes all his other modes of being. The God who contemplates himself and the totality of the creation sub specie aeternitatis, in a wholly contemporaneous vision that is subtracted from every limit and all becoming, undoubtedly precedes the manifestation of God.


Though God in his absoluteness is the Eternal, in his manifestation he is a God who may well correspond to the manner in which Jonas has characterized him. He is an infinite God in his goodness, and yet anything but omnipotent: he is a limited and weak God, becoming, involved in creation, seeking to give it every good and, certainly, suffering on account of every ill that afflicts it: a suffering God whom we could well call – to use a more Christian terminology – a crucified God.


The crucifixion of Jesus Christ, and more generally of the Verb in its universal manifestation, is followed by the resurrection and the glorious triumph.


Jesus illumines men, but also heals and transforms them at every level. This he does, above all, after endowing the nascent Church with his Spirit as leaven destined to transform the whole of mankind. And the Spirit of Jesus Christ, little by little, opens a road for itself amid a thousand difficulties and obstacles of forces that resist it.


Jesus is crucified and killed all the time: Pascal says that “Jesus will be in agony until the end of the world” (Pensées, 553). But his unquenchable, infinite love makes him rise time and time again to convert all the enemy forces to himself and in the end to triumph at every level, to affirm the kingdom of God everywhere.


Rising time and time again by the force of his unlimited love, Jesus will end up by converting all adverse or indifferent forces to himself; and the same may be said of the divine Verb because, even though it constitutes but a single whole with Jesus, it is at work outside this particular and most singular historically defined incarnation.


Always working through the Holy Spirit that is “its” Spirit, the Verb inspires all men in the continuous endeavour of not only enlightening them ever better, but also to transform them at every level. In the end the action of the divine Verb in its universal manifestation, which is but a single whole with the action of the Verb incarnated in Jesus, will similarly merge with it also in its implementations when the kingdom of God will eventually celebrate its full advent. But for as long as the process of cosmic and historical evolution is still in course, the adverse or indifferent forces, which keep resisting, are very concrete realities: the divine action is thus obliged to proceed by degrees and with extreme slowness.


Indeed, that the action of the Divinity proceeds with graduality, slowness and toil – in a precarious situation full of risks, as Jonas would add – is an idea that clearly underlies more or less all the pre-biblical, pre-monotheist religions.


Among the peoples of Mesopotamia, Phoenicia, Canaan and the Mediterranean there keeps recurring the myth of the God who is killed and then rises again. The divinity in question governs the vegetation and makes possible good harvests. The heat of summer scorches the plants and makes them wither. Then comes the desolation of winter: nature seems as if it were dead; and it is then that the people bewail the death of the god. Who is subsequently resurrected upon the renewed flowering ushered in by spring, amid the delight and joyful celebrations of his devotees.


In these religious contexts the implementations of the divinity are however always temporary: the re-flourishing of the vegetation lasts only for a few months in the year, after which it returns into a phase of involution when everything seems annulled and cancelled. Here we have the typical cyclical vision of primitive-archaic man, where everything returns, everything keeps beginning all over again, and no superior goal is ever attained in a definitive manner.


It fell to Zoroastrianism to first affirm, and forcefully so, the idea that cosmic becoming is completed and crowned by an ultimate and irreversible goal of supreme perfection. And the idea was later adopted by both the Jewish and the Christian tradition. One may therefore think that they took it from Zoroastrianism, together with the concept of the final resurrection and the universal judgment.


But there is nevertheless an important difference. The good and supreme God of the Zoroastrians, Ahura Mazda, fights a long and bitter struggle against the forces of evil. Progress is slow and the outcome always uncertain, with the exception of the final one, which, according to the prophecy of Zarathustra, will mark the end of the world. All this receives its explanation by the fact that, in the present economy, the power of Ahura Mazda is balanced and limited by that of the wicked god Ahriman and all the negative forces he commands.


And there we have the difference I mentioned. The Israelites feel themselves to have been brought into being, assisted and saved, guided and corrected, punished when necessary, by their God  in the very course of their historical and personal day-by-day existence on this earth. In other words, they feel themselves to be “created” by Yahweh at every moment. They fell themselves to be constantly in the hands of God. And in them this feeling themselves to be in the hands of God, day by day, instant by instant, becomes an insuppressible psychological need.


Undoubtedly, this feeling to be protected and assisted by an all-powerful God can give a great sense of security to a man and, indeed, an entire people. Even when you feel yourself to have been punished: whoever is certain that his misfortunes are desired by such a God to punish infidelity, will feel more secure once he has firmly decided to make amends.


The feeling that all depends on one’s morality and fidelity to Yahweh will induce the Jew to be firmly convinced that more moral behaviour and more precise observance of the law will undoubtedly be rewarded.


And the conclusions of Hans Jonas are fully valid in relation to these internal problematics of Israel: what sense does it make to say that the most tremendous catastrophes that afflict the people of Israel and – in a wider ambit – the whole of humanity represent a just punishment? What was it that the victims of the holocaust had to be punished for? Why should violence be done to a mass of simple-minded people who, as God himself said to Jonah (4, 11) “do not know their right hand from their left”?


If one wants to barricade oneself behind a blind and fanatical fideism, one can oppose this with far-fetched, fanciful and illogical explanations; but if we want to reason just a little, the dilemma formulated by Jonas is altogether impeccable. Freeing ourselves of blinkers and intellectual fetters of every kind, making do without false consolations and opening our eyes to reality is an essential condition for starting to talk seriously and correctly about the God who is Truth and it does not help us to seek Him in illusions.

PAGE  
1

