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We meet God as three only when we meet God in Christ. What does this mean for the immanent Trinity?


For the purpose of this essay I have chosen to reflect on Jürgen Moltmann’s Trinitarian theology of the cross as set forth in The Crucified God with an emphasis on the question of divine impassibilty. I shall structure the essay as follows: first, an overview of Moltmann’s methodology and Trinitarian theology; second, some reflections on implications for the immanent Trinity, and finally a critique of Moltmann’s approach, drawing upon the work of Thomas Weinandy. For the purpose of this essay I assume a simple definition of the immanent Trinity as who God is in Himself outside of history, as opposed to the “economic” Trinity (what God does within history).[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  A. E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, sixth ed. (Chichester: Blackwell, 2017), p.308; C. E. Gunton, Father, Son and Holy Spirit: Essays Towards a Fully Trinitarian Theology (London: T&T Clark, 2003), pp.40-43.] 



1. The Trinity and the Cross in Moltmann’s Crucified God.

Moltmann begins with the premise that the cross is the criteria by which Christian theology is measured, “the test of everything which deserves to be called Christian”.[footnoteRef:2] It is the starting point (not the result) of reflection on the doctrine of God, thus the historical event of the crucified Jesus must determine any understanding of the Trinity. Moltmann does not begin his thesis with a doctrine of the Trinity and then consider how the death of Jesus can be worked into the schema; rather, he argues for a “revelation in the opposite”.[footnoteRef:3] Against the axiom that like is “known by like”, he requires a revelation of God to be manifest in that which is “not God”, otherwise God (being divine and heavenly) would not be able to be recognised by sinful humanity. As goodness can only be understood in contrast to evil, and unity in contrast to conflict, likewise the fullest revelation of God requires him to be revealed in his opposite, the “godlessness and abandonment by God”.[footnoteRef:4] For Moltmann this is fully manifest only in Christ crucified. [2:  J. Moltmann, The Crucified God (London: SCM Press, 1974), p7.]  [3:  Ibid, p27.]  [4:  Ibid, p27.] 


He is critical of the Patristic doctrine of the two natures of Christ, which he sees as verging on Docetism.[footnoteRef:5] The church fathers were drawing upon the dualism of contemporary Greek platonic philosophy, with its metaphysical presupposition that creation is temporal, changeable and passible. By contrast the divine (defined as the negation of the finite qualities of creation) must be eternal, immutable and impassible. Whilst he specifically affirms the Nicene doctrine that God is not changeable, he sees this as a relative term: God is not passively prone to change in the same way as creation and humanity, but this does not equate to him being “intrinsically unchangeable”.[footnoteRef:6] As God, he is free to communicate himself as he wills, including the freedom to change himself and even be changed by others “of his own free will”.[footnoteRef:7] Similarly, Moltmann rejects the mainstream doctrine of divine impassibilty. God cannot suffer as finite creatures do, but he is free to choose the “suffering of love”.[footnoteRef:8] It is Moltmann’s explication of divine love that demands God be capable of suffering: “A God who cannot suffer is poorer than any man…if he cannot suffer he cannot love”.[footnoteRef:9] By way of excursus and to strengthen his thesis, he notes the suffering of God is a theme present throughout the Hebrew bible and predates Christianity, drawing attention to the work of Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel, particularly his insights into the “pathos” of God demonstrated throughout the Hebrew prophets.[footnoteRef:10]  [5:  Ibid, p228-229.]  [6:  Ibid, p229.]  [7:  Ibid, p229.]  [8:  Ibid, 230.]  [9:  Ibid, p222.]  [10:  Ibid, pp270-273; A.J. Heschel, The Prophets, Perennial Classics ed. (New York: Harper Collins), pp285-298.] 


Thus, Moltmann can speak of God suffering, and rejects the patristic understanding of the suffering of Jesus being limited to the human nature of Christ only. Two biblical texts are crucial for his thesis: 2 Cor 5:19[footnoteRef:11] and Mark 15:34.[footnoteRef:12] That God “was in Christ” on the cross means that God suffered in the person of the Son. This not limited exclusively to the human nature of Christ, but as the suffering and death of the Son of God himself. Simultaneously, God the Father suffers the loss of the Son in his death: [11:  “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself.”]  [12:  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”] 


“In the passion of the Son, the Father himself suffers the pain of abandonment. In the death of the Son, death comes upon God himself and the Father suffers the death of his love for forsaken man”.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid, p192.] 


With regards to Jesus’ cry of dereliction, Moltmann develops a theology of God’s identification with all those who suffe.[footnoteRef:14] As the Son suffers the abandonment of the Father, he partakes in the suffering of all those abandoned throughout history.  [14:  Ibid, p145-147; R. Bauckham, The Theology of Jürgen Moltmann (London: T&T Clark, 1995), pp53-55.] 


Crucially, Moltmann understands all of the above as an “event” that is taken up into the very life of the eternal Trinity, or the “history of God”: 

“All human history…is taken up into this “history of God”, i.e. into the Trinity, and integrated into the future of the “history of God”. There is no suffering which in this history of God is not God’s suffering…”[footnoteRef:15] . The cross is thus not so much an occasion in the world but an event within God himself.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Ibid, p246.]  [16:  Ibid, p193.] 




2. The Crucified God and the Immanent Trinity.

In considering the implications of Moltamnn’s thesis for the immanent Trinity, I propose the following reflections can be made:

Firstly, Moltmann affirms Karl Rahner’s famous maxim: “The economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity, and the immanent Trinity is the economic Trinity”.[footnoteRef:17] For Moltmann, what is perceived of Father, Son and Spirit in the crucifixion is a revelation of the immanent Trinity is in itself. “The place of the doctrine of the Trinity is not the “thinking of thought” but the cross of Jesus”.[footnoteRef:18] This is evident in his methodology throughout The Crucified God: he rejects a prior understanding of the Trinity as a hermeneutic for the interpretation of the cross. Rather, he considers the nature of the death of the Son and the grief of the Father as the criteria by which the immanent Trinity can be understood.  [17:  Ibid, p240; J. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), p160; K. Rahner, The Trinity, third ed. (London: Continuum, 1986), p22.]  [18:  Moltmann, Crucified God, p240.] 


Secondly, it follows that within the immanent Trinity there is actual suffering, thus a rejection of divine impassability. The Son of God is eternally the crucified Son, the “lamb that was slain”,[footnoteRef:19] and the Father suffers the loss of the Son in “the infinite grief of love”.[footnoteRef:20] As noted, Moltmann rejects the idea that suffering necessitates an imperfection in God, but rather requires that a God of love must be a God who suffers. Further, the suffering of fallen humanity itself is “taken up” into the divine life in the self-identification of Jesus with the godforsaken. The suffering of the immanent Trinity thus contains the suffering of all humanity, thus suffering humanity impinges upon the life of the Trinity. [19:  Moltmann, Trinity, p159.]  [20:  Moltmann, Crucified God, p243.] 


Finally, the above leads to the conclusion that the immanent Trinity is open to change: “The cross of Jesus…reveals a change in God, a stasis within the God-head”[footnoteRef:21] (I hesitate to use the term “subject to change”, as Moltmann is clear that God’s suffering is of his own free will and not passive). Rather than describing the Trinity as a “closed circle”, he proposes the term “dialectical event”, defined by the cross, by which the immanent Trinity remains “eschatologically open history”.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Ibid, p193. ]  [22:  Ibid, p255.] 



3. Critical assessment of Moltmann’s approach.

Whilst a thorough critique of Moltmann’s Trinitarian theology of the cross is beyond the scope of this essay, I wish to address two areas.

First, the role of the Spirit in The Crucified God is significantly lacking. Whilst insisting throughout that the crucifixion is a fully Trinitarian event, the particular role of the Spirit remains unclear. Moltmann can speak of “the grief of the Father, the surrender of the Son and the power of the Spirit”[footnoteRef:23] and “what proceeds from this event between Father and Son is the Spirit which justifies the godless”[footnoteRef:24], but it is difficult to discern how the cross requires the distinct Personhood of the Spirit.[footnoteRef:25] (His later works on pneumatology include the Spirit being capable of grief and suffering within creation[footnoteRef:26], and the more fully Trinitarian explication of the Spirit as the person who unites the Father and Son precisely in their moment of separation on the cross).[footnoteRef:27] [23:  Ibid, p278. ]  [24:  Ibid, p244.]  [25:  D.W. Jowers, "The Theology of the Cross as Theology of the Trinity: A Critique of Jürgen Moltmann's Staurocentric Trinitarianism." Tyndale Bulletin 52.2 (2001): pp263-264.]  [26:  J. Moltmann, God in Creation: An Ecological Doctrine of Creation (London: SCM Press, 1985), pp96-97.]  [27:  Moltmann, Trinity, p83.] 


Secondly, Moltmann’s rejection of divine impassability remains controversial and has drawn criticism, not least in the work of Roman Catholic theologian Thomas Weinandy. Unlike Moltmann, Weinandy begins with the Patristic doctrine of God, affirming that God is “wholly other” and transcends creation thus cannot be affected by it from without himself.[footnoteRef:28] He maintains that the Persons of the Trinity exist as utterly subsistent relations “fully in act”, in that they are wholly defined by their relationship to each other.[footnoteRef:29] They cannot become more (or other) than they already are, as they eternally subsist in an inter-related act of begetting (Father), being begotten (Son), and proceeding (Spirit).[footnoteRef:30] Being eternally all they can be excludes both mutability and passibility from the Trinity. In considering the suffering of Jesus on the cross, Weinandy draws upon the writings of Cyril of Alexandria as most successfully holding together the paradox of the “impassable suffering” of God,[footnoteRef:31] (a position Moltmann views as intolerable despite the early fathers simply “letting the paradox stand”).[footnoteRef:32] Rather than considering which of the two natures in Christ suffered (and rejecting the tertium quid of a co-mingled nature), Cyril maintains that the human Christ is mia physis (one entity).[footnoteRef:33] In the Incarnation the Son takes on a new manner of existence  as man but with no change in His nature.[footnoteRef:34] Thus the suffering of Jesus can truly be said to be the suffering of the Son of God as man, but not as God.[footnoteRef:35]  [28:  T.G. Weinandy, Does God Suffer? (Edinburgh, T&T Clark, 2000), pp53-5.]  [29:  Weinandy, Does God Suffer? pp114-119.]  [30:  Ibid, pp119-120.]  [31:  Ibid, 190-213.]  [32:  Moltmann, Trinity, p22; W. Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ (London, Continuum, 2012), p190.]  [33:  Weinandy, Does God Suffer? pp193-195.]  [34:  Idid, p197.]  [35:  Ibid, pp200-205. Richard Bauckham, who is largely sympathetic towards Moltmann’s theology, appears to agree with Weinandy on this point. See Bauckham, Theology of Jürgen Moltmann, pp63-64.] 


Whilst Weinandy does not explicitly refer to the economic or immanent Trinity per se, he clearly maintains a distinction between the two. The immanent Trinity is immutable, impassible and thus unaffected by the events of the cross. Conversely, the suffering of Christ is limited to the human Jesus and is no part of the immanent Trinity (other than an eternal knowledge of what such suffering would entail). Against Moltamnn, God the Father does not suffer in the event of the cross, as the Patristic doctrine of the impassible Trinity rejects this a priori. Weinandy stresses that God (and thus the immanent Trinity) is fully capable of emotions such as anger and sorrow but only inasmuch as they are outward expressions of his love towards a world corrupted by sin; they do not constitute direct suffering within the Godhead.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Weinandy, Does God Suffer? pp42-43; 168.] 



4. Conclusions

In contrasting Moltmann’s Trinitarian theology of the cross with a more mainstream position such as Weinandy’s and the relevance for the immanent Trinity, I believe there are strengths and weaknesses in both approaches. I concur with Moltmann that if the cross represents the fullest revelation of who God is in Himself, then any doctrine of the Trinity must begin with what is revealed of God in Christ crucified, namely his self-giving love and suffering.[footnoteRef:37] This then redefines our understanding of the immanent Trinity, and if Moltmann is correct that the cross becomes an event in the “history” of the Trinity itself, then the economic and immanent Trinity are equated and we must speak of actual suffering belonging to the Triune nature. There is certainly a contemporary appeal and pastoral concern to his thesis; Moltmann wrote in the aftermath of World War Two and Auschwitz.[footnoteRef:38] The present day covid-19 pandemic has ensured questions of divine passibility remain relevant and actual. Where he is less convincing is the assertion of the suffering Father. Even if one accepts the real suffering of the Son of God in the death of Jesus, to what extent we can speak of God the Father suffering is mere speculation. [37:  Bauckham and Kasper agree with Moltmann on this point: Kasper, God of Jesus Christ, pp194-195; R. Bauckham, Jesus and the God of Israel: ‘God Crucified’ and other Studies on the New Testament’s Christology of Divine Identity (Milton Keyes: Paternoster, 2008), p51.]  [38:  Moltmann, Crucified God, pp1-2; 273-274.] 


In contrast, the more traditional method of Weinandy approaches the cross with the impassability of God as a pre-determined hermeneutic, which then interprets Christ’s suffering rather than being defined by it. Consequently, there is a distinction between the eternal, immanent Trinity and the temporal, economic Trinity. His thorough treatment of the suffering of Christ being God’s suffering exclusively as man can simultaneously affirm the suffering of the Son in the flesh and the impassibility of the immanent Trinity. However, I believe his thesis is weakened by the prior assumption of the impassibility of God, based on the creedal formulas and church Fathers, and then interpreting the biblical revelation of God in light of this. 
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