
  

 

Only a Suffering God Can Help 
 

Article no 2 by Sr. Jo O’Donovan rsm. 

Continuing with Cardinal Kasper’s book, Mercy, we will be asking this month: ‘does God 

suffer?’ Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s proclamatory statement - Only a suffering God can help – has 

always inspired me. Bonhoeffer, who was killed in Auschwitz, was a German Lutheran 

pastor and theologian. His prison writings raised the question of God in a new way for many 

post-Holocaust theologians, and Kasper is one of these. He is deeply influenced by this 

suffering man and he cites him frequently (cf pp.137, 155). And no wonder, because as we 

have seen, the God-question today more than ever has to address the question of evil and 

suffering. Not only the personal evil of which each of us is capable, but also global evil and 

suffering. We live in the aftermath of two world wars, genocides, concentration camps, and 

the current unpredictable violence of Isil.  

 

Another Holocaust writer, the Jewish Elie Wiesel tells of an incident which he witnessed as a 

young boy when he was an inmate at Auschwitz. In his book Night, he recounts the event of 

the hanging of three prisoners, one of whom is a child. And he offers this story as a testimony 

of hope to fellow Jewish sufferers and indeed to all of us: 

 

The camp commanders refused to serve as hangmen. Three SS men took over the job. Three 

necks were put into three nooses within a short moment. ‘Long live freedom,’ shouted the 

grown-ups. But the child said nothing. ‘Where is God? Where is he? said someone behind 

me. The three chairs were tipped over . . . the child was lighter and was still living. . . Behind 

me I heard the same man ask: ‘Where is God now?’ And behind me I heard an answering 

voice: ‘Where is he? Here he is – he hangs on the gallows.’ 

(Night Record of Childhood in the Death camps of Auschwitz and Buchenwald, pp76-77). 

 

Thus God is present because presence is what the ever faithful loving kindness (hesed) of 

Yahweh does. Wiesel, in offering hope to Jewish people, was not in any way condoning the 

Holocaust. He was expressing the biblical faith that in God evil is somehow contained. The 

great Jewish theologian, Abraham Heschel, was later to develop this theme as the pathos of 

God, pathos meaning that God is affectively present with a heart for human suffering, and 

effectively present as enabling human beings to live through it.  

 

Kasper also resonates with these Old Testament and Jewish interpretations, but he adds that 

in Jesus the divine is also revealed as a communion of love, and that love is the very essence 

of the biblical relational God. That God is love is the simple unqualified testimony of the 

beloved disciple in 1Jn 4:8, 16. Yet God is also more. Because God is Creator and Father in  



 

relation to us and our world, God is also mercy. Kasper speaks of mercy as ‘the effluence of 

divine love.’ God is misericordia, whose heart (cor) is with the unfortunate, the poor and 

distressed (miseri). He invites us to reflect on this text from St. Augustine’s Confessions and 

like Augustine to rejoice that we human beings and our world are occasions for such mercy: 

Praise to Thee, glory to Thee, O Fountain of mercies. I became more wretched and Thou 

more close to me. . . Let him praise you not who does not realize your mercies, which my 

soul’s depths confess to You. (cit. p.5). Here Augustine is saying that mercy enters into the 

very definition of God. That we should not even think ‘God’ apart from mercy.  

 

As with ‘love’, to say ‘God is mercy’ transforms our thinking. But we resist change. We can 

identify with Paul and the problems of communication with the Corinthians in 1Cor 1:17-25. 

Paul’s language is the language of the Crucified One. The concreteness of the Cross is the 

extent to which God’s love goes on our behalf. It is the epitome of divine mercy. But this 

language is met with resistance from his hearers. Like the Jews of Paul’s time, many of us 

also today want an interventionist God of signs and wonders. And others among us like the 

Greeks want our God amenable to reason and science. But in the light of the Cross of Christ, 

Paul says that he can only speak of a ‘foolishness of God that is wiser than human wisdom 

and a weakness that is stronger than human strength’ (v.25). Elsewhere in Phil 2:6-11, he 

cites a liturgical hymn from the early Christian community in praise of the mystery of God in 

Christ and what is called the self-emptying (kenosis) of this vulnerable God. 

 

Kasper, following on Paul says that the revelation of God in the Word made flesh is the 

ultimate drama of divine mercy. All truth is there. But we are curious and want more. And 

thus, the age-old question has always been ‘does God actually suffer with us?’ This question 

has always been put quietly aside in language about God, because Rahner sharply points out: 

‘How do I benefit if things get messy for our dear God?’ Yet on this question, I find Kasper 

moves beyond the traditional view that God in his perfection is incapable of suffering. 

Moving from the apatheia of the scholastics, and claiming as his sources the Bible, the Jewish 

tradition and world evil and suffering crying out for meaning, he espouses the pathos of God. 

He implies that God has a heart for the human and allows himself to be moved by the pain of 

the world. But God does this as ‘the Free in Love’, as the one who in his sovereign freedom 

assumes suffering for and with us for our sakes. Thus we say it is God who dies for us on the 

Cross. Kasper cites Emeritus Pope Benedict on the same theme:  

 

‘Man is worth so much to God that he himself became man in order to suffer with man. . . 

Hence in all human suffering we are joined by one who experiences and carries that suffering 

with us; hence consolatio is present in all suffering, the consolation of God’s compassionate 

love.  

 

It is so hopeful to open ourselves to this new truth of God’s suffering presence with us and 

with the cosmos. There is one last word, however, from Kasper. He warns that we must not 

sentimentalize mercy. We must not treat it as a vapid spiritual concern, make of it a comfort-

blanket. For the highest showing of mercy is always traced with ‘a trembling before God,’ 

since God alone is the Holy One. And mercy originates in the Holy One’s utter freedom in 

love. And the second last word to Bonhoeffer. When he says only a suffering God can help, 

his writings show that he intends mercy to be also a command to Christians to grow up and 

truly be partners with God. A suffering God needs us. Maybe this is the true meaning for our 

time of the gospel injunction - ‘Be merciful as our heavenly Father is merciful (Lk6:36)? To 

this we will turn later. 
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