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Any talk of atonement must include a conception of sin. We must es
tablish what or who it is, exactly, that needs atoning. Open theists view sin in a 
relational context, spurning the forensic terms traditionally adopted in much of 
Christian theology. Sin is not primarily a "state of corruption," nor is it a debt.7 

Sanders defines sin as "primarily an alienation, or a broken relationship, rather 
than a state of being or guilt."8 Pinnock and Brow define sin as a "mysterious 
refusal to accept God's love."9 God created human beings with free will, and the 
potential for sin was inherently present. There was a purpose for giving crea
tures the potential to sin—a genuine relationship between God and human 
beings—but God did not create sin.10 Thus, sin has no cause. It is not part of 
God's plan for greater good. Though sin is not viewed in a legal framework, 
human beings are still culpable for rejecting God. It is because sin has no cause 
that it is blameworthy, for there was no rational reason not to trust God.11 But 
sin never caused God to stop loving his creation, and it is love that drives the 
atonement process. 

This view of sin as estrangement shapes the open theist view of for
giveness. Though sin is not viewed forensically, sinners are still culpable for it. 
Forgiveness is not free; it cannot be free if it is to be efficacious in restoring 
relationship. Forgiveness cannot mean simply forgetting, because forgetting 
blocks the road to healing and reconciling. Vincent Brummer writes, "If... you 
forgive me for what I have done, you claim that my action did cause you injury, 
but that you would rather bear the injury than abandon the fellowship that I have 
damaged by my action. Forgiveness entails that . . . you give up your right to 
pay me back." 2 Thus, the one who forgives must be the one who suffers both 
the injury and its consequences. When God is rejected by humanity, God must 
forgive if the relationship is to be restored. Since God has taken the suffering 
upon himself, forgiveness is unconditional, but reconciliation and restoration of 
the relationship with his creation is conditional. 

Since open theism does not view sin in terms which require punishment 
or propitiation, one might well wonder why the cross is really necessary at all. 
But, if the cross is only propitiatory or satisfactory, then only the crucified Chr
ist need have wounds. Why would the risen Christ still have wounds when 
everything has been taken care of and restored? Here, we begin by looking to 
the openness understanding of the incarnation of the Son, which is to be distin
guished from the cross. Sanders draws from the work of Gunton, who avers that 
humanity was originally charged with the perfection of the whole of creation, 
through relationships with God and with one another. This was the plan prior to 
the fall, and even if the fall had not happened, "it would have still have been the 
Father's good pleasure to come into personal relation with us through the incar
nation of his Son," albeit probably in a different form.13 Jürgen Moltmann, too, 

7Brümmer, Atonement, 49. 
8Sanders, God Who Risks, 105. 
9Pinnock and Brow, Unbounded Love, 55. 
,0Gregory Boyd, God of the Possible (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 99. 
"Sanders, God Who RisL·, 243. 
12Briimmer, Atonement, 41; emphasis original. 
13 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 96. 
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holds this view: "The Son of God did not become man simply because of the sin 
of men and women, but rather for the sake of perfecting creation. So 'the Son of 
God would have become man even if the human race had remained without 
sin.' "14 

The incarnation was not necessitated solely by sin, or Jesus would 
simply be a kind of divine fire extinguisher, superfluous after the fire is 
quenched.15 Sanders writes, 

The incarnation is not a contingency plan for redeeming fallen humanity 
but a means of accomplishing the type of relationship God always in
tended with his creation. The incarnation was relationally motivated, 
planned before sin ever entered the picture. Though God had always in
tended the incarnation, it took on additional significance in light of sin.16 

The incarnation then, was part of God's plan from the beginning. It began with
in the Trinity. The overflowing, communal love of the Trinity spilled over into 
creation as "the fulfillment of God's eternal longing to become man and to 
make of every man a god out of grace; an 'Other' to participate in the divine life 
and return the divine love."17 

The Possibility of the Cross 
Being that the incarnation was planned to accomplish God's intended relation
ship with creation, we must examine where the cross fits into the picture in light 
of the entrance of sin. While there is no disagreement among open theists about 
whether the cross was necessary, there is disagreement about when the cross 
became part of God's plan. Both Richard Rice and Greg Boyd believe the cross 
was intended from the beginning. Citing 1 Pet 1:20 and Rev 13:8, Boyd writes, 
"It seems that the incarnation and crucifixion were part of God's plan from 'be
fore the foundation of the world.' " l8 This seems contradictory, requiring divine 
foreknowledge of both the fall and the necessity of reconciliation. On the other 
hand, E. Frank Tupper and John Sanders believe that the incarnation was 
planned from the beginning but that the cross was not. Sanders maintains, "The 
path of the cross comes about only through God's interaction with humans in 
history. Until this moment [at Gethsemane] in history other routes were, per
haps, open."19 Tupper's view holds, "the openness of Jesus' future to a 
trajectory that has begun to shape but not to determine its historical actualiza
tion and, in addition, the limitation inherent in Jesus' human finitude that can 
anticipate but not know his unformed future."20 Tupper's view points toward the 

,4Jürgen Moltmann, The Crucified God: The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and 
Criticism of Christian Theology (trans. R. A. Wilson and John Bowden; Minneapolis: For
tress, 1993), 116. 

,5Moltmann, Crucified God, 266. 
16Sanders, God Who Risks, 103. 
,7Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God (trans. 

Margaret Kohl; San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1981), 46. 
18 Boyd, God of the Possible, 45. 
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20E. Frank Tupper, "The Self-Limitation of God," PRSt 34 (2007): 161-91. 
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crucial aspect that it is not whether or not Jesus foreknew his fate that is most 
important but that out of love Jesus remained willing to suffer for us. The 
logical conclusion, within the open theist system, is that the cross became ne
cessary after sin entered the world, when the relationship between God and 
creation was broken, even if Jesus in his earthly finitude did not know this as 
certain until near the end of his life. 

Moltmann appeals to the image in Rev 13:8 of the Lamb slain from the 
foundation of the world. This text could be interpreted to mean that God deter
mined the cross from the beginning. But according to Moltmann, "The cross is 
at the centre of the Trinity.. . . Before the world was, the sacrifice was already 
in God."21 The slain Lamb was always a possibility within God. God was al
ways willing to suffer the cross, but it was not always necessary or planned. 
This coheres with the relational framework of open theism; God has always 
been willing to suffer to maintain a true relationship with creation. This possi
bility of suffering is part and parcel of the kenosis, or self-limitation, of God. 
The concept of kenosis is crucial in establishing that viewing the cross as the 
suffering of God does not reduce atonement to theodicy. 

Creation as Kenosis 
Gunton fears that, "To see the suffering of Jesus largely in terms of the suffer
ing of God, is to lose the strong and important biblical teaching that God does 
not suffer history, he moves it."22 This is a valid concern. It may be met by re
cognizing that God's creation of the world involves kenosis. Kenosis is the idea 
of the self-limitation or self-emptying of God; it involves some form of relin
quishing divine attributes. Many theologians acknowledge some form of 
kenosis in the incarnation and death of the Son. But many, including Gunton, do 
not hold kenosis to be implicit in the creation of the world. 

Gunton writes: "It is doubtful whether the continuity between creation 
and incarnation should be expressed by calling the activity of divine creation 
also an act of kenosis. It is one thing to give to the world being and form, anoth
er to enter its fallen structures to renew them."231 submit that this divine giving 
of being and form does entail kenosis. True, there is "little scriptural support for 
the view that to create is, for God, to suffer"; the biblical accounts convey 
God's freedom and joy in creation, not suffering; God sees what God has made 
and it is good.24 But Gunton unduly distinguishes between giving the world be
ing and form and entering its structures. Such a distinction misses the fact that, 
for God, creation is not simply giving form as if painting a picture or construct
ing a palace. God is not filling wall space in a divine cosmic museum. Rather, 
the Scriptures reveal that God is "creating a covenant partner and taking a risk 
of faith on him. He creates one who is other than himself, a stranger to his 

2lMoltmann, Trinity and Kingdom, 83. 
22Gunton, Christ and Creation, 87. 
23Gunton, Christ and Creation, 85. 
24Gunton, Christ and Creation, 85. 
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being, and goes on pilgrimage with him." God enters creation long before the 
incarnation by entering into covenant with creation. 

It is not necessary to equate kenosis, self-emptying or self-renunciation, 
exclusively with suffering, in any active or even physical sense. As George Ellis 
writes, kenosis is not a mode of action that "demands acting in a sacrificial way 
at all times', what it propose[s] is that at all times one would be willing to do 
so."26 This differentiates kenosis from self-immolation. One need not associate 
kenosis solely with death on the cross; nor must one envision kenotic creation to 
be painful like childbirth or the work of a "tortured" artist. Kenosis can be con
ceived of as subjecting one's own interests and needs to the well-being and 
development of another, for the greater end of relationship. While one need not 
say that God suffers in the act of lending form, in creating a covenant partner, 
God accepts the possibility of suffering from that point onward. Keith Ward 
maintains that, "God is inclusively infinite, and the divine perfection must in
clude relationship to whatever other realities exist. . . . God relates to finite 
creatures in ways which make the divine reality different than it would have 
been had there been no such creatures."27 God freely chooses to allow creatures 
to affect the divine reality, which involves self-limitation of God's part. Open 
theists, among many others, believe that God is not a divine puppet master, but 
that God lovingly interacts with creatures. God's will and actions are not ex
haustively determinative but exist alongside other causes and influences that 
God freely allows to operate. God "seeks by the persuasion of love to draw [his 
creatures] to himself. Kenosis, then, belongs to the creation of rational creatures 
even before it belongs to incarnation."28 As John Polkinghorn states, "Kenotic 
creation and divine action are opposite sides of the same theological coin." 

Creation, and not only the incarnation, is kenosis. The ramifications of 
this premise lead us to understand God as the suffering God of love. According 
to Moltmann, "If we start from God's kenosis, we discover his almighty power 
in his almighty suffering patience. . . . It is not God's power that is almighty. 
What is almighty is his love."30 In starting from kenosis, we must keep in mind 
that God chose to manifest his power in this way, to limit himself. Once God 
has chosen kenosis, then his love is the strongest power there is, and through 
demonstration of his love, God calls us into cooperative, communal work to 
achieve his purposes. God's suffering is proof and demonstration of his love. 

Paul Fiddes, The Creative Suffering of God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1988), 56. 

26George F. R. Ellis, "Kenosis as a Unifying Theme for Life and Cosmology," in 
The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis (ed. John Polkinghorne; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2001), 107-26; emphasis original. 

27Keith Ward, "Cosmos and Kenosis," in The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis 
(ed. John Polkinghorne; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 152-66. 

28Ward, "Cosmos and Kenosis,'* 162. 
29Polkinghome, John, "Kenotic Creation and Divine Action," in The Work of Love: 

Creation as Kenosis (ed. John Polkinghorne; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 90-106; em
phasis original. 

30Jürgen Moltmann, "God's Kenosis in the Creation and Consummation of the 
World," in The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis (ed. John Polkinghorne; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2001), 137-51. 
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Plerosis 
The freedom of God must be maintained, lest we conflate God with creation. 
Because God limits himself, allowing that some things are out of his control, 
there is risk. In some ways, God allows himself to be dependent upon the world. 
Thus, God can be changed by the world. There is a sense in which God hence
forth needs the world, but only because God freely chooses to need it, not 
because any part of the divine nature bids God do so of intrinsic necessity. I 

Neither does any aspect of creation force God to suffer because of its own pain
ful plight. This would make God's suffering remuneration for ours. Paul Fiddes 
states, "We may affirm God's own freedom by putting the situation like this: it 
is not that God must suffer, the world being what it is, but God has made the 
world as it is because he chooses to suffer with it." 

Though kenosis makes works of love possible, it also makes suffering 
possible for God. This prompts the question of why God would allow himself to 
suffer change, what impetus lies behind such risk? Fiddes states, "We may say 
that God can actually fulfil his being through the world in suffering because he 
chooses to do so; he chooses that the world should be necessary to him. . . . it is 
coherent to say that God is changed by the world in suffering and that this con
tributes to his being, if he freely chooses that this should be so."33 Fiddes' 
contention may lead some to question God's omnipotence and freedom. In re
spect to the question of whether God can then do anything, the answer must be 
no, lest we impute to God a mercurial, whimsical being akin to the gods of 
Greek and Roman mythology. There must be some nature of God, some desire 
out of which God chooses and acts. But God's actions also serve to define the 
divine nature. Thus, we may say that God's will and God's nature or desire are 
one and "because what he freely chooses is his manner of being, there can be no 
meaning in the phrase 'he need not have done so.' "34 This might seem to fetter 
God to some external compulsion or make God subject to the world as in 
process theology. It proves to be coherent for the simple fact that God did create 
this world. God could have created a different world, but he did not. If God de
sired a different world it seems he, in his freedom, would have chosen that one 
and not this one. We must allow that God could have achieved his purposes in 
other ways yet also maintain that there is a reason God did not choose another 
way. This only makes sense if kenosis allows for possibilities that would not 
otherwise be realized. The creative cooperation that it allows must have some 
higher end. To use the word "need" is really only to impute a desirable purpose 
to an action. The purpose, then, is the counterpart of kenosis: plerosis, or ful
fillment. 

If kenosis is an emptying, plerosis is a fulfilling. "So if we can speak of 
a kenosis in God, a renunciation of his absolute and unmixed perfection, we 
must also speak of a pleroma, or fulfillment, in God, by which new forms of 

31 Paul S. Fiddes, "Creation Out of Love," in The Work of Love: Creation as Keno
sis (ed. John Polkinghorne; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 167-91. 

32Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 35; emphasis original. 
33 Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 68; emphasis original. 
34Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 68-75. 
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perfection are added by creatures to the divine being." The key aspect is new 
forms of perfection. It is not like taking money out of an account only to have it 
repaid in the exact amount, without interest. If that were the case, we are back to 
a kind of propitiatory idea of God. But, "If we have a more dynamic view of the 
act of divine willing or desiring as ultimate, then there is scope for God to allow 
created beings to contribute to the very making of possibilities."36 God accepts 
such risk because when creation responds to God's self-sacrificing love in kind, 
"the creation enriches the glory of God by works of love that are co-creative 
with him."37 This is what it means for creation to glorify God. New possibilities 
emerge and co-creative works of love transcend to add to God's perfection. As 
Ellis writes, "The key idea is that the fundamental aim of loving action shapes 
the nature of creation and of transcendence in practice, setting their meaning, 
implications, and limitations. Thus we take seriously the concept that the pur
pose of the universe is precisely to make this kind of sacrificial response 
possible, and pursue the implications."38 

God does not limit himself only to the extent that creatures are allowed 
a role in realizing possibilities that already exist within God. If we conceive of 
the kenosis-plerosis process as fixed beforehand, then there is no true risk in
volved. We have a natural proclivity "to think of an essential and eternal 
reservoir of all possibilities in God."3 If this were the case, the limit of God's 
fulfillment or glory would be definitely fixed. But if, freely and purposely, God 
truly has allowed creatures to contribute to the very making of possibilities, we 
must abandon this notion that all possibilities are essentially contained in God. 
We must surrender this notion to the sovereignty of God, the sovereignty out of 
which God chooses to be the suffering God that he has revealed himself to be, 
in the Scriptures and throughout human history. 

We may conceptualize two areas or sources of plerosis, corresponding 
to the two kenotic acts discussed above—creation and incarnation. They are 
neither mutually exclusive nor exhaustively limited, but rather two sides of the 
same coin. On the cross, God fulfills himself because there he is most fully di
vine. The cross is the unique, culminating revelation of Godself. It is, as Gunton 
holds, "no act of depotentiation . . . rather the supreme act of divine power: the 
power through which the world is made whole." ° But that is not the end of the 
story. On the cross, uniquely though not solely there, God reveals himself as the 
suffering God, the God who is willing to suffer on behalf of his creation, for the 
sake of his purpose for creation. God's suffering is not an end in and for itself. 
God "fulfils his own being through suffering, since he can only become more 
truly himself through suffering with the world, but the suffering itself is not the 
fulfilment of his purpose. What actually fulfils God is the satisfaction of his 
desire."41 

35Ward, "Cosmos and Kenosis," 160. 
36Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 189; emphasis original. 
37Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 85-86. 
38Ellis, "Kenosis as a Unifying Theme," 114; emphasis original. 
39Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 189. 
40Gunton, Christ and Creation, 84. 
41 Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 109; emphasis original. 



JOURNAL OF THE NABPR 329 

Through the cross, it is now possible for us to be reconciled with God. 
The cross is "the power through which the world is made whole." But, the 
world is not yet whole. The possibilities of the coming Kingdom still remain, 
some open and also possibilities not yet created. Here there is also potential for 
plerosis. This is the glorious fruit of the covenantal relationship between God 
and creation, for which we were created in the first place. Sin shut the door on 
the possibility of co-creative works of love. For sin is broken relationship, and 
without relationship, there can be no co-creation. The cross became necessary to 
draw us back to God so that his desire can be satisfied, so that once again there 
might be even the potential for new co-creative acts of love. If "the purpose of 
the universe is precisely to make this kind of sacrificial response possible," the 
problem is that as sin entered the picture, creation lost sight of God and ceased 
responding sacrificially. This leads us back to the function of the cross in 
atonement. 

The Function of the Cross in Atonement 
If atonement is the entire process of reconciliation and not only the cross event, 
we must examine how the cross functions within the process. The cross is the 
fulcrum of the process. God's suffering leads us back to him. Reconciliation 
requires response from both parties, making it dependent to an extent on us, but 
our response would not be possible without the cross. It is often said that we 
are forgiven our sins because of the cross. But the cross was not a condition of 
forgiveness, which is unconditional. Thus, Brummer maintains, "The suffering 
of Jesus cannot be seen as merely the condition for God's forgiveness. It is, ra
ther, the direct expression of this forgiveness."42 The cross reveals the price God 
pays for forgiveness and the self-suffering God accepts. Though the cross is a 
revelation and not a condition of forgiveness, Christ's suffering "is a necessary 
condition for this forgiveness to achieve reconciliation."43 Reconciliation re
quires forgiveness on God's part and repentance and change of heart on the part 
of humanity.44 

The cross also issues a judgment. If a broken relationship is to be res
tored, the offence cannot simply be forgotten. For the one who forgives, there 
must be "an acceptance of the experience of [the offender] into oneself that is 
nothing less than a journey of painful discovery."45 This acceptance is judg
ment, and it is this judgment which effects transformation because it awakens 
the offender to what he or she has done.46 This painful revelation on the cross is 
required because creation has lost the image of God. We will not and cannot 
repent because we have forgotten who God is; we are without knowledge of 
God.47 We see this suffering of God in the Old Testament as well. Walter 
Brueggemann demonstrates how part of Jeremiah's prophetic task was to em
body the pain of God that Israel might feel it and repent; the hope of Jeremiah is 

Brummer, Atonement, 87. 
'Brummer, Atonement, 87; emphasis original. 
[Brümmev, Atonement, 41. 
Tiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 158. 
'Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 160. 
'Brummer, Atonement, 85. 
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that, "the ache of God could penetrate the numbness of history." We must see 
the pain of God that comes from suffering the judgment of our sin in order to 
stir us from our sin-induced stupor. 

God communicates his suffering through prophets in the OT, but it is 
uniquely revealed in the cross, for it is there that God becomes human and expe
riences the full death that is the consequence of sin. Through Christ's suffering 
on the cross, God reminds us who he is and shows us what he is willing to suf
fer because he loves us and wants to heal the broken relationship. We see not 
only the deadly consequences of our sin but also the self-sacrificing loving na
ture of God. On the cross, "God objectifies his being for us to grasp, as divine 
being in which the world has for its part already been objectified."49 Human 
beings still have within themselves the image of God, but it is obscured. We 
have lost not only knowledge of God but also self-knowledge. The incarnation 
leading to the cross reveals both God's identity and our own identity. Brummer 
writes, "By revealing to us in Jesus what it means to live in his fellowship, it 
becomes clear to us how far we have strayed from this ideal and have failed to 
realize our daimon in life."50 It is the cross that opens our eyes and enables us to 
realize this daimon. 

If the cross is only part of the process, what can we mean in saying that 
Christ atones for our sin once and for all? This is the implication of the wounds 
on the risen Christ. "The cross can only be of truly universal effect in human 
life if it has had some effect upon the being of God."51 That is the once-and-for-
all part of atonement that makes reconciliation possible, though not completed, 
for all. Ever since the Council of Nicea, orthodox Christianity has held that Je
sus the Son is of one substance with the Father, and since the Council of 
Chalcedon, Christianity has held that Jesus Christ was both fully human and 
fully God. The traditional doctrine of the perichoresis, the reciprocal penetration 
and indwelling, of Father and Son is evident in John 14: "I am in the Father and 
the Father is in me" (John 14:11, NRSV). Thus Sergius Bulgakov maintains that 
the Father and the Holy Spirit "co-participate" in the suffering and death of the 
Son.52 On one hand, there is differentiation between Father and Son in that the 
Father gives up the Son and the Son gives up himself. On the other hand, the 
Father and the Son are one in "their common spirit of giving-up, or loving sur
render and this unity of nature is the Holy Spirit of love."5 Unless one denies 
that Jesus was both fully God and fully human, "it seems even less meaningful 
to distinguish so sharply between the experience of 'death' by the Father, and 
'dying' by the Son, and to refuse to speak of the death 'of God."54 On the 

48Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001), 
55; emphasis original. 

49Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 152. 
50Brümmer, Atonement, 90. 
5'Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 6. 
52Sergius Bulgakov, The Lamb of God (trans. Boris Jakim; Grand Rapids: Eerd

mans, 2008), 312-35. For an excellent overview and critique of Bulgakov's theology see Paul 
L. Gavrilyuk, "The Kenotic Theology of Sergius Bulgakov," SJT58 (2005): 251-69. 

53Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 197. 
54Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 197. 
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cross, God suffers and is changed. God does this so that his experience may 
change us and bring us back into relationship with him. We should not fear this 
change in God, as if it made God less God. Rather we can never be thankful 
enough for that change; for it is our life, our future, the recovering of possibility 
for creation in God. Because ofthat change our judge is not blindfolded Justice 
with a scale and a sword, but one wearing a robe dipped in blood. 

The Suffering God as Our Rock? 
One may ask whether all this talk of a suffering God does not leave helpless 
people to trust in a helpless God. The Psalmist often refers to God as his strong
hold and rock (Pss 18:31; 19:14; 28:1; 42:9; 62:7; 89:26; 95:1). Does a suffering 
God mean we cannot look to God as our stronghold and our rock? By no means: 
"There is no reason why a God who depends upon nothing else for existence 
itself should not choose to depend on others for some aspects of the mode of 
existence."55 What is almighty is love. Love is not what we usually think of 
when we think of power. But this is what prompts Paul to say to the Romans, "I 
am not ashamed of the gospel." The implication is that there are many who are 
ashamed of the gospel because they find it weak. Yet Paul, in the same breath, 
says that the gospel is not weakness but "the power of God for salvation to eve
ryone who has faith" (Rom 1:16, NRSV). The message of the cross is 
"foolishness to those who are perishing," but, "God's foolishness is wiser than 
human wisdom, and God's weakness is stronger than human strength" (1 Cor 
1:18, 25, NRSV). 

It is this thinking that does assure us. If we only impute a militaristic 
kind of power to God, we will watch the news and see the tanks of evil forces 
crushing helpless villages and think only of vengeance. In righteous indignation, 
there is even the temptation to fantasize about the day when God will see to it 
that evil ones get what is theirs. That they will, but that is not what God wants. 
Love changes who we are; militaristic power only changes what we do. The 
power of violence is an external, constraining force; love compels us from with
in. 

Fiddes writes, "I propose that a God who creates 'out of love' has 
needs to be satisfied."56 How can a needy God be our rock and stronghold? 
This is what Gunton misses in stating that creation is not kenosis. We should 
not say that God is helplessly lacking or wanting in any way. Rather, God wills 
to limit himself in such a way that creation is kenosis, and once God created, 
then needs arose to be satisfied. In the satisfaction of these needs, God becomes 
more fully himself. Yet, I think Fiddes goes too far in saying, "A Creator who 
chooses to be in need for the sake of love will also be ready for the eternal pain 
of noticing that some note is missing, some counterpoint lacking, some harmo
ny not quite complete, in the song of praise arising from a reconciled 
creation."57 This cannot be true, for God fulfills himself in being love. If God 
did not fulfill himself in being love, then God empties himself with only a 

'Fiddes, "Creation Out of Love," 172; emphasis original. 
'Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 169. 
'Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 191. 
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potential return of fulfillment. There is no ground to speculate that God will be 
eternally conscious of something missing, for that would vitiate the divine full
ness or pleroma. 

Fiddes states, "There will be no deficiency in [the creatures'] beatific 
vision, for they will be perfectly related to God and God will have healed their 
past."58 But this suggests a possible deficiency in God's vision, for all eternity. 
In fact, this suggests an inevitable deficiency, for the very fact that God does 
and already has suffered means that there already has been failure of creation to 
respond fully to God. Because God fulfills himself in being love, we should not 
speak of God's disappointment in some deficiency of beatified creation, for that 
suggests the blissful contentment of creation as God meanwhile eternally rumi
nates on what could have been. 

If, as Fiddes argues, God's self-emptying allows for new possibilities 
of which God is not already aware, then it follows that God could not be dissa
tisfied that they go unrealized. If there are possibilities not yet known to God, 
then their failure to actuate cannot leave any emptiness in God, since God 
would not have ever even considered them. Thus we can say that any and all 
possibilities which are cooperatively created and fulfilled will result in plerosis 
and beauty, but there cannot and will not be any vacuum left in God after the 
union of the new heaven and new earth (Rev 21:1). 

Theodicy vs. Atonement 
We have established that God suffers on the cross, but perhaps we have still not 
fully answered why, the burning reason, we must view the cross ''primarily or 
prominently as suffering and cling to the Suffering God. To answer that ques
tion we must turn to theodicy. This brings the discussion back to the wounds of 
the risen Christ and the indictment that viewing Christ on the cross as the suffer
ing God seems more like an attempt to justify God in the face of evil and 
suffering than a means of atonement. According to the Scriptures, the risen Chr
ist does have wounds. He shows them to Thomas and the disciples in John 
20:27. This theme is also present in the image of the lamb who was slain in 
Rev 13:8 and in the Word of God with robe dipped in blood in Rev 19:13. This 
image of suffering is crucial to open theism; God suffers for the sake of an open 
future in genuine relationship with creation. Sanders writes, "God has been 
walking this path ever since he created our world. God has known suffering for 
a long time, but now he experiences it from our side through Jesus."59 God 
could have created a world in which gratuitous evil was not possible, a world 
without sin and without suffering. But God did not, for that was never the 
point—the point is love, a loving relationship moving toward the perfection of 
creation to the kingdom of God. God condescended to create the kind of world 
that allows for genuine partnership with creation, accepting limitations not 

Tiddes, "Creation Out of Love," 191. 
'Sanders, God Who Risks, 106. 
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imposed from without. God's suffering became possible in the act of creating 
itself, with his self-limitation. God's suffering stretches back through history to 
Eden; it was not confined to the cross. 

There is suffering in our world, and though sin does cause suffering, 
suffering is not confined to sin. Moltmann states, "Misery is the lot of anyone 
who sins against God. This misery is already inherent in the sin itself. That is 
why the sinner is not really a wrongdoer who has to be punished in addition."61 

Suffering "goes far beyond the experience of guilt and the experience of 
grace."6 Because of the limitations inherent in creation and the risk involved in 
love and relationship, suffering does not occur only because of sin. This is why 
the suffering of the world cannot be explained in forensic terms—every death of 
a child is not punishment for the parents' or child's sin. That kind of legal 
framework does not account for innocent suffering. This is the witness of Job. 

Gunton claims that the cross must be viewed in terms of divine agency. 
If we view the cross only in terms of divine agency, then we lose part of the 
relational aspect. It is divine agency, and it is God's initiative, but we cannot 
view the cross only as such; we must view it "prominently" as the suffering of 
God. Otherwise, when viewed strictly in terms of agency, it becomes forensic 
justification or damage control and deemphasizes God's loving forgiveness and 
our sin. It does not reveal a broken relationship so much as it reveals a legal 
transgression or a world simply gone out of whack that needs correction to re
turn to the status quo. The hope of kenosis, as discussed above, is not stasis but 
plerosis and the emergence of new possibilities to be realized. 

We must see in the cross both the suffering of sin and the suffering of 
love; we must see both our sin and also that sin is not the whole of it. God is not 
saving a business from going under; God is recovering community so that in 
partnership with him creation may continue working toward the kingdom. We 
have to view it primarily as divine suffering, not to justify God in the face of 
evil but to see authentic love and run toward it. God forgives because he loves, 
because God is love. The one who forgives must suffer, and we have to see this 
suffering to repent. Love cannot coerce or force. Because God is love, God can 
neither force us to love him nor buy our love through gifts or sacrifice. As 
Brummer says, "God does not try to 'earn' our love by his offer of salvation. He 
wants us to love him because we identify with him, and not on account of what 
we can receive from him in return. If we love heaven rather than God, then our 
efforts are directed towards our own interests and we fail to identify with the 
will of God."63 

The suffering God of open theism is not merely a justification of the 
suffering of Job. God does not restore Job's prosperity because Job remains 
righteous; if that were the case, then it would mean that Satan's taunt in Job 1:9-
11 is right, that Job does trust God merely because God blesses him. Likewise, 

60Clark Pinnock, Richard Rose, and John Sanders, The Openness of God: A Biblical 
Challenge to the Traditional Understanding of God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity. 1994), 
113. 

6Moltmann, Trinity and Kingdom, 50. 
62Moltmann, Trinity and Kingdom. 51. 
63Brümmer, Atonement, 49. 
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we are not to trust in God despite our suffering only because God suffers. God's 
suffering paves our way back to him, because it leads us to trust God because of 
his loving character, to trust God and enter into relationship with him because of 
who he is, not because of what God can give us or do for us. 

The suffering God does not suffer because we suffer, in the sense of 
justifying our suffering or reconciling us to our suffering. But we are fixated on 
our suffering, and that fixation has to be broken. Selfishness, or "the worship of 
the self that is the ultimate outcome and form of idolatry," is the key problem.64 

For it is through this lens that we view suffering. It is hard for us to see God's 
revelation of himself and the revelation of our sin that comes on the cross be
cause // is out of theodicy that we see the world. We look around at the 
ungodliness of "God's world" and question God's goodness and power. As 
Moltmann writes, the question of theodicy "is not really a question at all, in the 
sense of something we can ask or not ask, like other questions. It is the open 
wound of life in this world."65 Gunton's understandable concern turns out to be 
inadequate because it assumes that we can look at atonement without bringing 
theodicy into the picture. But we cannot because we live in a world that suffers. 
We live in the open wound, and thus, theodicy and atonement cannot be com
pletely separated: "The universal significance of the crucified Christ on 
Golgotha is only really comprehended through the theodicy question."66 Gunton 
is right in saying that this view makes atonement resemble theodicy. But it is 
only through theodicy that we can fully grasp atonement. We must go there first 
because we live in a world full of suffering, both guilty and innocent. 

Theodicy and atonement cannot be completely separated just as theodi
cy and anything cannot be completely separated. We see suffering and evil on 
the news every day, like fresh drops of blood staining the loose stitches of the 
wound that never heals, the wound in which we live. But this does not mean 
that theodicy and atonement must be conflated. This open wound is not healed, 
but neither are we completely enclosed. Though we live in it, we can still look 
up and see the unbloodied realm beyond, but only if our gaze is directed up
ward. If we only look around at eye level or stare down at the red ground, we are 
confined to a bloody hopelessness. The suffering God directs our gaze outwards 
and upwards. 

It is the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, "the kenosis of the Son of 
God," which is "the pattern of life for the one entering community."67 Molt
mann quotes Georg Büchner: "Why am I suffering? That is the rock of atheism. 
The faintest quiver of pain, even in an atom, rends creation from top to bot
tom."68 The wounds of the risen Christ testify, "no, this is untrue." The cross 
shows us how blighted we are by selfishness, how wrong we are to equate hea
ven merely with the absence of suffering. That is like valuing freedom of choice 
over true freedom. 

Gunton, Christ and Creation, 114. 
65Moltmann, Trinity and Kingdom, 49; emphasis original. 
66Moltmann, Trinity and Kingdom, 52. 
67Gunton, Christ and Creation, 114. 
68Georg Büchner, Dantons Tod, Act III, quoted in Moltmann, Trinity and Kingdom, 
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The kind of love we see in the suffering God prompts one to stop ask
ing what God can do for me and start asking what I can do for God and for 
creation, for others. When we behold the suffering of God in the process of 
atonement, we are called out of our imprisoning fixation on actuality into the 
healing liberation of possibility. Any honest and tenable theological or religious 
system must acknowledge the suffering and evil in the world. Acknowledgment, 
however, does not necessitate justification or acceptance. 

The Power of "Possible" Thinking 
The idea of co-creative works of love creating new possibilities was discussed 
above. Through atonement, when we are reconciled to God, these possibilities 
constitute a beatified future for God and for us. This future fulminates against 
the present, against suffering and death.69 Building on the work of Heidegger 
and Kierkegaard, Moltmann maintains that possibility is higher than actuality, 
and that possibility transforms actuality.70 In The Sickness Unto Death, Kierke
gaard's pseudonym Anti-Climacus writes, "For it is not the case, as the 
philosophers would explain it, that necessity is a unity of possibility and actuali
ty; no, actuality is the unity of possibility and necessity."71 In opposition to the 
pantheistic confusion of Creator with creation that he found in Hegel, Kierke
gaard posits a form of God's self-limitation which is both a more almighty 
almightiness and the genesis of possibility. God limits himself and patiently 
waits, and, "By doing this, the waiting and awaiting one keeps an open space 
for the other, gives the other time, and creates possibilities of life for the oth
er." Possibility is higher than actuality because it has time on its side; it is 
open, whereas actuality is closed. It affirms that things can be different. 

Christ on the cross is not to be viewed as the suffering God in order to 
make sense of suffering. Neither does the cross mean that sin is the root of all 
suffering. Suffering does not "make sense." Open theism does not hold to the 
suffering God in order to explain suffering in any way that would make human 
or divine suffering a necessary factor in the equation. The possibility of suffer
ing was necessary for the kind of world God desired and freely chose to create, 
and suffering actualized against the will of God. The attempt to justify the exis
tence of suffering as necessary ultimately serves to weave it permanently into 
the tapestry of the world. Justifying suffering in this way means relinquishing 
hope of deracinating it and triumphing over it.73 It means relinquishing hope 
that things can or will get better on this earth. 

But there is a difference in saying that the suffering that does exist can 
be given purpose. As Moltmann writes, "Anyone who perceives God's presence 
and love in the God-forsakenness of the crucified Son, sees God in all things."74 

God's suffering shows us that though suffering is not yet ended, it can be a 

69Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 88. 
70Moltmann, "God's Kenosis in the Creation," 150. 
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protest against the current actuality and a means to victory over it. According to 
Fiddes, "The belief that God is uniquely at one with the crucified Jesus turns all 
human values upside down; God is revealed not as the one who causes suffer
ing, or has escaped great suffering, but who suffers."75 God's suffering is 
almighty and not impotent because only it can change our attitudes toward God 
and creation. This is active suffering in and for the act of ending suffering. 

This suffering is distinct from a passive or accepted suffering that does 
not work to change actuality but waits for an eventual reward or a better future 
somewhere else. That is the attitude that this world is not our home, that we are 
only passing through. The suffering God "enables us not only to cope with our 
own suffering, but also to destroy the causes of needless suffering in the 
world."76 When the implications of possibility really set in with us, we come to 
understand that actuality is not final, that a different actuality is not out of reach, 
and this galvanizes us to work to make it so. The suffering God of the cross em
bodies suffering that effects change here and now; possibility tears holes in the 
constrictive fabric of actuality. 

Yes, it does all seem backwards. But that is what it means to say that 
the suffering God turns the world's value system upside down. As Ellis writes, 
"In the end it is fundamental that kenosis has a paradoxical nature—when truly 
successful it represents a transition to a higher plane of action and meaning 
that transforms the nature of what is happening and how it is seen."11 We may 
say that the disclosure of possibility found in atonement makes theodicy at least 
an open wound that can and will be healed rather than a necrotic one in which 
we must die. This understanding allows us to live in the world, with its suffering 
and evil, without being reconciled to it. The realm of possibility can be a protest 
against actuality. Once the suffering God has called us to look up out of the 
wound to the realm of the possible then, atoned and reconciled to God, we are 
compelled not to sit and rot but to take up our needle and thread and let God 
guide us in cooperatively stitching up the walls of the wound where we can. 

Conclusion 
We can only approach the cross and atonement through theodicy. Through 
theodicy, we come to see that the answer is not found in the attempt to vindicate 
God in the presence of suffering and evil, as if to put some moral bank account 
back in the black. Through this lens we see that any forensic system does not 
answer the question, and this leaves only love. Only through this lens can we 
see a restored image of God. We see that love reaches farther than suffering, 
absorbing suffering into itself. It is not fate that crucifies Christ; it is love. God 
must reveal himself as the suffering God because God is love, and that is the 
image of God that we have lost. Atonement in its fullest sense—the completion 
of the process of reconciliation—can only begin to happen when we get past the 
theodicy question. 

75Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 89. 
76Fiddes, Creative Suffering of God, 146. 
77Ellis, "Kenosis as a Unifying Theme," 126; emphasis original. 
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The twentieth century proved that evil and suffering can never be 
whipped through any human system of government or morals. Until the suffer
ing God pierces our selfish sense of entitlement to the absence of suffering, we 
will forever be stuck like Job, calling for God to justify himself, confusing God 
with an idea of God. Open theism is not merely theodicy because it does not 
justify evil or suffering as necessary. That is what theistic determinism and 
process theology do. Instead, open theism simply claims that suffering and evil 
do exist and, though they exist against the will of God, suffering can be given 
purpose. It can serve to bring us back into the union with God which will one 
day put all suffering to an end: 

The history of glorifying is at the same time a history of unifying. . . . 
Man glorifies God essentially in that he completes the fellowship of God. 
God comes to his own 'union' through including man in the fellowship 
between the Father and the Son. In suffering, God opens himself to in
clude within his life all who suffer; then he comes to his glory by 
glorifying them.78 

The union of God and creation which is regained through suffering is the glory 
of God. 

The suffering God takes the entire, gaping wound of theodicy into him
self. We see it in the wounds of the risen Christ. And even as we live within this 
gaping wound that is the world, we may also live in the wounds of Christ. If 
Christ's crucifixion was simply to restore creation to its status quo, its original 
state, then the wounds are not necessary. But this is not a zero-sum game. If the 
cross were only functional, then the crucified Christ becomes "superfluous in 
the realm of the redeemed existence which is immediate to God."79 The wounds 
remain because creation was never meant to simply exist statically, eternally in 
its first state. There is no room for interpénétration if there is no room for 
growth. Gunton asks whether God suffers history or moves history.80 God 
moves history, but God has willed to limit himself that we help him to move 
it—toward its perfection, toward the Kingdom. The wounds of Christ not only 
say to a world of doubting Thomases, "See, it is me. It is finished, and I have 
survived," the wounds of Christ also say, "I love you. Now it is open for us. I 
want you to create with me." 

In the eschaton, after all has been redeemed, after sin has been van
quished, still the wounds of the crucified Christ do not become superfluous, for 
they are testaments of beauty and glory. For though this eschaton will not differ 
in goodness or truth from any that God may have exhaustively determined, it 
will differ in beauty, which is something separate, and which can only be 
achieved through the loving cooperation of God and creation.81 
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