
EXTERNAL TO THE DRAMA ? 

The Role of God in the Story 

 
“God is the perfect poet, who in his person acts in his own creations”1 

“Long before anyone talked about nature and substance, person and Trinity, the early 
Christians had quietly but definitely discovered that they could say what they felt obliged to 

say about Jesus (and the Spirit) by telling the Jewish story of God.”2 

“Can a literary character be said to live a life from birth to death or otherwise to undergo a 
development from beginning to end ? Or is a literary character – fixed on the pages of a 
book, trapped forever in the same few words and actions – the very opposite of a living, 

developing being ?”3 

 

 In his Pulitzer prize winning novel God – A Biography Jack Miles asks the question 

that I quote : can a character within a drama have life ? And, if so, what kind of a life ? As I 

pursue a narrative approach to the nature of the Church, this is not simply a literary issue but 

also a theological question. In two of my previous essays I have sought to understand first the 

Church (and its future) as a Storytelling community and then argued, secondly, that if we are 

to understand the Bible in a narrative mode, the interpretive community model might be a 

good one to adopt.  

 But, in keeping with my narrative ethos, now we must come to the heart of the matter: 

what about God ? Where does God fit in this model ? And, more importantly, if I am to hold 

to a narrative approach to understanding God, is it at the expense of a classical formulation of 

God, matured and refined through the centuries ? Is this “narrative deity” a creature of my 

own construction, or true to the Christian witness about God ? 

                                                            
1 Paracelsus by Robert Browning 
2 N T Wright The Meaning of Jesus – Two Visions  (Harper One, New York 2007) p.163 
3 Jack Miles God – A Biography (Vintage Books, 1996) p.8 



 Obviously, I approach this task as a parish minister, ministering within an ancient 

building whose roots extend deep into the mists of time. I am therefore extremely conscious 

that for many of my own congregation, and indeed the “saints invisible” who worshipped on 

the site for over a thousand years, God has been encountered through the medium of story. In 

the tales of the Bible and the sagas from the faith community itself, the God worshipped is 

the God heard about in narrative form. And it is this horizon that in my ponderings I must 

always keep before me, lest I lose that rootedness that Christian ministry so demands. 

 One cautionary note must be sounded however, namely that the classical model is not 

an unchanging monolith handed down by the apostles, but has been refined over a period of 

several centuries. Because the classical model is not univocal, there are many formulations I 

could set against the narrative approach : from the wonderful thoughts of the Cappadocian 

Fathers to the Reformed work of Calvin. However, I will be utilising by and large the 

thinking of Thomas Aquinas (as interpreted by a modern scholar, Weinady) mainly because 

Thomism comes closest, I think, to a purely philosophical construction of God that would, at 

least superficially, seem furthest removed from any narrative attempt.  Similarly, the 

narrative approach to God is not univocal, neither in its methodology nor its way of 

comprehending the divine. I shall draw here on various narrative scholars though, as the 

reader will observe, my own preference is for Hans urs von Balthasar, since he adopts a 

dramatic methodology which best fits my own intentions. 

 In this essay therefore, I intend to take a critical look at my “narrative God”; to see 

how far I can square some of the narrative approaches to God with the classical formulation. 

And where this is seen to fail, ask whether the failure lies in the narrative model or the limits 

of the traditionally formulated understandings of God. We may also discover en-route that the 

classical formulation may even come to the aid of this narrative approach.   



 

I shall examine three key areas on the doctrine of God : 

1. The nature and being of God. 

2. The immutability of God. 

3. The impassability of God. 

 

1. THE NATURE AND BEING OF GOD. 

In speaking of the being of God, the first preliminary question that must be asked is : can 

God in fact have being ? Is existence an attribute of the divine ? Can God exist in a similar 

way to human beings or other creatures ? Or must we speak of God’s existence in a 

qualitatively different way  ? As Pannenberg puts it : “the one, ultimate origin of all things 

must be totally different from the everyday environing world.”4  Thomas Weinady, drawing 

upon Aquinas and the classical Aristotelian categories, wants to say that God has existence 

but not in the same sense as creation. God does not belong to a genus : “An ipsum esse God 

ontologically transcends the order of finite beings and thus cannot be numbered as one being 

among many.”5   

It is to assist in this process that the whole notion of the Via Negativa6 was engaged first 

by the Neo-Platonists and later in the classical Christian formulations. In this approach, God 

is not described in human terms to the nth degree (e.g. Most loving, etc.) but rather in terms 

                                                            
4 Wolfhart Pannenberg Basic Questions in Theology vol.2 (Fortress Press, Minneapolis) transl. George H Kelm  
p.128 
5 Thomas Weinady Does God change ? (St. Bede’s Publications, Still River, Massachusetts, 1985)  p.80 
6 The via Negativa was utilised in his formulations of God by Thomas Aquinas, though Aquinas took a more 
nuanced view by also utilising the via positiva too and this combination of the negation plus the affirmation 
became known as Aquinas’ via eminentiae, the eminent way. The via positiva allowed for the highest human 
qualities to be pointers to the perfection of God. 



of what God is not (e.g. God is not ignorant7). The Via Negativa is helpful in respect that it 

highlights for us the limits of human language in describing God; how can a transcendent 

One be adequately discussed in finite human concepts ?  Yet, clearly, in an narrative 

understanding of God it imposes a limit that cannot be circumvented; for if we cannot use our 

language to speak of God, how can we talk of God at all ? Webster too warns of pushing the 

via negativa approach too hard :  

whatever is said by way of negation is only an interim concept, something said on the 
way to a positive statement of God’s immensity, and its function is therefore not so much 
to deliver a substantive doctrine of what God is not, as to articulate some contrasts which 
will bring into relief the particular perfection which God is. 8 

That is not to say that I am simply dismissing the apophatic approach. As I will argue in my 

conclusion, to retain mystery in relation to God is a very necessary part of the Story itself.   

In any specifically Christian understanding of God there will always need therefore to be 

an at times delicate balance between God’s transcendence and God’s immanence. To fail to 

achieve that balance will result either in Socrates being proved right in his adage : Quae 

supra nos nihil ad nos .9 Alternatively, an overtly immanent deity it might seem would fail to 

be divine any longer and simply become part of the same mess as the rest of us.10 Any 

Christian understanding of God must take account of the specific revelation of God in Jesus 

Christ. For Karl Barth, for example, any relationship between humankind and God is only 

understandable in terms of the incarnation.11 What will be required is thus an understanding 

of God that preserves God’s otherness from us, while still retaining God’s intimacy with us, 

intimacy that is supremely seen in Jesus. John Webster, not a narrative theologian, puts this 

balance between transcendence and immanence rather nicely: “God’s immensity is the triune 

                                                            
7 We cannot say according to the Via Negativa approach that God is wise since this assumes that human beings 
know what wisdom actually is ! 
8 John Webster Confessing God (T&T Clark, London, 2005)  p.92 
9 Roughly translated : “that which is above us is nothing to do with us”. 
10 An argument often levelled against Jurgen Moltmann in his work The Crucified God 
11 Barth Church Dogmatics II/1 p. 616 



God himself in the boundless plenitude of his being, in which he is unhindered by any spatial 

constraint, and so is sovereignly free for creative and saving presence to all limited creaturely 

reality.”12 In short, God is other than us, but chooses, in his divine freedom, to be involved 

with us. This will become a factor when we consider God’s immutability and impassability.  

In any narrative approach to God, of course, God must be reflected to some degree in the 

story itself. The story must tell us something of God. This however does not necessarily mean 

that God becomes dissolved into the story. This is the criticism that Francesca Murphy levels 

in her book, God is not a story.13   For Murphy, the problem with a narrative approach to the 

Divine is that God becomes subject-matter for analysis and comment rather than a Subject 

with whom we engage at a personal level. She fears that the Creator-creature distinction will 

be dissolved and that the Story will become the creator of God, rather than the reverse : 

“language, the basic media of narrative theology, has its own objective existence, detached 

from the making hands and voice of a personal Author. It may even follow that Story 

becomes the maker of God.”14 Rather surprisingly perhaps, it is John Webster, in a re-

assertion of a classical formulation that comes to the defence of a narrative approach !  

He re-states Rahner’s rule15 regarding the economic and immanent Trinity : 

Questions of the divine nature are wholly resolved into questions of the divine 
identity…..The divine identity is disclosed in the acts of God’s being. That is, the 
singularity of God is learned, not by the adoption, refinement and qualification of a 
religious, philosophical or ethical conception of deity, but by attention to God’s self-
enactment in his inner and outer works.16 

                                                            
12 John Webster op.cit.  p.92 
13 Francesca Murphy God is not a Story (Oxford University Press, 2007) p.17 
14 ibid. p.9 
15 Rahner’s Rule is two fold : 1. That the Trinity is the nature of God and the nature of God is the Trinity. 
2. That the Immanent Trinity = the Economic Trinity. God as God is in relation to God is as God is ad extra in 
relation to us. 
16 John Webster op.cit. p.87 (italics mine) 



Within the narrative approach, those “outer works” would be the story and von Balthasar (to 

whom we will return later) would in particular argue that God’s nature and intent are 

disclosed in the outworking of the Theo-drama itself.  

David Ford for one argues that Karl Barth is a unique type of narrative theologian. 

Barth, Ford claims, utilises metaphysics in order to support his narrative approach : 

“traditional “general” ideas about God such as transcendence, independence and infinity  

arise……(Barth’s) solution is what might be called a descriptive metaphysics in support of an 

overarching story.”17  

Barth himself states : “God’s revelation is first and last a Gospel.”18 

For Barth God is act, God can only be known through events, through inter-relationship with 

humanity. God cannot be known, as some of the classical formulations might hold, in a 

purely colourless, metaphysical way. As Alan Torrance describes Barth’s approach :  “It is 

fundamentally incompatible with Barth’s Trinitarian/ecclesial approach to consider God’s 

being in isolation from God’s being with humanity as the incarnate Son/Word and the Holy 

Spirit.”19  

 Murphy’s initial criticism thus, to my mind, simply will not hold. If God is not to be 

seen in God’s actions through God’s narrative, how else is God to be seen ? We can know 

nothing of the immanent God, other than what has been revealed to us in the outworking of 

God’s revelation in Jesus Christ. More than that, Murphy is coming close to God in se 

differing from God pro me, she may indeed, pursuing this road, end up with another God 

hiding behind the skirts of the economic Trinity, the very criticism she levels against the 

narrative approach !  Furthermore John Webster warns that this strong link between 
                                                            
17 David Ford Barth and God’s story (Verlag Peter Lang, Frankfurt am Main, 1985) p.139 
18 Karl Barth Church Dogmatics Vol. ii/1 (T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1956)  p.348 
19 Alan Torrance “The Trinity” in The Cambridge Companion to Karl Barth edt. John Webster (Cambridge 
University Press, 2000) p.74 



immanent Trinity and economic Trinity must be maintained if we as creatures are in fact to 

be able to relate to God at all : “in the sense that where the world is, there also God wills to 

be and act. Otherwise the fundamental distinction between God and humanity is eroded, and 

no mutuality or fellowship between them is possible.”20 The Creator/creature distinction lays 

demands upon the Trinitarian formulations that result in Rahner’s rule. 

 To my mind, Father Herbert McCabe, whom Murphy quotes and whom she calls a 

“grammatical Thomist”21 has a wonderful way of describing God’s relation to the story : 

The doctrine of the incarnation is such that the story of Jesus is not just the story of 
God’s involvement with his creatures but…..is actually the story of God. There is one 
sense in which we must say that God has no life-story…..but there is also a sense, the 
only sense, in which God has or is a life-story, and this is the story revealed in the 
incarnation and it is the story we also call Trinity. The story of Jesus is nothing other 
than the triune life of God projected onto our history……the projection of the 
Trinitarian life of God on the rubbish dump we have made of the world.22 

Where I might slightly differ with McCabe is in his cinematic analogy to God’s life, 

preferring instead the inter-active mode of live drama; we shall return to this momentarily.  

 Some narrative thinkers do however seek to dissolve God into the story. In particular 

we see this in the treatment of the Trinity. Whereas the classical formulation of the Trinity 

will speak of Greek or Latin philosophical terms such as hypostasis, ousia and substantia, 

most narrative thinkers would prefer to avoid such historically contextual terms, as these do 

not lend themselves to an easily understood narrative23. Gerard Loughlin is one narrative 

theologian who, in my view, comes dangerously close to Murphy’s allegation of dissolving 

God into the narrative. Similar to Barth,  Loughlin views God as an event, a happening that 

descends upon us, Loughlin speaks of the Trinity as a “threefold telling of God”24. In 

                                                            
20 John Webster op.cit. p.101 
21 Francesca Murphy op.cit. p.242 
22 Herbert McCabe God matters (Mowbray, London, 1987) pp.48‐9, as quoted by Murphy op.cit. p.242 
23 Keith Ward in particular makes the point of the historical contextualisation of metaphysical concepts of God 
in his book Rethinking Christianity (One World, Oxford 2007) 
24 Gerard Loughlin Telling God’s Story (Cambridge University Press, 1999) p.194 



Loughlin’s narrative model however the primacy of the God the Father is lost, the uniqueness 

of the persons of the Trinity dissolved and we end up with a sort of story-modalism. As 

Loughlin puts it : 

There are three stories, and together they constitute the threefold story of God…..it is 
the experience of God with God’s people, as Father, Son and Spirit, that impels the 
Trinitarian naming, and that naming is the only and sufficient reason for the threefold 
telling of God……in the different names of God in these stories, that there is found 
the one and only reason for distinguishing Father, Son and Spirit in the one work of 
God’s creation.25 

For Loughlin the Trinity simply becomes a methodological construct in order to tell all three 

stories as one.  

 Robert Jenson too puts God into a narrative context, though the uniqueness of 

Jenson’s approach in its eschatological dimension. For Jenson, the Trinity is only 

understandable if located not at the commencement of Time but in its concluding chapters. 

Jenson states : “the immanent Trinity is simply the eschatological reality of the 

economic…..instead of interpreting Christ’s deity as a separate entity that always was – and 

preceding analogously with the Spirit – we should interpret it as a final outcome.”26 Thus for 

Jenson, God becomes God in se only in the eschatological moment. This is similar in some 

ways to Barth’s own post-temporality of God27 : “The perfection is God Himself in His post-

temporality”28 Where Barth differs from Jenson however is that Barth is careful not to limit 

God’s freedom by placing God in toto only at the end of time : 

The conceptions of God’s pre-temporality, supra-temporality and post-temporality 
have all to be emphasised in their different ways. But they are not to be played off 
against the other, as if God could be better known and were to be taken more 
seriously under one of these forms and less so or not at all under another.29 

                                                            
25 Ibid.  
26 Robert Jenson The Triune Identity (Wipf and Stock, Eugene Oregon, 2002) p.140 
27 Jenson indeed acknowledges his indebtedness to Karl Barth. 
28 Barth Church Dogmatics ii/1 p.629 
29 Ibid. p.631 



Where my own narrative approach and Jenson’s partly dovetail is in this eschatological 

move, for in my previous essays I have argued for the “eschatological driver”30 to the 

narrative itself.31 Like Barth though I would baulk a little in Jenson’s over stress on placing 

God only at the eschatological moment.  

 Murphy herself in her critique of a narrative approach focuses on a cinematic 

approach to the Trinity. Utilising the Ealing comedy Kind Hearts and Coronets she 

complains that narrative approaches to God are by their very nature modalistic : 

“The single bearer may draw out differing motivations in his various roles but they all 

conceal one and the same strolling player……the modalist God has a chameleon character 

under which lies an anonymous or faceless personality.”32 Murphy’s concern therefore is that 

within the narrative God simply adopts three distinct roles, and that each of these are unique 

and limited in the length of their performance. The Father, Son and Spirit cease to be 

“persons” in their own right. 

 Hans urs von Balthasar in his extensive five volume work on Theo-Drama offers 

however a counter to Murphy’s critique. And, for me, von Balthasar has the best narrative 

approach which draws upon the classical Trinitarian formulations while still being 

adventurous enough to re-interpret them. For Balthasar, God is Author, Actor and Director of 

a living drama in which we too are players as well as audience. This for von Balthasar is the 

“triad of dramatic creativity”33. Again modalism might be inherent in the three “roles” that 

God adopts in this drama. Von Balthasar counteracts this however by stating that the tasks of 

Author, Actor and Director are quite different, indeed, may sometimes be in a creative 

tension with each other. The Author, for example, might see that the part be played one way, 

                                                            
30 This is my own phrase which arises from modern technology‐speak ! 
31 We shall return to this theme when considering the immutability of God. 
32 Murphy op.cit. p.245 
33 Hans urs von Balthasar Theo Drama vol. III (Ignatius Press, San Francisco, 1992) p.532 



the Actor will bring his own interpretation to the part and the Director may want to push for 

understanding the play in another way entirely ! So, one might ask, do we then end up with 

tri-theism rather than modalism ? For von Balthasar it is in the unanimity of agreement of 

interpretation of the play between these key players that the unity of the Godhead is located. 

In other words, the Actor wants to perform the play the way the Author has written it and the 

Director too is in complete agreement. Quoting Charles Dullin, von Balthasar states : “The 

master of the theatre is the author. The actor can do nothing but instil life into what the author 

has invented; the director cannot give life to any other play that the one envisaged by the 

author.”34 But the actor is not “slave of the text but profoundly one with it”35. The actor’s will 

therefore is in complete harmony and unity with that of the author. This begins to sound 

increasingly like a classical Christological formulation. So too with the role of Spirit as 

Director, “the Father entrusts his play to him to be translated into real life.”36 While lesser 

“spirits” might corrupt or misinterpret the Author’s intentions it is only the Holy Spirit that 

can be relied upon to preserve the Father’s will. By describing this first triad in this way, von 

Balthasar believes we have “a perfect metaphor for the economic Trinity in the Theo-

Drama”.37 

It would certainly seem to me that von Balthasar does manage to some degree to walk 

that metaphysical tightrope between tritheism on one side and modalism on the other; the 

uniqueness of the classical “persons” is maintained whilst the unity of God is not 

compromised. What is interesting is that von Balthasar even allows this possibility of a 

creative tension between Author, Actor and Director. The Trinitarian monotheism of the likes 

of Augustine of Hippo is perhaps given a modern counter-balance ? Admittedly, one might 

                                                            
34 Hans urs von Balthasar Theo‐Drama Vol I (Ignatius Press, San Francisco 1988) p.283 
 Quoting Charles Dullin in the Preface to Gouhier’s L’essence du Theatre, iv 
35  Von Balthasar Theo Drama vol.III p.532 
36 Ibid. p.534 
37 Ibid. p.532 



argue that von Balthasar simply does not go far enough on the unity of the Godhead. He does 

stress the mutual indwelling of the persons or perichoresis in Volume Three of his work38, but 

really fails to locate it properly within his Theo-dramatic framework. There is no mention, for 

example, of the classically formulated mutually subsistent relations. As Weinady stresses : 

“what distinguishes the persons of the Trinity is their relationships, that is, that they subsist as 

distinct subjects or are defined as distinct persons only in relationship to each other.”39 

In other words, can the Author still be Author without the relationship to Actor and  

Director ?40 It would seem that the relationship that is the key is the one between the 

Author/Actor/Director and the play itself rather than with each other. Here von Balthasar’s 

narrative approach parts company with the classical way of understanding the Trinity. 

Francesca Murphy is thus correct, to some degree, to identify this as a fundamental weakness 

of the narrative model; hence she wishes to revert to aesthetics rather than dramatics and talk 

of God as Love. Yet Murphy I fear thus comes near to adopting a Social Trinity model that is 

beset by its own problems.41 Whether this lack of mutually subsistent relations, so core to the 

classical model, is a sufficient weakness in von Bathasar’s approach to cause me to depart 

from his methodology altogether remains uncertain, for much else within his approach is 

fruitful and thought-provoking. Weinady, who stresses the persons of the Trinity should be 

understood as verbs rather than nouns, would I suspect would have more problems with von 

Balthasar’s nomenclature of the Trinity. One could of course stress that the Author, Actor and 

Director are known by their actions as writer, performer and enabler of the play and this 

might come closer to Weinady’s classical methodology in asserting God’s actions, rather than 

descriptive nouns.     

                                                            
38 Ibid. p.512 
39 Thomas Weinady Does God suffer ? (T&T Clark Edinburgh, 2000)  p.115 
40 Mutually subsistent relations would for example stress that the Father is Father in the sense only of his 
relationship to the Son. 
41 See my critique of Social Trinity in my previous essay D Min 40 : “The Church of the Holy Trinity ?” 



This is not the only way though von Balthasar has of understanding the Trinity in his 

Theo-Drama. In some ways he comes close to Loughlin’s view of God as event as he views 

three elements too of dramatic realization : presentation, audience and horizon. This he 

describes as his “triad of dramatic realisation”42which he admits adds only a little to the first. 

Here again von Balthasar’s analogy with classical Trinitarian formulations breaks down a 

little, as we lose the “personal” nature of the Trinitarian persons into more abstract concepts. 

The notion of Horizon in particular is nevertheless a helpful one in maintaining the unity of 

the Godhead. The dramatic horizon that the play points to is for von Balthasar the hidden 

truth, the encounter with the play’s reality. The horizon is that “to which dramatist, the actors 

and the audience are all related.”43 For von Balthasar this horizon becomes a way of 

comprehending the unity of the divine : “the horizon opened up by God thus contains an 

unimaginable richness of different vantage points within unity, but this unity is never 

completely available to the dramatist because, essentially, it is God’s unity, dramatically 

revealed.”44  This horizon, one wonders, sounds remarkably like the eschatological perfection 

of God that we find in Jenson. Indeed von Balthasar states that the horizon is “the ultimate 

destination”45 that breaks forth and “informs the whole fore-ground action of the world 

play”.46 

 Von Balthasar can thus formulate his Trinity in these terms : 

God the Father, who sends him (Christ), remains in the background as the real 
spectator before whom the great theatre of the world is performed; but since Father 
and Son are one, this role of spectator on God’s part cannot be separated from his 
entering into the action on the stage. And when the Spirit proceeds from the Father 
and the Son and is breathed into the Church of Christ, something of God Himself 
speaks in the mouths of the actors……”47  

                                                            
42 Ibid. p.532 
43 Ibid. p.314 
44 Ibid. p.321 
45 Ibid. p.320 
46 Ibid. p.320 
47 Ibid. p.319 



It is von Balthasar’s narrative model that above many others I find both helpful and 

appealing. In relation to the doctrine of God it maintains the creature-Creator distinction, so 

important for the classical formulations, for clearly the Author and Director while involved in 

the play are not part of it. Nevertheless von Balthasar allows us perhaps to see the Trinity in a 

new, and at times startling, ways. That is not to claim that von Balthasar’s approach does not 

have its limits and he himself acknowledges that it is only an analogy, and like all analogies, 

limited in scope. 

We shall see how von Balthasar’s model copes when put under increasing strain and 

scrutiny as we now consider the immutability and impassibility of God. For here, I believe, 

the classical formulation does have much to teach us. 

 

2. THE IMMUTABILITY OF GOD. 

Does God change ? Thomas Weinady, a modern Thomist, argues for one that God does 

not and for very good reason. “God being pure act is all perfect, and being all-perfect it is 

impossible for him to acquire more perfection through change.”48 Weinady, citing 

Thomas Aquinas, worries however that we have misunderstood in the modern era the 

nature of God’s immutability. For many moderns, Weinady believes, God is seen as 

unchanging like the Rock of Gibraltar, impassive, immovable, unaffected by the events 

that surround it. Drawing upon the classical notion of Actus Purus (pure act) Weinady 

states that it is in fact God’s very activity, his involvement with his creation, that prevents 

his changeability : 

God is immutable, then, for Aquinas, not because he is static, inert, or inactive, but 
precisely because he is so supremely active and dynamic, because he is pure act. He is 

                                                            
48 Weinady op.cit. (1985) p. 78 



so much in act that it is ontologically impossible to be more in act. Paradoxically God 
is supremely immutable because he is supremely active.49 

 By contrast, Karl Barth tries to steer clear of the concept of immutability thinking that 

it deprives God of real life.50 Rather, Barth prefers to speak of God’s constancy which is 

continually reflected within the Biblical narrative. Barth sees the distinction between 

immanence and economy as a false one; God is as God acts, indeed God is not a subject that 

acts, God is act. There is no hidden God behind God’s acts. For all eternity God wills to act in 

this particular way in Jesus Christ.51 Barth then does not depart totally from Weinady’s Actus 

Purus, he simply re-interprets it according to the faithfulness of God seen in Jesus Christ. 

 Pannenberg too stresses that immutability is a sign of constancy and faithfulness not 

immobility : “the fact that God does not change in his acts is an expression not of immobility 

constitutive of his essence but rather of his free, momentary, humanly anticipated decision, 

just as much as his creative activity. It is identical with the faithfulness of God.”52 

 This notion of faithfulness within the narrative as a reflection of God’s immutability 

(if we persist with the classical term) is also to be found in Gabriel Fackre, whose structure of 

narrative understanding I have used widely in my previous essays. Fackre speaks of a God 

who will not be “deflected from the course”53. For Fackre God is steadfast within the saga : 

“the Story is about a stubborn God, steadfast in purpose, immutable”54 Here I would want, 

with Fackre, to re-assert an eschatological dimension and return to my “eschatological 

driver” within the Story that I mentioned earlier. God’s faithfulness, His immutability if you 

will, is seen in the outcome of the Story. In the final chapter, the last scene of the play, God’s 

will is ultimately revealed and we shall see that the Author’s purpose has been all along 
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driving the drama in this direction, sometimes with humanity’s help, often against our 

stubborn wills. As Fackre asserts God’s omnipotence and omniscience must be seen 

eschatologically within the narrative context : “foreknowledge means the grasp by God of the 

future in which the world shall be won to the divine purpose.”55 

 Interestingly, von Balthasar describes God as being neither mutable nor immutable56 

but part of this I suspect is because he (as Weinady had warned) describes immutability in 

terms of “dwelling in philosophical sublimity above the vicissitudes of the world, which 

prevent him from entering the dramatic action.”57 We have perhaps seen therefore that with 

God as Actus Purus, it is possible to hold together a narrative view of God and still maintain 

God’s immutability. God is of course involved in the drama of creation as Author, Actor and 

Director. God is affected by it but nevertheless unchanged. The horizon of the play (to use 

von Balthasar’s phrase) remains constant, the plot is steadfast, the Author faithful to his task 

which the Actor and Director also uphold. We shall however see that when considering the 

impassibility of God, the narrative model comes under somewhat greater strain from the 

classical. 

3. THE IMPASSIBILITY OF GOD. 

In a useful section within his book Does God Suffer ? Thomas Weinady highlights 

three main reasons why, as he puts it : “there has been a growing consensus that the 

traditional claim……of God’s impassibility is no longer defensible.”58 The first of these is 

that the current cultural milieu, haunted as it is by the likes of Auschwitz, Hiroshima and the 

Race equality riots of the 1960s demanded it. Weinady says : “the human experience 
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demanded that its experience be God’s experience.”59 Or as Alfred North Whitehead, the 

process philosopher put it, we need “a fellow sufferer who understands”60 . Weinady then 

goes on to look at Biblical and philosophical reasons why God’s impassibility might be 

unsustainable as part of the doctrine of God. However, again Weinady concludes, as with 

God’s immutability, that there is a fundamental misunderstanding of the classical 

formulation. Those who would have God suffer with us are confusing impassibility with 

impassiveness. In other words, just because God does not suffer as we do does not mean that 

God does not care for God’s people. While a God aloof, remote and untouched by human 

pain might have been possible in a Neoplatonist model of God (though some would dispute 

this also); it certainly cannot be true in any Christian understanding of God. The incarnation 

of God in Jesus Christ makes God involved with his creatures in fairly dramatic fashion. It is 

how we then unpack the incarnation in relation to God’s activity with us that thus becomes 

crucial. 

 So what about within a narrative context ? How can God’s impassibility be 

understood given the Theo-Drama I have so far outlined ? Perhaps, rather curiously, I find 

myself, at least in part, wanting to defend the classical formulation of impassibility. For the 

great danger here is if God (as God-God, as opposed to God-Man in the incarnation) begins 

to suffer then we will find God is no longer external to the drama at all, but, as Murphy 

warned, becomes simply the Story itself. Indeed, Murphy goes further. In order to explain 

evil, the cause of our sufferings, Murphy suggests that a narrative model must portray God 

not as hero, but villain. Drawing upon Jack Miles’ novel God – A biography which I cited in 

the introduction, Murphy states : “With the Flood story, Miles’ God creates his first disaster 
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area, and therefore the apparently benevolent Creator shows that he can easily go over to the 

dark side…….the serpent in him, the enemy of mankind, takes over completely.”61 

 Jurgen Moltmann adopts a very different narrative approach in his classic work The 

Crucified God. Here it is the event and story of the crucifixion of Jesus that is central in 

understanding the internal relationships within the Trinity. For Moltmann, it is not sufficient 

that Jesus suffer in his humanity upon the cross, the very Divine itself must be touched by 

suffering : 

To understand what happened between Jesus and his God and Father on the cross, it is 
necessary to talk in Trinitarian terms. The Son suffers dying, the Father suffers the 
death of his Son. The grief of the Father here is just as important here as the death of 
the Son. The Fatherlessness of the Son is matched by the Sonlessness of the Father, 
and if God has constituted himself as Father of Jesus Christ, then he also suffers the 
death of his Fatherhood in the death of the Son. Unless this were so, the doctrine of 
the Trinity would still have a monotheistic background.62  

While superficially Moltmann’s approach seems quite reasonable, there are a number of 

hidden dangers. A critique of Moltmann’s approach is beyond the scope of this current essay. 

Nevertheless, aside from the obvious heresy of patripassionism, another danger posed is that 

God becomes so localised in the story of the cross that we lose any sense of God’s exalted 

status. John Webster for one stresses this aspect when he says : “The God who is in himself 

limitlessly majestic is present without restriction in and to his creation……In – not despite – 

his immensity, God is everywhere present to the whole creation.”63 Another way of putting 

this in more classical terms would be to say that Moltmann focuses so much upon the death 

of Jesus that we lose any notion of the glory of the resurrection and exaltation of Jesus. 

 The Japanese theologian Kazoh Kitamori is certainly one such influenced by the 

horrors of Hiroshima. Drawing upon narrative, he laments that the early Church Fathers did 

not look more to the Greek tragedies for inspiration in their reflections upon God. Kitamori 
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sees the pain of God as the most central theme of the gospels.64 For Kitamori God’s pain 

transcends the world’s pain and enwraps it; God’s suffering thus becomes located within 

God’s very essence. God’s pain is two-fold : to love the unlovable and to will His own Son to 

go to His death. Von Balthasar criticises Kitamori on two grounds. Firstly, God’s freedom is 

curtailed, particularly the divine freedom to create. If God is simply responding to creation’s 

pain, how is God free to act sovereignly within creation ? Secondly, as with Moltmann, there 

is so much emphasis upon the cross that any notion of resurrection is relegated to that of an 

obsolete doctrine.  

 The French thinker Jean Galot also approaches God’s impassibility via a narrative 

motif. Taking the offering of Isaac by Abraham in the Old Testament, Galot speaks of the 

Son having two roles : one to reveal the Father’s suffering in giving His Son, the other as the 

offering of the world through the Son to the Father. Where Galot differs from Moltmann (and 

Kitamori) however is that he seeks to hold to God’s unchangeable essence; Galot in a sense 

splits the Trinity. The inner life of God cannot be affected by any pain, but in freedom God 

has chosen to open Himself to His creatures and in so doing this may involve God in pain. 

Galot states : “In God…..mutability is the expression of his total sovereignty. He enters freely 

into the life of becoming, and does so to the extent that he himself chooses.”65  Galot sees the 

divine pain as a “mode of the highest love of God”66, it points to God’s perfection not 

imperfection. In Galot’s narrative model God becomes “the first innocent sufferer; thus he 

provides a measuring rod for all world pain and meaning.”67 Galot even speculates, though it 

is against his own basic premise of a separation within the Trinity, to the link between pain 

and love that exists within the self-giving love of the members of the Trinity itself. 
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 Weinady is sympathetic to much of what Galot has to say, yet draws back when Galot 

asserts that the Logos is : 

not just the passive recipient of human experiences, but the active personal human 
agent involved in the life and affairs of other men…….It means that the Son of God  
really went through birth, suffering and death. He himself integrally experienced the 
life of man, under the same conditions as other humans.”68 

The trouble Weinady asserts is that by locating the human sufferings of Jesus in the divine 

not only does God cease to be truly God but, moreover, we lose the scandalous impact of the 

incarnation. As Weinady puts it : “while with the best of intentions, having locked suffering 

within God’s divine nature, they have, in so doing, locked God out of human suffering.”69 

For Weinady raises crucial point, namely the paradox is that by seeking to locate suffering 

within God’s self, God has become less not more aware of our pain. In Jesus, God has 

suffered as a man, and now knows what it is to experience human suffering. If we locate 

suffering within the divine nature then it is not genuine, authentic human suffering that God 

has experienced. It is some other kind of suffering that we mortals can only guess at. 

Weinady recognises that Galot’s stress upon God’s freedom and the desire to include 

love at the very centre of God’s being are both useful and helpful moves in our 

understanding. However, as Weinady points out, the danger with Galot’s approach is that 

God in se can begin to differ from God pro me and once again Rahner’s rule is compromised. 

Further, God’s impassibility becomes simply an accident, no longer part and parcel of who 

God really is in God’s self. 

 Are we then simply left with the classical view of God’s impassibility :  that God 

suffers in Jesus as a human person but is untouched by pain in relation to God’s self ? 

Weinady does here make a concession, for he is uncertain of Aquinas’ own approach. 
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Weinady concedes that suffering love in the face of creaturely sin might in fact be an attribute 

of God : “sadness could be predicated of God, not as a change in God, as the loss of a good 

possessed, but as an aspect of his almighty and all-consuming unchangeable love for his 

human creatures……Aquinas hints at this, but unfortunately does not develop it in his 

Summae Theologiae.”70 Nevertheless, Weinady’s stress on the sheer power of the incarnation 

is a very helpful one, an answer to Moltmann and Kitamori’s approach. 

Until the Son of God actually became man and existed as a man, God, who is 
impassible in himself, never experienced and knew suffering and death as man in a 
human manner. In an unqualified manner one can say that, as a man, the Son of God 
had experiences he never had before because he never existed as a man before – not 
least of which are suffering and death…….The eternal, almighty, all perfect, 
unchangeable and impassive divine Son, he who is equal to the Father in all ways, 
actually experienced, as a weak human being, the full reality of human suffering and 
death. 71 

Curiously, given these comments, Weinady’s stress on the classical formulation of 

God’s impassibility strengthens rather than weakens the narrative approach I am pursuing, for 

it locates the drama of God’s suffering within and not out with the metanarrative of God’s 

involvement in creation. The Author feels pity for his characters, of course, but the pain itself 

is confined to the plot. The Author experiences the pain within the story only in so far as He 

becomes the Actor within that story. The plot of the Story in which we are engaged is not the 

same as the Author’s own story; the Creator/creature distinction is held intact. 

CONCLUSION 

 There are several ways  in which the classical and narrative approaches to God can be 

in agreement, particularly in seeking to understand God’s immutability and impassibility. 

Where God’s nature and being is concerned, the narrative model is clearly not the same as the 
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classical but, I believe, draws upon its basis and interprets it in a new methodology for a 

modern age. 

Given all this foregoing, the temptation might be to assume that we can fathom out 

God within a narrative context ! Here, as in my introduction, I want to sound a note of 

extreme caution. We must never lose the sense of God’s mystery and majesty. It is John 

Webster that in this regard can come to our rescue : 

God’s immensity is the triune God Himself in the boundless plenitude of His being, in 
which He is unhindered by any spatial constraint, and so is sovereignly free for 
creative and saving presence to all limited creaturely reality…….God who is in 
himself limitlessly majestic is present without restriction in and to His creation.72 

Within a narrative model, such as my own, one must thus always assert that while God is 

partly located within and active within the story, God as God is more than the Story. The 

Author’s being is not dependent upon His creative work, however much as writer, actor and 

director He may be involved with it. As Webster states, God’s relation to creation in no sense 

completes or complements His being. Yet in God’s very lack of finitude we find His freedom 

to be God. For Webster the “Incarnation is not confinement, but the free relation of the Word 

to His creation.”73 Webster’s stress therefore upon God’s immensity and majesty acts, I 

believe, as a valuable safeguard and counterweight to narrative approaches such as my own. 

But even Fackre, that supreme and early proponent of the narrative model, does not want to 

lose the sense of God’s majesty : “Yet when all the Story is said and all theological 

clarifications done, we do see through a glass darkly.”74 

  So even the Story itself, contrary to Murphy’s assertion, points I believe to the limits 

of our knowledge of God. The “eschatological driver” of the Story (which I stressed earlier) 

is a valuable reminder of the mystery of the divine. For until the last line is spoken, the last 
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player has exited the stage and the curtain has come down, we simply cannot claim to know 

God fully in and through His play. The story is still unfolding and more about God waits to 

be discovered and pondered.  God thus remains God for us, whom in our worship and in our 

living, we must stand in awe and wonder before. 

 Immortal, invisible, God only wise, 

 In light inaccessible hid from our eyes, 

 Most blessed, most glorious, the Ancient of Days, 

 Almighty, victorious, thy great name we praise.75   
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