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In September, 1963, full of youthful idealism and enthusiasm, I enrolled in the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Saskatchewan in my home-town of Saskatoon.  For the next four years as an undergraduate medical student, and then for eight more years as a post-graduate student in pediatrics (on three different continents), virtually all my waking hours – which often extended far into the night – were filled by the challenges and excitements (and heartaches) of attempting to become a competent and professional physician whose special interest would be the health care of children.  

When I look back now at that decade of intense and committed study, I have numerous warm and fond memories.  I recall with affection the many classmates and colleagues with whom I shared countless moments of both elation and despair.  I cherish my recollections of respected teachers and mentors (many of them now long dead) who struggled to impart to us the art of medicine alongside its science.  I remember the excitement of occasional patients whose baffling symptoms challenged us, provoking us to spend hours of research before they finally yielded up their mysterious underlying causes so as to be removed by innovative new treatments.  Most of all, perhaps, I remain grateful for the new places and experiences that I was privileged to savor – during my two years at Britain’s Oxford University, during another two years in the newly-independent East African nation of Kenya, and finally during my time here in Montreal which has been my home now for nearly thirty years and where, among other things, I was graced to encounter and embrace the Orthodox Christian faith. 

Yet, amid all these memories of so many exciting new persons and places and events, I am still disturbed as I recall other darkly somber moments and excruciatingly painful experiences for which my life and training to date had scarcely prepared me at all.  In my final year of medical school in Saskatoon, I was given charge of a boy only a few years younger than me who was slowly dying from advanced cancer, and who was his widowed mother’s only son.  During my internship year at Montreal’s Queen Elizabeth Hospital, I was sent alone one night to inform the anxiously-waiting wife and three adolescent children of a forty-year-old man that their husband and father had just died in our emergency room from a massive heart attack.  As a senior pediatric resident at the Montreal Children’s Hospital, I agonized for nearly a week in the intensive care unit with a family until their previously healthy teen-age daughter finally succumbed to a brain hemorrhage.  Later in that same year, I spent one disastrous and terrible weekend struggling with others to save the lives of two young children who had developed overwhelming acute meningitis within hours of one another and who both unfortunately died less than two days after their admission to hospital.

In a society such as ours, where severe or fatal illness has become a relatively rare event prior to the latter years of life, it seems to me that health care students and professionals (along with clergy, the police and rescue personnel) are some of the few people who have such an intense and early exposure to the awesome spectrum of human suffering.  Fortunately nowadays, in comparison to my own student times, trainee doctors and nurses are being better prepared than I was to face the personal challenges of the illness, pain, suffering and death that they will inevitably encounter.  

Unfortunately, however, many medical personnel (and especially doctors) continue to deal with these burdens by avoidance or denial or by developing an apparent callousness; frequently they simply plunge ever more deeply into the ‘busy-ness’ of their professional lives.  One meets a rather typical example of this in Peter DeVries’s semi-autobigraphical novel, entitled The Blood of the Lamb (1969), which describes the horrifying journey of a father losing his only daughter to childhood leukemia.  One day, the book’s main character (who bears the unlikely name of Don Wanderhope) confronts his child’s oncologist, Dr. Scoville, with a mixture of anger, frustration and despair:

“Do you believe in God as well as playing at him?” [Wanderhope asks Dr. Scoville ].

[To which Scoville replies]: “Between my work at the clinic and tearing around to every other hospital in the county, I sometimes go for weeks without seeing my own children.  I have no time to think about such matters.”

During my second year of pediatric post-graduate training, at the same time that I was having some of my most intense and unprotected exposure to the suffering of others, I chanced to read another book that literally changed my life.  Although this text described the human suffering of children under circumstances altogether different from my own hospital-based experiences, I couldn’t help seeing in it a narrative that touched some of my own perplexity before the ‘mystery of suffering’ and seemed to offer me the prospect of a consoling hope in my painful quandary.

The book of which I speak, which bears the starkly simple title of Night, is an autobiographical novella by the American Nobel Prize winner, Elie Wiesel.  In this slim work of just over one hundred pages, Wiesel recounts his horrific experiences as an Orthodox Jewish boy of fourteen who in 1944, together with his parents, sisters, relatives, and neighbors, was deported to Auschwitz from a remote Hungarian mountain village.  Raised there in a sheltered Hassidic Jewish environment whose focus was on prayer, study, and the observance of the feasts and fasts of the Jewish year, the adolescent Wiesel suddenly found himself swept away by a dizzying and terrifying downward spiral that led quite literally into the depths of hell.

This ‘descent to Hades’ arguably reached its lowest point for Wiesel on the day when a young boy from Holland, “with the face of a sad angel” as Wiesel says, was hanged by the SS, along with two adults, in front of thousands of other inmates who were forced to file past the three hanged bodies, looking at them full in the face.  The two adults were already dead, but the child, being so light in weight, was still alive.  We may join Wiesel’s narrative at this point:

For more than half an hour he stayed there, struggling between life and death, dying in slow agony under our eyes.  And we had to look him full in the face.  He was still alive when I passed in front of him.  His tongue was still red, his eyes were not yet glazed.

Behind me, I heard [a] man asking:

“Where is God now?” 

And I heard a voice within me answer him:

“Where is He?  Here He is – He is hanging here on this gallows. . . .”

That night the soup tasted of corpses.

Suddenly, the reader becomes aware that this is not simply another depressing narrative of humanity’s capacity for practicing physical and psychological barbarity on other human beings.  Rather, what we are witnessing is the even more awe-inspiring and terribly painful spectacle of Wiesel’s childhood faith in God being literally ripped out of its tender spot in his adolescent soul and trampled underfoot, possibly to be lost forever.

However, many Christian readers of Wiesel’s narrative, with no triumphalism intended, have also marveled at the irony of Wiesel’s inner voice on that dreadful Auschwitz winter afternoon, for from the standpoint of Christian faith, there is surely some unintended but potentially saving truth to be had in what Wiesel says.  If as Christians, we really do believe in a ‘Crucified God’ who has warned us that “inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me” (Mt 25:40), then surely we are justified in seeing in Wiesel’s hanged fellow-prisoner “with the face of a sad angel” an image of the crucified Lord Jesus Christ.

The eminent French Catholic author, François Mauriac, was invited by Elie Wiesel to write a ‘Foreword’ to Night.  In it, Mauriac gave the following moving testimony to the first encounter that took place between the two men in Paris shortly after the Second World War:

And I, who believe that God is love, what answer could I give to my young questioner [Wiesel] whose dark eyes still held the reflection of that angelic sadness which had appeared one day on the face of the hanged child?  What did I say to him?  Did I speak to him of that other [Jew], his brother, who may have resembled him – the Crucified [One], whose Cross has conquered the world?  Did I affirm that the stumbling block to his faith was the cornerstone of mine, and that the conformity between the Cross and the suffering of men was in my eyes the key to that impenetrable mystery whereon the faith of his childhood had perished? . . .  We do not know the worth of one single drop of blood, one single tear.  All is grace.  If the Eternal is the Eternal, the last word for each of us belongs to Him.  This is what I should have told this Jewish child.  But I could only embrace him, weeping.
     

After a century that witnessed the systematic terror of Auschwitz and the gulags, the barbarisms of Stalin and Hitler, and the mass murders of Biafra, Cambodia, Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, it should come as no surprise to discover that Christians of many different traditions have been raising yet again the potentially consoling possibility that the suffering of the world induces a compensatory suffering in God.  According to most such views, although we will never be able to satisfactorily explain why a good and all-powerful God ‘permits’ suffering and evil in his creation, we may nonetheless take heart from the fact that through the kenosis of Christ, God has entered into and experienced and participated first-hand in the ‘mystery of suffering’ to its very depths and has thereby filled it with his healing presence.  

Interestingly, however, many of these contemporary treatments proceed with only minimal awareness (or even total ignorance) of the fact that this issue had already generated an intense debate in the patristic era – the so-called “theopaschite [or ‘suffering God’] controversy” that preoccupied much of eastern Christendom for more than a century after the Fourth Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD.  Acknowledging this, the British Protestant theologian, Richard Bauckham, has felt it necessary to point out that “the significance of the theopaschite controversy has been undeservedly neglected by modern theologians who have tended to see Chalcedon as the conclusion of the patristic christological debate, so far as its relevance for later theology goes.”

Therefore, I would like now to review certain important elements of the ‘theopaschite controversy’ in the sixth century, paying particular attention to the role played in it by theology of St. Cyril of Alexandria.  Having done so, I will conclude my presentation by inquiring whether or not (with due reverence and respect for St. Cyril) his account of the sufferings of the ‘Crucified God’ remains a satisfying and satisfactory one for contemporary Orthodox Christians.

The Theopaschite debate takes its name from the so-called ‘theopaschite formula’ – a phrase derived from the last of the ‘Twelve Anathemas’ that were produced in 430 AD by St. Cyril of Alexandria in opposition to the Nestorian heresy.
  The Nestorians, who refused to honor the Virgin Mary as Theotókos or ‘Mother of God,’ were hesitant about ascribing the human activities of the man Jesus (especially his birth from Mary, and his sufferings and death) to the Logos or Word of God, the Second person of the Holy Trinity who was incarnate in Christ.  Rather, they were accused by their opponents of conceiving of the Incarnation as merely a sort of ‘intimate union’ between two separable entities – the pre-existent Logos of God (on the one hand) and the man, Jesus of Nazareth (on the other hand).  In such a schema, the human activities of Christ – his birth, his apparent ignorance of certain matters, his becoming hungry or thirsty or tired, and most of all his suffering and dying – were separated from his ‘divine’ activities – the forgiveness of sins, healing the sick, casting out demons, and raising the dead.

In justifiable reaction to such a schizophrenic, half-divine, half-human Christ, St. Cyril rightly insisted that the Incarnate Christ was a single unified person, the pre-existent Word or Son of God.  Thus, in his ‘Twelfth Anathema’ against the followers of Nestorius, Cyril insisted upon the excommunication of anyone who “does not confess that the Word of God has suffered in the flesh, that he was crucified in the flesh, [and] that he tasted death in the flesh” (oujc oJmologei' to;n tou' Qeou' lovgon paqovnta sarki; kai; ejstaurwmevnon sarki; kai; qanavtou geusavmenon sarki;).
  Abbreviated later into the so-called ‘theopaschite formula’ (“one of the Trinity suffered in the flesh”), this teaching was explicitly confirmed by the Fifth Ecumenical Council in 553 AD.  

In 451, the Council of Chalcedon concluded that while there was only a single Person (hypostásis) in Christ, that person was made known in two Natures (pl. physeis; sing. physis) – a divine nature that was of the same ‘essence’ or ‘being’ (homo-oúsios) as that of God the Father and a human nature that was of the same essence or being (homo-oúsios) as ours.  This was essentially a compromise formula that was intended to reconcile the insistence of the Alexandrian theologians (like St. Cyril) that Christ was a single Divine Person even after the incarnation, with the equally legitimate concerns of the Antiochene theologians (including the followers of Nestorius) that the incarnate Christ, if he is to be humanity’s Savior, must also be acknowledged as fully human.

Regrettably, the attempted compromise failed at both ends of the spectrum, in part because of certain misunderstandings about the Greek vocabulary being used.  The extreme Antiochene party or ‘Nestorianizers’ were unhappy about Chalcedon’s insistence on Christ’s single divine hypostasis or Person, interpreting it as a betrayal of his authentic humanity.  On the other hand, the extreme Alexandrian party or ‘Monophysites’ were horrified by Chalcedon’s acknowledgment of two natures or physeis in Christ, seeing it as evidence of a creeping Nestorianism.  [They were especially upset because St. Cyril himself, writing before the Greek theological vocabulary of Chalcedon had ‘solidified,’ sometimes used hypostasis and physis almost inter-changeably; thus we have his famous dictum that became the slogan of the post-Chalcedonian Monophysites: “One incarnate nature of the Word of God” (mía phýsis tou Logoú Theoú sesarkoménê).  Unfortunately, St. Cyril here was using physis to mean precisely what Chalcedon meant later when it spoke of Christ’s single hypostasis; this ancient and essentially linguistic confusion has continued to divide eastern Christianity right up to our own time.]

In the period after Chalcedon, the ‘theopaschite controversy’ heated up considerably when the Monophysite Patriarch of Antioch, Peter the Fuller, in an effort to widen popular lay support for his party’s position, proposed that in the Liturgy, the Trisagion hymn (“Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us”) should be sung with the interpolated phrase “crucified for us” inserted before “have mercy on us.”  Although this amended text was quite capable of an orthodox interpretation (provided that the hymn was understood as addressed to Christ alone and not to the Trinity), it soon became the rallying cry of the Monophysites, and hence attracted the criticism of the pro-Chalcedonian party, some of whom feared that the interpolated Trisagion implied that the transcendent God had suffered in his unfathomable and unchangeable essence.  Eventually however, the question was settled by the Fathers of the Fifth Ecumenical Council (553) who agreed that it was perfectly orthodox doctrine to assert that “our Lord Jesus Christ, who was crucified in the flesh, is true God, the Lord of Glory, and one of the Holy Trinity.”

The roots of this ‘Orthodox theopaschism’ are certainly to be found within the New Testament itself where St. Paul speaks about the “rulers of this age” who “crucified the Lord of Glory” (1 Cor 2:8).  Developing further the paradoxical notion that God has truly suffered for us, St. Gregory the Theologian in the fourth century writes that “we needed a God made flesh and put to death (Theoú sarkoménou kaì nekrouménou) in order that we could live again,”
 and he seems not to have shied away from using vivid (and paradoxical) expressions such as the “blood of God” (haíma Theoú) or the “Crucified God” (Theòs stauroúmenos).
 

However, before we begin prematurely to conclude that modern-day Protestant or Catholic theopaschism was anticipated in its entirety by the Holy Fathers, we must realize how crucial to the eventual patristic consensus that “the Word of God suffered” was St. Cyril’s qualification of that statement by the additional key phrase “in the flesh.”  In his 428 AD letter to the wife and sister (named Eudocia and Pulcheria respectively) of the Emperor Theodosius II, St. Cyril develops this essential qualification further:

[If the divine and human were ‘equal’ in Christ], it would . . . be fitting [argues Cyril] . . . for the Word to fear death, to look upon danger with suspicion, to weep in temptations, and in addition to learn obedience by what he suffered when tempted.  Nevertheless, I think it completely foolish either to think or say this, since the Word of God is all powerful, stronger than death, beyond suffering, and completely without a share in the fear suitable to man.  But though he exists this way by nature, still he suffered for us.  Therefore, neither is Christ a mere man nor is the Word without flesh.  Rather, united with a humanity like ours, he suffered human things impassibly in his own flesh (eJnoqei;" de; ma'llon th/' kaq’ hJma'" ajnqrwpovthti, pavqoi a[n ajpaqw'" sarki; th/' ijdiva/ ta; ajnqrwvpina).  Thus, these events became an example for us in a human fashion . . . so that we might follow in his steps.

On initial examination, there are several things that might strike us as troubling about this passage.  First of all, Cyril’s conclusion that it is “foolish” to “think or say” that Christ was liable “to fear death” or  “to weep in temptations” or that he was able “to learn obedience by what he suffered when tempted” seems to contradict both the Gospel accounts of Christ’s prayer in Gethsemane and the testimony of the Epistle to the Hebrews.  St. Luke, for example, describes Christ as “being in an agony” such that “his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down upon the ground” (Lk 22:44).  The writer to the Hebrews, obviously knowing of this episode, tells us: “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and . . . although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered, and being made perfect he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him” (Heb 6:7-9).  Second, St. Cyril deliberately employs the apparently contradictory (or at least paradoxical) assertion that Christ “suffered impassibly” (páthoi apathôs, i.e. without suffering); we shall have more to say about this in a moment.  Third and finally, Cyril seems guilty here of an incipient Docetism – the early heresy that suggested that Christ only seemed (Gr. dokéô) to be human – by suggesting that Christ’s outward sufferings were simply “an example for us in a human fashion . . . so that we might follow in his steps.”

In attempting to take this text apart, we must realize first of all how for the Fathers as a group, whether Alexandrian or Antiochene, their Greek philosophical inheritance obliged them to maintain God’s impassibility (his inability to suffer) and his essential immutability (his inability to change); the processes of suffering and change in human affairs were seen as essentially degenerative and hence unthinkable for the Deity.  It was precisely this consideration more than anything else which fueled the Antiochene preference for a comparatively loose union of the divine and human in Jesus Christ; for them, the human Jesus of Nazareth became the subject of the sufferings while the divine Christ was the author of miracles.

In order to avoid such obvious deficiencies in Antiochene christology, the Alexandrian Fathers strove to maintain their dual loyalty to the divine subject in Christ, on the one hand (the impassible, unchanging Word of God, the eternal Son of the eternal Father) who, on the other hand, had assumed human flesh in the incarnation and had truly suffered as man (according to the clear testimony of scripture).  Thus, St. Cyril felt obliged to defend simultaneously (and to hold in a certain paradoxical tension): (1) the impassibility of God in his essential nature, (2) the unity of subject in the incarnate Christ, and (3) the full reality of Christ’s human suffering as also the genuine suffering of God.  

The latter, Cyril believed, had been sacrificed by the Antiochenes in their over-riding concern to ‘protect’ God’s impassibility, his inability to suffer.  Cyril on the other hand, being first and foremost a Scripture scholar, was determined above all else to preserve the New Testament’s clear witness to the authenticity of Christ’s human suffering as something essential for human salvation.  It was for this reason that he resorted to the paradox (or rather antinomy) of speaking about páthoi apathôs – about Christ’s having suffered ‘un-sufferingly’ (to coin a word).  Let us look more closely (though briefly) at four related considerations that moved St. Cyril to speak so paradoxically about the impassible suffering of God-in-Christ.

First of all, St. Cyril  was fascinated by St. Paul’s description in Philippians 2:5-11 of Christ’s kénosis – his ‘self-emptying’ in becoming man that undoubtedly involved ‘divine suffering.’  Indeed, it appears that Cyril used and commented on this particular text more than any other Greek Father.
  But, St. Cyril insisted, Christ in becoming man did not ‘empty himself’ of his divine power and glory; rather his act of kénosis refers to that which he took into himself, namely the fullness of our humanity.
  Included in the latter, of course, is humanity’s necessity (since the Fall) to undergo suffering and death, but precisely because, as St. Paul says, Christ “emptied himself . . . and became obedient unto death,” he thereby filled even death with the divine presence and conferred immortality on the human race.
Second, it has been pointed out that for Cyril, ‘suffering’ above all implied ‘degenerative change’ which to his mind was an impossible thing to imagine occurring in the Godhead.
  If God the Word were essentially ‘changed’ in his divinity by the experience of the Incarnation, he would no longer be God, and hence would be unable to save us.  One image that Cyril used here was that of the human person as an immortal soul united to a mortal body.
  When any person suffers and dies, his immortal soul truly experiences the suffering that his mortal body undergoes, but the soul does not change its essential nature; it remains immortal.  So too by analogy, God the Word, incarnate as Jesus of Nazareth, could genuinely experience the sufferings of his assumed flesh without ceasing to be God.  

Third, St. Cyril concluded that when people suffer, not only do they change, but that change is imposed upon them by forces external to themselves.  In the case of Christ, however, particularly as he is portrayed in John’s Gospel, it is quite clear that he suffers and dies voluntarily, without any external compulsion.  “No one takes [my life] from me,” says Christ, “but I lay it down of my own accord” (John 10:18; emphasis added).

Four (and lastly), Christ’s essentially divine ‘un-changeability’ for Cyril was revealed more than anything else by his “unimpeachable devotion to his Father’s will,” something which Christians are called to emulate.
  This was evident most of all for St. Cyril in the account of Christ’s agony in the garden of Gethsemane.  Patristic scholar Warren Smith has noted that “here Cyril sees Christ’s two natures existing side by side in tension . . . [so that] in his prayer, Jesus speaks out of the impulses of both natures.”  But, observes Smith, “every time [Jesus’] humanity recoils from its duty, it is checked by his immutable divinity”
 which brings him immediately into conformity with his Father’s will.  Thus, as we see in Luke’s Gospel, the prayer of Christ – “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me” – is followed immediately by the qualification: “Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done” (Lk 22:42).

In all four of these examples, we can sense Cyril’s passionate commitment to maintaining the saving truth that the fully divine Person of the Son of God who became incarnate as Jesus Christ did so only through accepting and embracing the fullness of human nature.  His concerns were exactly the same as the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews when he wrote the following: “For we do not have a great high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Heb 4:15).

I began my presentation today by speaking in a rather personal way about my encounters as a medical student (and as a physician as well) with the ‘mystery of human suffering.’  I mentioned how I had discovered some truth in the ironic conclusion of Elie Wiesel that in Auschwitz (or, he might have added equally, the gulags or Rwanda), it is God himself who suffers and dies; this realization, though Wiesel himself would deny it, may paradoxically prove to be a source of comfort for some of us.  Citing Wiesel and others as proof, various modern theologians, including most eminently the German Protestant, Jürgen Moltmann, have sought to remind us of the important truth that God-in-Christ actually does suffer.

But herein lies a supreme irony for, as the American Catholic patristic scholar, John O’Keefe, has pointed out,
 many of the modern ‘western’ theologians who rush to “claim without hesitation that God suffers” are the very same persons who, like the ancient Nestorians, tend to “keep God and humanity separate by focusing on Jesus and Jesus’s humanity.”  For them, “Jesus is not the unmediated presence of the second person of the Trinity, but [merely] a man with a profound sense of God, who points the way to the transcendent mystery beyond himself.”

But, continues O’Keefe in an interrogative tone, if Jesus of Nazareth is not truly the incarnate Son of God, “where does God contact the world?  How does a God who is absolutely transcendent contact our pathos at all?”  And then he concludes, “If [in the deliberations of many ‘modernist’ theologians] we do not have a sufficiently incarnational Christology, we may even today complain with [St.] Cyril that ‘they do not understand the [divine] economía.’”

Finally, O’Keefe concludes his paper with an insightful and quite remarkable tribute to St. Cyril and the debt we owe him for preserving the authentic humanity of the ‘Crucified God.’  It is with O’Keefe’s closing words that I will now conclude my own work:

Reflecting on the mystery of suffering, [contemporary author] Annie Dillard asks the question, “Does God touch the world at all?”  Were Cyril to respond to this question, he would have said yes.  [The Nestorians] were not so sure.  And many moderns would answer yes but not specify where God does touch the world.  Perhaps the lesson we can best learn from the christological controversy of the fifth century is that Christian theology, in particular Christology, should pay attention to the particular words that narrate to us the story of salvation.  Cyril recognized in those narratives shocking claims about the fullness of God’s participation with us in the concrete person of Jesus.  He understood that those narratives provide the grammar of Christian discourse, and that to those narratives other convictions, for example the impassibility of God, should be subordinate.  [The Nestorian theologians] backed away from the implications of the Incarnation.  Cyril did not.
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