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How can we still speak of a powerful and loving God after Auschwitz? Hans Jonas
(1903-1993) dealt with this question from a Jewish point of view in his famous essay 'The
Idea of God after Auschwitz.' A Christian theologian here discusses Jonas' provocative
notion of a 'self-limiting God.'
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I. On the truth of authentic and fictional texts

Among the Jewish contributions that echo the abysmal terror of Auschwitz and express the horror
of the Shoah, many touching and authentic reports are found. To those who are driven by the
question of how, in the face of the reality of Auschwitz, we can think and talk about God at all, texts
exploring the existence and the perception of God in view of the events of the Shoah take on a
definitive importance for their life and faith. One person’s heart and mind may have been indelibly
branded by Elie Wiesel’s story in which the boy Pipel, during his protracted death at the gallows
on the Auschwitz roll-call square, asks "Where is God?"1 Another may turn again to a text such as
"Jossel Son of Jossel Rackower of Tarnopol Talks to God," that "beautiful and true text, as true as
only fiction can be," presented as a document reporting on the final hours of resistance in the
Warsaw Ghetto.2

A third person, fearing perhaps to be touched too closely by such fictional witnesses to the struggle
for God and looking instead to the theoretical/intellectual debate, may turn to Emil Fackenheim’s
"commanding voice of Auschwitz"3– a text that, by keeping an equilibrium between theodicy and
anthropodicy, wants to transmit to the Jewish people the call issuing from Auschwitz for a new,
eleventh commandment: namely, to protect and maintain the Jewish people and the Jewish faith,
so as not to give Hitler a posthumous victory.

II. Hans Jonas – a Jewish voice in dark times

Does "The Idea of God After Auschwitz" by Hans Jonas (1903-1993)4 also belong among these
texts? The author understands his contribution to be "a Jewish voice in dark times." Not mincing
words, he calls his lecture "a piece of undisguisedly speculative theology." (p.7) It is theology in the
garb of a theodicy, and theodicy not so much as a question but as an answer, an answer that
seems to exonerate God from being responsible for the evil in the world, and thus for Auschwitz.
Maybe it is this character of his contribution that has attracted considerable appreciation for Hans
Jonas’s lecture within German-language Christian theology and philosophy5 – a kind of attention
that Christian theology has only very hesitantly given to the other Jewish voices mentioned.6 What
then is special about his "idea of God after Auschwitz"?
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Anyone who approaches Hans Jonas’s thought by way of his works on the philosophy of nature
and technology as well as on ethics7 would not in the first instance expect to find an interest in
theology and the history of religion, since his philosophical work seems to breathe a pronounced
scepticism in respect of the idea of God, which he considers in the context of modern nihilism. His
ethics has a causal horizon that does not seem to have a place for God.8 And yet, the God-
question has never let go of him. This became apparent to the German-speaking public when in
his expression of thanks on receiving the Dr. Leopold Lucas Award from the Faculty of Protestant
Theology at Tübingen University in 1984, he chose to speak on the "The Idea of God After
Auschwitz," a line of thought that he presented again later that year before a large audience at the
Munich Assembly of German Catholics. During the final years of his life, he frequently revisited the
tension between the nihilistic scepticism in his philosophical works on the one hand and his
continued interest in the question of God on the other.9

The theme for his Tübingen speech of thanks "pressed" itself on him "irresistibly" because Jonas’s
mother and the mother of the donor of the award had shared the fate of being murdered at
Auschwitz. He chose the topic in "fear and trembling," since it had existential depth: "I believe I
owed it to those shadows, not to deny them some sort of answer to their long faded-away cries to a
mute God" (7). The screams of the murdered souls still echo in the lament of the survivor,
expressed in the phrase "a mute God." Hans Jonas’s answer to the faded-away cries of the
murdered drives a profoundly human and existential wedge into the philosophical/theological rock
face. This context of real-life history must be kept in mind whenever his deliberations take on a
speculative hue that might seem to be removed from everything human.

"What is it that Auschwitz has added to the measure of the fearsome and horrible misdeeds that
human beings could perpetrate on other human beings, and ever have perpetrated?" (10) This is
the question that Auschwitz has provoked in Hans Jonas. He answers it in an indirect manner, by
explaining that traditional answers do not apply to the question of God any longer. The idea of the
Shoah as something that God has visited on the disloyal people of the covenant is of no more help
to him in explaining the Shoah than the idea, first formulated in the age of the Maccabees, of the
witness of the suffering one, the martyr, who by his sacrifice and the giving of his life strengthens
the promise of redemption by the coming Messiah. In accordance with this, even the "sanctifying of
the name" (kiddush-hashem) in medieval martyr-piety is not longer of any use. "Auschwitz,
devouring even the innocent children, knew nothing of all this.... Not a trace of human nobility was
left to those who were destined to undergo the "final solution," not a trace of it was recognizable in
the figures of those ghostly skeletons who survived long enough to see the camp liberated" (12f.).
For Jews, who consider this life the arena of God’s creation, revelation, and redemption, God is
the guardian of this arena, the Lord of history. Thus Auschwitz, to the believing Jew, calls into
question "the entire traditional idea of God." It adds to the Jewish notion of history "a new
dimension that has never existed before, something that the inherited theological categories
cannot cope with" (14). This is the preface, the prologue to the credo of Hans Jonas, who does not
want to give up the idea of God. He can also express the preliminary sketch of his credo, which
despite everything still reckons with the existence of God, in another way:

"The notion of ‘the Lord of history’ will have to be given up" – this is the anticipated outcome of his
credo (14). By employing the twin perspectives of theology and philosophy of religion, Jonas asks,
as it were, under what conditions a history could be possible in which something like Auschwitz
could happen. From his point of view, a God ruling history and interfering in its course of events
"with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm" is not one of the conditions of possibility of a history
containing the fact of the Shoah. Jonas sees the relationship of God to history in a different light.
To think of God in view of Auschwitz means to him that we already have to think differently of God
the Creator. This notion of God the Creator Jonas proceeds to delineate in a way "that makes it
possible to articulate the experience of Auschwitz in a theological sense."10 In order to develop the
idea of God on a transcendental level, Hans Jonas turns to a "self-conceived myth." (15)
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III. Hans Jonas’s self-conceived myth and its theological significance

In the beginning, for unknowable reasons, the ground of being, or the divine, chose to give itself
over to the chance and risk and endless variety of becoming. And wholly so: entering into the
adventure of space and time, the deity held back nothing of itself – no uncommitted or unimpaired
part remained to direct, correct, and ultimately guarantee the roundabout working out of its destiny
in the creation. On this unconditional immanence the modern temper insists. It is its courage or
despair, in any case its bitter honesty, to take our being-in-the-world seriously: to view the world as
left to itself, its laws as brooking no interference, and the rigour of our belonging to it as not
softened by an extramundane providence. Our myth demands the same for God’s being-in-the-
world. Not, however, in the sense of a pantheistic immanence.... But rather, in order that the world
might be, and be for itself, God renounced his own being, divesting himself of his deity – to receive
it back from the Odyssey of time laden with the chance harvest of unforeseeable temporal
experience; transfigured, or possibly even disfigured, by it. In such self-forfeiture of divine integrity
for the sake of an unprejudiced becoming, no other foreknowledge can be admitted than that of
possibilities which cosmic being offers in its own terms. To these conditions God committed his
cause, effacing himself for the sake of the world. (15-17)

Jonas traces the fate of God’s effacing himself into the world through the course of time. He
conceives of this course of time in an evolutionary manner. In the aeons before life begins to stir,
the world does not yet harbour any danger to the God abandoning himself to it. This danger only
begins to accrue when biological evolution becomes ever more multifarious and intensive: Eternity
gathers strength, "filling little by little with the contents of self-affirmation, and for the first time now
the awakening God can say that the creation is good" (18). Along with life, however, there arose
death; mortality thus became the price to pay for a higher kind of existence, which out of the
momentum of its evolutionary development produces the human being. The arrival of the human
being also has its price, that is to say, God will have to pay the price now for his cause "possibly
going wrong" (20), as the innocence of life now "has given way to the task of responsibility under
the disjunction of good and evil. To the promise and risk of this agency, the divine cause, revealed
at last, henceforth finds itself committed: and its issue trembles in the balance. The image of God
... passes into the precarious trust of human beings, to be completed, saved, or spoiled by what
they will do to themselves and the world." (23) God’s fate is accomplished within a context of
worrying and hopeful observing, accompanying, and tracking human activities, or rather, as Jonas
himself puts it: Transcendence "from now on accompanies (human) actions with baited breath,
hoping and wooing, rejoicing and sorrowing, with satisfaction and disappointment, and, as I would
like to believe, making itself felt to humanity, without however intervening in the dynamics of that
scene of mundane activities." (23f.)

Hans Jonas’s myth has originality, rhetorical power, and speculative strength. His preferred means
of expression is imagery. We at once begin to notice the wealth of consequences for the
traditionally accepted notion of God arising from this scheme. As he himself admits, Jonas became
aware of this only gradually. And he feels himself obliged to "link" his scheme "in a responsible way
with the tradition of Jewish religious thought." (24)

His myth speaks implicitly of a suffering God as well as a developing and a caring God. The biblical
"idea of divine majesty" (26) only at first sight contradicts the notion of the suffering God, for the
Hebrew Bible is certainly capable of describing quite eloquently the grief, remorse, and
disappointment God experiences with regard to humans and in particular with regard to his chosen
people. The thought of a becoming God may run counter to the idea emanating from classical
Greek philosophy and introduced into the theological teaching of the attributes and its claim of the
unchangeability of God; but as far as Jonas is concerned, it in inherent "in the sheer fact" that God
"is affected by what happens in the world, and that ‘being affected’ means being altered, being in
a changed situation. So that if in fact God has any kind of relationship to the world ... then by virtue
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of this alone, the Eternal has become ‘temporized’" (28f.). The notion of a caring God then
defines more closely this "temporization" of God: "That God takes care of and cares for his
creatures belongs among the most familiar tenets of Jewish faith" (31).11

Up to this point Hans Jonas considers his myth compatible with the Jewish theological tradition. He
admits to incompatibility with it, though, at the point where he feels compelled to negate God’s
omnipotence. "In our speculative venture, the most critical point is reached when we have to say:
He is not an omnipotent God! For the sake of our image of God and our whole relationship to the
divine, we cannot maintain the time-honored (medieval) doctrine of absolute, unlimited divine
power" (33). His negation of divine omnipotence at this early stage, before coming to the problem
of Auschwitz, Jonas derives from problems inherent in the concept of omnipotence. Thus he
argues on the level of logical thought that omnipotence, as "absolute auto-potency," in its solitude
was in no position to exert power on anything. It was a power without resistance, and hence
without power (33f.). Theologically, he formulates it as follows: "We can have divine omnipotence
together with divine goodness only at the price of complete divine inscrutability.... More generally
speaking, the three attributes ... absolute goodness, absolute power, and understandability, stand
in such a relationship that any combination of two of them excludes the third."12

To deny the qualities of goodness and understandability to God would mean to destroy his divinity
and to state an idea of God quite unacceptable "according to Jewish norms." Therefore the notion
of omnipotence, already seen to be dubious, must be relinquished.

Doing away with the omnipotence of God could however, Jonas believes, still be expressed
theologically "within the continuity of the Jewish heritage," for this limitation of divine power might
be interpreted as "a concession made by God ... which he could revoke whenever he felt like it."
(40) Here we have the idea of a self-chosen, retractable limitation of God’s power. This self-
limitation of God, however, does not satisfy Jonas, for it would leave incomprehensible what has
actually happened in history. Auschwitz would not have been confronted theologically; God would
be conceived of without taking Auschwitz into account. For in Jonas’s view a freely chosen self-
limitation of God with regard to his own power that could be revoked at any time would allow us "to
expect that the good Lord might now and again break his self-imposed rule of exercising extreme
restraint in imposing his power, and might intervene with a miraculous rescue. But no such miracle
occurred; throughout the years of the Auschwitz slaughter, God remained silent. The miracles that
occurred were the work of human beings alone: the acts of bravery of those individual, mostly
nameless "righteous among the nations" who did not shrink from even the ultimate sacrifice to
rescue others, to relieve their suffering, and even, if there was no alternative, to share in the fate of
Israel. ... But God remained silent. At this point I say: He did not interfere not because he did not
wish to, but because he was not able to." (41f.)

Jonas now can simultaneously think of Auschwitz and God only at the price of foregoing talk of a
God with "a strong hand and an outstretched arm." In view of Auschwitz, one must posit "the
powerlessness of God" with regard to physical events. God, however, not only opts for this
powerlessness in the course of history, but wills it into creation itself. Already creation out of
nothing was by itself an act of self-restriction, "a self-limitation that allows for the existence and
autonomy of a world. Creation itself was the act of an absolute sovereignty that for the sake of the
existence of self-determined finiteness agreed no longer to be absolute." (45)

Jonas finds a clue for his speculative venture of formulating his concept of God and the Creator in
this manner in the "highly original and quite unorthodox speculations" of the Jewish Kabbalah
surrounding the idea of zimzum. The divine zimzum as a form of "contraction, a retreat, a form of
self-imposed moderation" is a precondition for the creation of the world. "In order to create space
for the world to exist ... the Eternal One had to withdraw into himself, thus creating emptiness, the
void in which and from which he could create the world. Without this withdrawal into himself there
could be nothing else outside of God." (46)13
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Jonas is able to support his myth of God renouncing his power with reference to the medieval idea
of zimzum, while at the same time revising it. In zimzum, as the Kabbalah understands it, God
retains his sovereignty vis-à-vis a creation that has become possible. In this context he remains a
sovereign counterpart to the world; his contraction and withdrawal is only partial. Jonas, however,
postulates a total contraction, a contraction not towards a void, but towards an unconditional
immanence (cf. 16): Infinity in terms of its power empties itself "as a whole into finiteness" and in
this way hands itself over to the latter." (46) God retains nothing that remains untouched and
immune (cf.16). This, however, raises the question: "Does this leave any room for a relationship to
God?" Transcendence seems entirely steeped in and dissolved into immanence. Whether
transcendence emerges once more from immanence is, paradoxically enough, up to the decision
of human beings. For this is the sense in which Hans Jonas answers the question he himself has
raised: "Having given himself wholly to the becoming world, God has no more to give, it is our turn
now to give to him." This is what humans do, whenever they take care that God must not regret
having created the world. Hans Jonas is of the opinion that "this could well be the secret of the
unknown "thirty-six righteous ones" who, according to Jewish teaching, the world will never be
without, in order to safeguard its continued existence." (47)14 Jonas counts on the possibility that
further "righteous ones" have existed even "in our times," and so in Auschwitz as well; in this
context he remembers "the righteous among the nations" whom he has mentioned before, who in
the abyss of the Shoah gave their lives for Israel. In the thirty-six righteous ones, a transcendence
wholly hidden in immanence manifests itself as "holiness," a holiness that "is capable of offsetting
immeasurable guilt, of settling the debt run up by a whole generation, and of saving the peace of
the invisible realm."(48) Auschwitz, in Jonas’s thought, is the place where the notion of a God who
has restricted himself fails; it is also the place where, from the ashes of this failed notion of God,
God’s inscrutable transcendence appears in the form of holiness in the figures of the righteous
one. Here his self-conceived myth is transformed into existential thought.

IV. An appraisal of Hans Jonas’s understanding of God

The myth Hans Jonas has created is a moving and challenging proposal. He weighs the traditional
manner of speaking of God. In the face of the Shoah he wishes to speak of God. And he does this
with pointed reference to the modern problematic of theodicy: any talk of God’s kindness and
omnipotence is tested in the face of Auschwitz and in relation to the demand for understandability
in God. The understandability of God is a guiding principle for Jonas. It is in the face of this
criterion that talk of God has to prove itself. This is where it has its forensic element, based on
reason.15 Although Jonas does not demand a thoroughgoing intelligibility, he nevertheless insists
on the requirement "that we be able to understand God, not entirely of course, but to some
extent.... If God, however, is to be understandable (in certain ways and to a certain extent) – and
this is something we must adhere to – then his goodness must be compatible with the existence of
evil, which it can only be if he is not omnipotent." (38f.)

Jonas finds his principle of understandability quite centrally anchored in Jewish tradition: "a deus
absconditus, a hidden God (not to speak of an absurd God), is a deeply un-Jewish notion." (38)
That this is somewhat controversial, however, within Jewish thought, is evident in any
understanding of Jewish faith that orients itself to the testing of Abraham, i.e. God’s demand that
he sacrifice his son Isaac. Thus Michael Wyschogrod can state that "Jewish belief ... from the very
beginning is a belief that God can do what is incomprehensible in human terms," and with a view to
Auschwitz he adds: "In our day and age this includes the belief that despite Auschwitz, God will
fulfil his promise to redeem Israel and the world. Am I able to grasp how this is possible? No."16

This Jewish position refuses to accept the modern variant of theodicy, since it does not consider
valid a judging of God-talk before the tribunal of reason. Jonas, however, following his basic
principle of understandability, opts for a discourse within the context of the modern problem of
theodicy. For what he has to say, he is quite well able to find the appropriate Jewish words,17 and
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is capable also of transmitting his ideas in the traditional categories of Jewish thought, even though
he describes them as "self-invented" (15), that is to say, developed in his own name and at his own
risk. He is well aware of this. And by his own acknowledgment, he deviates "rather decisively from
the most ancient Jewish teaching" (42).18 Does that mean, then, that he finds himself even more
removed from Christian teaching? The Christian reader should not be too quick to jump to
conclusions on this point. Rather, such a reader is left with an ambiguous impression of closeness
and difference at the same time. One is tempted to associate the impression of closeness with
what Hans Urs von Balthasar calls "formal Christology"19, whereas the difference may consist in
his theodicy being a "Christology without Christ."

As to associating Jonas’s myth with the term "formal Christology," one finds a basis for this in his
own writings. More than twenty years before his Tübingen word of thanks, Jonas had outlined his
myth for the first time in a lecture on "Immortality and Our Contemporary Existence"20 and had
submitted this idea to his teacher and colleague Rudolf Bultmann. In the enjoining correspondence
with his colleague21, Jonas depicts the adventure of God of getting involved in the world and its
history by using a Christian notion, and in conversing with his Christian partner he does not shy
away from speaking of a "total incarnation" or of the "full risk" or "sacrifice of the incarnation." He
even tolerated his myth being labeled a "non-trinitarian myth of incarnation." Knowing of such
characterizations, Jonas twenty years later warned his Tübingen audience against getting the
terminology of his own myth mixed up with the Christian connotations implied in it: "It [his myth]
does not, like the Christian expression ‘the suffering God,’ speak of a unique act in which the
Deity, at a certain moment in time and for the express purpose of the redemption of humanity,
send part of itself into a certain situation characterized by suffering. Rather, in his view the almost
incarnate relationship of God to the world had been a relationship full of suffering on the part of
God "from creation onwards." (25) Yet the fact that he had to warn of confusing them and had to
make a clear distinction between them, points to the closeness of the two notions.

A further indication of the closeness of Jonas’s thought to Christian theology in this point, a
closeness that of course implies neither congruence nor agreement, is seen in the fact that also on
the Christian side, the classical idea of God has entered a critical stage, and that this crisis of the
Christian theistic understanding of God is, above all, a crisis of the idea of divine power.22

Dogmatics, which had been shaped by Hellenistic philosophy, has rediscovered the "human"
features in the biblical image of God, not least on the basis of contemporary experience, as with
Hans Jonas (cf. 41f.). God’s predicates of compassion and the ability to experience pain are again
increasingly emphasized in Christian theology. Such developments, however, lead to new
interpretations of God’s omnipotence as the power of God’s love. Even before Hans Jonas spoke
up, Jürgen Moltmann, quite significantly, interpreted the role of God’s power of creation in terms of
the Jewish kabbalistic notion of zimzum, and postulated that a kind of self-limitation of the
omnipotent and ubiquitous God had preceded the act of creation: "God creates ... by means of and
through withdrawing from creation." The power of creation had to be considered "a self-humiliation
of God towards his own impotence," "a work of divine humility and equally a divine form of self-
communion. When God acts as Creator, he acts upon himself. His actions are founded in his
passion."23 In the context of the theology of Creation, Jonas’s concept also forces Eberhard
Jüngel to specify the notion of the original beginning "in terms of divine self-limitation."24 Thus
these Christian theologians and Hans Jonas are equally inspired by the kabbalistic idea of zimzum
as a point of reference for interpreting the myth of creation.

Such closeness is not restricted to the idea of God’s power of creation and God the Creator alone.
It also arises from considering the Christian understanding of divine power in relation to history.
According to the myth established by Jonas, God attends human activities "with baited breath,
hoping and wooing" (23), and for "the period of the world proceeding on its way," i.e., as long as
history lasts, he has "foregone all power of intervention in the physical course of mundane events."
God responds "to the impact of such mundane events on his own being ... not by a show of
‘mighty hand and outstretched arm,’ ... but by the mutely penetrating wooing of his unachieved
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aim" (42). There is a school of Christian theology that likewise interprets the attitude of the
powerful God towards history and the actions of humans in terms analogous to this idea of God’s
"wooing." American process theology, which thinks of God, by virtue of his being a loving God, as
sensitive, vulnerable, even dependent, aims to modify the idea of the omnipotence of God towards
the notion that "God executes his power only in terms of his wooing humans and desiring to
convince them, without being able to guarantee success. Thus God, in his love towards the world
he created, runs a daring risk."25

One need not agree with the controversial theological assumptions and conclusions of process
theology to be able to understand from a Christian viewpoint the intervention of God and his power
in history under the image of divine wooing. Johannes B. Brantschen, for instance, finds it possible,
in connection with the New Testament parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15), to speak of God’s
omnipotence as the coexistence of power and the powerlessness of love, and to interpret it in the
following way: "This is the unprecedented event: God, the sovereign Lord of Heaven and Earth,
begs for our love, but the almighty Father is powerless, as long as we humans do not answer the
call of his obliging love from our very heart – for love without freedom is nothing but a piece of rigid
iron. This powerlessness of love we experience today as the silence of God, or perhaps better, the
discretion of God. God is discrete, at times even frighteningly discrete. ... However, God in his
discrete love has put enough light into his signs to be discovered by those who search for him. God
takes us seriously. He is discrete, because he loves us. That is the divine delicacy. ... God suffers
as long as his love is not appreciated ... This waiting is God’s way of experiencing pain."26

Brantschen formulates his thoughts with special reference to the individual’s experience of illness
and suffering, rather than vis-a-vis Auschwitz. That gives a somewhat parenetic and pastoral touch
to his words and can lead to the aesthetic realm. Interestingly, Rudolf Bultmann asked Jonas the
critical question of whether his myth might not remain "in the realm of aesthetics," and whether his
idea of God in the last resort might not be "an aesthetic concept."27 In his reply, Hans Jonas insists
that God’s committing his fate to human beings demands of the latter not an aesthetic, but an
ethical response.28 And yet one has to ask Jonas whether his depiction of God’s response to what
is happening in the world as an "intense but mute wooing" does not remain too firmly imbedded in
the area of aesthetic judgement, which has the character not of a demand, but a request. "Time is
the waiting of God, who begs for our love," Simone Weil once said. Emmanuel Levinas, when
confronted with this statement, at once put in a correction, by adding: "[Time is the waiting of God]
who commands our love."29 Instead of God’s wooing, his command; instead of an aesthetic
"enticement," an ethical summons before the tribunal of never ending responsibility.

Another question arises from the coordination of immanence and transcendence of God in Hans
Jonas’s myth. If the divine basis of all existence retains no unaffected and immune "part" of itself,
but entirely and unconditionally melts into immanence, then God’s transcendence not only
becomes unknowable epistemologically, but also dissolves ontologically. The total immanence of
transcendence, when taken with radical seriousness, is in the last resort a lonely kind of
immanence, in which an intense but mute wooing of transcendence cannot take place any longer,
nor can an uprising, an epiphany of transcendence be expected. Christian theology responds to
the intellectual difficulties of Jonas’s myth with the Incarnation, understood on a Trinitarian basis:
the Son enters history and the world, while the Father who sends out his Son in the Spirit
continues to be God as a counterpart to the world.30 A formal Christology lacking the figure of
Christ along the lines of Hans Jonas’s myth will hardly be able to solve the intellectual problem
involved in the coordination of transcendence and immanence.31 Not all Jewish descendence or 
kenosis theology, though, is affected by this objection. The classical Jewish teaching about God’s
bending down to humans refers to the God who is "seated on high" being enthroned in the heights"
and "looks far down on the earth, and raises the poor from the dust" (cf. Psalm 113:6f.). Post-
biblical tradition urges: "Wherever you find the greatness of the Holy One, praised be He, you will
also find his humbleness. This is written in the Torah, is repeated in the words of the Prophets, and
returns in the Writings for the third time" (bMeg 31a). The link between the descending God and
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the God of the heights is inseparable, so that transcendence does not dissolve into immanence.

The theoretical/intellectual problem in the myth of Hans Jonas of not being able to find one’s way
out of the contradiction between total immanence and a nevertheless maintained transcendence,
returns on the level of his more existentialist mode of expression. On the one hand, Jonas states
regarding Auschwitz "no miraculous rescue happened; throughout the years of the fury at
Auschwitz, God kept silent," while on the other hand, he continues, "the miracles that occurred
were the work of human beings alone: [they were] the acts of those individual, often unknown
‘righteous among the nations’ who did not shun even the ultimate sacrifice." (41) Jonas now says
of these righteous among the nations that "their hidden holiness is capable of making up for
immeasurable guilt." (48) Yet must not the holiness of the righteous in the context of Jonas’s
mythological manner of speaking be understood as the salvation of God’s own cause, arising from
the innermost essence of divine existence (cf. 23f.), as an echo of his intense but mute wooing,
indeed, as the very manner of his being present, of his speaking? Looked at from the vantage point
of Jonas’s own assumptions, would it not then be God himself speaking in the holiness of the
righteous? And would we not then confront the tension between the absence of miracles and the
simultaneous occurring of miracles, the tension between God being silent and yet speaking
through the holiness of the righteous?

Finally, we will consider the contribution of Hans Jonas’s proposal to theodicy. His concept of God
presents a powerless God, a defenseless God – a figure whom Christian theology has every
reason to think about. In an exchange with E. Levinas about this question, Bishop Klaus Hemmerle
spoke most impressively about God’s defenselessness, which in a process of self-denial reaches
the point where he can do nothing but ask humans for their love. To this Levinas replied: "Such
defenselessness in this situation, however, costs many suffering human lives. Can we speak in
such a manner? We are not involved in a disputation on God’s capacity to sympathize with those
who suffer. I don’t understand this notion of ‘defenselessness’ today, after Auschwitz. After what
happened at Auschwitz, it sometimes seems to me to mean that the good Lord is asking for a kind
of love that holds no element of promise. That is how I think of it: the meaning of Auschwitz is a
form of suffering and of believing quite without any promise in return. That is to say: tout-à-fait
gratuit. But then I say to myself: it costs too much – not to the good Lord, but to humankind. That is
my critique, my lack of understanding with regard to the idea of defenselessness. This powerless 
kenosis has cost humanity all too dearly."32

If Levinas’s objection is a Jewish critique of the Christian understanding of divine self-renunciation
in Jesus Christ, it also touches Jonas’s own myth of God relinquishing himself towards
immanence. Here as well, God has undergone a powerless kenosis which "costs humanity all too
dearly." The price of the truth of Jonas’s myth appears to be too high. The objection that God’s
powerless kenosis costs human beings too much moves toward an understanding which – here
going beyond Levinas – contains the promise of justice even to those who perished at Auschwitz.
Suing for such justice means to make room for the "lamenting human complaint to God about the
horrors occurring in his creation." This is the whole point of the question of theodicy, as Johann
Baptist Metz so insistently keeps asking it.33 And in this respect, Jonas’s scheme seems
oppressive, and lacking in any form of promise. His call for God-talk to appear before the bar of
understandability and be challenged by this-worldly history leads to forsaking the idea of God’s
omnipotence and leaves a total absence of promise to those who have suffered in the past and to
the dead of the Shoah.34

Do we really have to forsake talking about the omnipotence of God? Must we indeed renounce the
yearning for a powerful God? Do those who at Auschwitz proved to be the righteous ones, the
saints of the Shoah, tell us that what they longed for, namely, the omnipotence of God, must –
according to another statement of Emmanuel Levinas – in the very yearning for it "remain apart,
must appear holy as something worthy of desire – close, yet separate"? God’s omnipotence
awakens our yearning for it, calls into being a move towards it, and yet at the very moment when
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that divine omnipotence is most urgently needed, it seems to yield place to the other person, to the
neighbor, in a kind of responsibility that can go as far – and with the saints of the Shoah has
indeed done so – as substituting oneself for the other person. This would seem to be the
omnipotence of God remaining apart to the point of its very absence. It would seem to be an
"intrigue" of the omnipotent God, entrusting my fellow human to me. This "intrigue" of God would
be a kind of self-limitation that calls us into unlimited responsibility for our fellow human beings.35

The notion of God’s omnipotence and the yearning contained in it36 must pass the acid test of the
ethical demand. This is where it finds its real meaning for each respective present; it will not let us
avoid this test. Therein one could see the prospective meaning of any talk of God’s omnipotence;
this could be its ethical content. At the same time, such talk contains a dimension of "going
beyond" that is of particular relevance to those who cannot be reached by my responsible action in
each present moment: to the suffering and the dead of history. Beyond its, so to speak,
prospective meaning, the word of God’s omnipotence is a cry for God’s saving power, appealing
to him to be effective and powerful for those who suffered and died. One could speak of a
commemorating and an appealing meaning of talk of God’s omnipotence. Talking about God
without appealing to him, and without any promise for the dead of history and the Shoah, is
challenged by the question of theodicy, as it is pointedly formulated by Johann Baptist Metz. Such
a challenge is also pertinent to Hans Jonas’s concept.

Conclusion

As insistently as we have sought a note of hope for the dead of Auschwitz in Hans Jonas’s
concept of God, and as seriously as the question of the dissolution of God as the counterpart to
humans (and thus the continuing possibility of prayer) must be directed to Jonas’s myth and its
theological explication, it is equally appropriate to mention that Jonas accompanies his theoretical
exposition with a very personal confession. This confession is clearly a move onto a different level
of human expression, while still representing Hans Jonas the person. His concept breathes the
pathos of candidness; he seeks understandability to be able to go on living. This seeking reflects
the integrity and autonomy of Hans Jonas as a human being, one who at the same time can be
quite humble. The answer he gives in his myth to the question of Job "is opposed to that put in the
Book of Job, which looks to the omnipotence of the Creator God, while mine posits his renunciation
of power." To Jonas, both answers constitute "praise," their countermovement being held together
by what they have in common. Of his "poor word" of praise he would like to hope "that it would not
be excluded from what Goethe in his ‘Vermächtnis altpersischen Glaubens’ (Legacy of Ancient
Persian Belief) expresses as follows: ‘And all that stammers praise to the Supreme / in circle by
circle there gathered does seem’" (48f.). This is a personal avowal of faith in a God who is on
high, who is a counterpart, and thus is praiseworthy. This must be pointed out so that the critique
directed at Jonas’s intellectual scheme not be extended to a critique of Jonas as a person.

By creating his myth, Hans Jonas has echoed the faded screams of his mother, who was
murdered at Auschwitz. From the standpoint of Auschwitz, he has directed his question to God, in
a speculative gesture as it were. The appraisal of his urgent proposal attempted here follows him in
this speculative gesture, on the level of thought and argumentation. What Jonas says about his
own scheme is even more true of this appraisal: "All this is mere stammering" (48). Stammering it
has been in its agreement with Jonas and in its questioning of him. The agreement revealed
characteristics that Jonas’s scheme has in common with contemporary Christian theology. The
questioning presented possible objections from outside as well as examining the inner coherence
of Jonas’s understanding of God. Our appraisal did not see its task as that of submitting a
definitive alternative scheme. Nor was it bent on attempting to make sense of the events of
Auschwitz. Like Hans Jonas himself, our appraisal also does not wish to forsake the idea of God.
Indeed, it does not wish to forsake the idea of a powerful God; it wants to acknowledge the
yearning for an omnipotent God. This is a yearning that cannot avoid the acid test of ethical
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demands, and is challenged not to seek solace for oneself, but to live in hope for others.
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