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How we speak of God 
 

The Nick cave Song Into my arms has the following lyrics: 

 

I DON'T BELIEVE IN AN INTERVENTIONIST GOD 

BUT I KNOW, DARLING, THAT YOU DO 

BUT IF I DID I WOULD KNEEL DOWN AND ASK HIM 

NOT TO INTERVENE WHEN IT CAME TO YOU 

NOT TO TOUCH A HAIR ON YOUR HEAD 

TO LEAVE YOU AS YOU ARE 

AND IF HE FELT HE HAD TO DIRECT YOU 

THEN DIRECT YOU INTO MY ARMS 

 

INTO MY ARMS, O LORD 

INTO MY ARMS, O LORD 

INTO MY ARMS, O LORD 

INTO MY ARMS  

 

This raises the question of what kind of god do we believe in?  And how do we talk about god? 

 

The story is told that when the German protestant theologian Dorothee Sölle introduced herself to the 

Jewish philosopher Martin Buber as a theologian. He met this with a long silence, then asked, "How do 

you do that? There is no logos, no words, to be said about God. Archaeology, ornithology, many 

disciplines are areas where knowledge comes in words, phrases, talking. But God is different."  

Sölle says it has taken her forty years to fully respond to Buber's insight--that the ways we tell one 

another about God are conveyed not in words, but with our lives.   

 

Now it seems to me that is precisely the point of the incarnation – of God coming amongst us in Jesus 

who Peter in that Gospel recognises as the Christ the Son of the Living God. The Hebrews believed 

that God was so utterly other, that no one could look on God and live hence Moses hides his face when 

addressed by God out of the burning bush – here is the beginning of the breaking down of such 

separation, such lack of intimacy between God and humankind, a breaking down which has its 

culmination in Jesus – in what theologically we call the incarnation. God taking human flesh and 

becoming God with us – revealed and known in the life of this person Jesus recognised by Peter as the 

Christ.  Which poses the question, “What kind of God does Jesus reveal to us?” 

 

Sölle asserts that with our lives we testify to belief in one of two God's: either an omnipotent idol that 

controls and arranges everything or the God of hope who works alongside us. How we live our lives 

and speak of God (or refuse to do so to be more accurate) determines which God we actually believe in. 

The God of propositional statements, we either accept or reject in which faith is neatly packaged in a 
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bundle or the God of relationship, where not much is certain and predictable but where there is 

openness and responsiveness and an inevitable messiness and where it is being i.e. our lives that matter 

rather than words.  

 

Sölle provides a graphic example of this saying, “I once attended a conference where one of the primal 

questions we ask of God in this era arose: "Where was God at Auschwitz?"  

"Auschwitz was willed by God," said one young woman. The words fell into the room like a stone. 

Immediately, everyone demanded an explanation. "If God had not willed it, it would not have 

happened," she responded. "Nothing happens without God."  Sölle continues, “She worshipped the idol 

whose authority, logic, and omnipotence could not be questioned. Those things we cannot understand, 

we must humbly accept. God wills everything that happens, completely independent of all creatures. It 

is not our place to ask why. Her manner of speaking about God sounds pious, but I now think of it as 

blasphemous. This theology is founded on a complete acceptance of hierarchy. We make God the 

ultimate and only authority, and make ourselves, the children of God, into impotent nobodies on whose 

lives nothing actually depends.  

I know that this is a lie. Growing up as a child in Germany, I knew that countless lives depended on the 

behavior of the German people toward those in our communities who were targeted. If there had been 

more people to hide the Jews among us, fewer Jews would have been killed. It is that simple.” 

 

Similarly today, the preservation of the earth depends on the lives and behaviours of people in the rich 

world. We are involved. We are responsible. So as we lead up to Refugee Sunday next week we need 

to acknowledge that if it were not for those who have spoken out so consistently women and children 

would still be locked behind razor wire in our detention camps. We need to acknowledge that the 

terrible stories we heard about people held in such centres happened because not enough of us 

demanded that our Government find a more humane and compassionate way of responding to those 

seeking asylum in Australia. A less brutal and oppressive use of power. A power that listens to the 

voice of the people and the powerless. 

 

Solle reminds us that one of the clearest contributions of feminist theology, a discipline in which 

"empowerment" is a critical concept, has been new understandings of power. Any power unwilling to 

share itself with others is not working for good or for wholeness. When we do not seek to distribute 

power, we do not know or understand God's power. Shared power is another name for love.  

By contrast, the most significant attribute of God for that young woman at the conference is 

omnipotence. Her Sovereign Lord demonstrates power either by intervention or lack of intervention, 

but never by sharing power.  

 

Solle suggests that one of the problems with the contemporary church is that it has not moved believers 

beyond this childish image of God as a Father who sets things straight, punishes us when we are bad, 

and fixes--or doesn't fix--painful situations. The church tends to keep Christian believers in their 

childhoods, instead of teaching us to share power with God and assume responsibility for this world in 

which we live. Yet only the assumption of that responsibility can lead to authentic prayer, prophetic 

hope, and true witness. Christians who insist on staying in subordinate and dependent relationships to 

God will not learn to be friends of God. 

Sölle tells of a person saying, "When I understood Auschwitz, I joined the peace movement."  

 

So Solle asserts, “This woman bore witness to a dramatically different God--not an omnipotent lord 

completely independent of us. She understood that our own failure to act on behalf of God during the 

Nazi era rendered God powerless. Where God has no friends, where God's Spirit has no place to live, 
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God cannot act. Instead of dismissing this awful history as "willed by God," she looked within herself. 

As one who speaks of God in the world, she took responsibility--and joined the peace movement.  

This woman neither submitted to a God of fate nor adopted the values of this world--money, career, 

and prestige. She believed in a God who lives in our actions, incarnating liberation.  

From a pragmatic viewpoint, in the context of Auschwitz, such a God can seem politically suspect, 

weak, and unsuccessful. But as Martin Buber has said, "Success is not a name of God."  

 

In fact, this failure to interfere is precisely what makes God irrelevant for many people. Often when 

people share why they left the church, they say God did nothing when their child fell sick and died. Or 

when their marriage broke apart. Or when they lost their job. They are angry that God did not 

intervene. But God is not an interventionist. God is an intentionalist, working through us and alongside 

us to make divine will and intention discernable. God needs us in order to fulfil the intent of creation. 

God is in need of us. The fact is, we know in our bones what the will of God is. We know what it 

means to love our neighbours. We know what it means, in the words of Micah, to do justice, to love 

kindness, and to walk humbly with God. To say that we do not know the will of God is a lie. When we 

view God as an intentionalist, but not interventionist, our childish expectations of a God-in-charge have 

to go. We understand that our task is to make our will one with the will of God and to enact God's will 

in the world.  

 

Does such an intentionalist God have any power? Or is this form of divinity as powerless in the face of 

the forces that control us as a child in Bethlehem slaughtered by Herod?  Let me again using Solle’s 

insights answer that question in this way. 

From the mystics, we learn that our love for God is as important as God's love for us. It is not enough 

for our church leaders to tell us God loves us, God wants us, God protects us, and God will heal us. If 

we love God, we must be able to say these same things back to God: "I love you; I want you; I will 

protect and heal you." Love is always mutual. When one is always the giver and the other always the 

recipient, there can be no mature love.  

The first commandment is to love God above all things--with heart, mind, and all that we are. This is 

our task. In terms of our faith, it means to become an adult and no longer to be trapped in a childish 

relationship with God that is not life giving.  

The mystic Jacob Boehme says, "God is nothingness that wills to become everything." In a world that 

idolizes the stock market, economic prosperity, and power, the God of power sharing, of love, of 

relationship is nothing. To embrace God means to embrace a process--a process of love, a process of 

going forward, a process of infusing everything. Only with our partnership can that love become 

incarnate in our world every day. God dreams for us, dreams for the world. Today, at this moment, God 

has an image and hope for what we are becoming. We should not let God dream alone. Therein lies 

God’s power and ours. 

______________________ 

 

Quotes from a paper by Dorethee Sölle published in “On The Other Side” Jan-Feb 2001 


