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1

PART 1

MISSION IM/PASSIBLE: 
THEORY AND THEOLOGY

Mission Impossible, one of the most popular television series of the 
1960s and ’70s and later a successful movie franchise, features the 
super- secret Impossible Mission Force (IMF) tackling the most dif-

ficult espionage cases— and solving them, of course, making the impossible 
possible. But don’t try this on your own! By definition, the agents of IMF with 
their genius talents and high- tech gadgets are exceptional: if not superheroes 
or gods, certainly not your average Joes and Joans.

Sober theological analysis, however, outside the fantasy moving- picture 
world of TV and cinema, demands a firm grip on reality and, typically, a strict 
distinction between divine and human capacity: “I am God and not a human 
being, the holy one in your midst” (Hosea 11:9 CEB); “Nothing is impossible 
for God” (Luke 1:37 CEB); “What is impossible for humans is possible for 
God” (18:27 CEB). God’s power is infinitely greater than any human effort, 
just as God’s ways and thoughts are unimaginably higher than our ways and 
thoughts, “as the heavens are higher than the earth” (Isa. 55:8–9). Greater, 
higher, wholly Other in action and thought— and certainly feeling, too, if in 
fact God has feelings in any sense comparable to our feelings.

Therein lies the problem. Feelings, emotions, passions, sentiments, by what-
ever name, are quintessentially volatile human responses to a volatile world, 
“geological upheavals of thought,” as Proust labeled “Love,” especially, but 
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2

also “Rage, Jealousy, Curiosity, Envy, Hate, Suffering, Pride, Astonishment.”1 
If God has such emotions, surely they must be categorically different from 
ordinary human feelings. God’s anger or jealousy— both attributed to God 
in the Bible— must be of a higher order than their human correlates. And 
the very core of God’s being, love— God Is Love! (1 John 4:8)— certainly 
transcends the imbroglio of emotions we call “love,” subject to so many vicis-
situdes and vulnerabilities. Whereas we weak humans are utterly passible— 
subject to an array of passions impossible for us to control fully— the God 
of all potentialities and possibilities is thoroughly impassible, according to 
traditional thought. In contrast to an ever- feckless people, God’s faithfulness 
remains immutable. In the face of an ever- changing world God declares, “I 
am the Lord, and I do not change” (Mal. 3:6 CEB). The mission of God is 
Mission Impassible.

Or is it? Is it not possible for God to opt to be passible, especially since all 
things are possible with God? Is it not possible that God fully plunges into 
the creational process, with “hands”-on involvement in the earth, “breathing” 
in- and- out with human beings molded in God’s image (Gen. 1:26–27; 2:7)? 
Is it not possible that God moves with creation and is moved by it, that God 
evolves and emotes in some fashion, feeling God’s way through, so to speak, 
the unfolding experiences of a “groaning” creation and “children of God” 
(Rom. 8:18–28)? Or is there some middle way to incorporate a sincerely sym-
pathetic, compassionate, emotional God into the doctrine of the impassible 
God? In the wake of two devastating world wars wreaking unprecedented 
hell on earth, Christian theology of the latter twentieth and early twenty- first 
centuries has passionately engaged the matter of divine passion anew, as I 
will discuss in chapter 2.

This critical matter of the “passion of the passionate God”2 bears on our 
interest in the passions of the Christ in the Gospels because these narratives 
present Jesus, each in their own ways, as the incarnation of God: “God with 
us” (Matt. 1:23 CEB), “Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1), “a Savior, 
who is the Messiah, the Lord” (Luke 2:11), and “the Word became flesh” 
(John 1:14). In telling their dynamic stories of Jesus the Christ, the embodied 
Son of God, the Gospels are not interested in calibrating the metaphysics of 
Jesus’s human and divine “natures.” Jesus is one holistic person, not a hybrid 
or a composite. He is a unique person to be sure, not simply as every human 
being is unique in some respects but uniquely filled with God’s Spirit, wholly 

1. Proust, Remembrance of  Things Past, quoted in and providing the title for the monumen-
tal work on emotions by the philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum, Upheavals of  Thought, vii.

2. Moltmann, “Crucified God Yesterday and Today,” 74.

Mission Im/passible: Theory and Theology
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attuned with his Father’s will, totally obedient to God’s word, utterly “intoxi-
cated” with God’s love.3 He is divinely human and humanly divine through 
and through, not a specimen to be dissected in a theological laboratory. The 
Gospels show and tell the nature of Christ by how he lives and dies in flesh, 
blood, bone, breath, voice— and feeling— on earth.

Without full emotional capacity, Jesus can lay no claim to full participation 
in human experience. By the same token, whatever the human Jesus feels, he 
also feels as God’s Son. The human capacity for emotion within Jesus is not 
cordoned off in some separate compartment from his divine character, as if 
suffering from a split personality or struggling with a genetic duality like the 
fictional Commander Spock of Vulcan- human descent. Without attempting to 
explain in philosophical terms the profound mystery of Jesus the God- Man, 
the Gospels implicitly accept a certain integral logic regarding the person of 
Jesus Christ. Whatever he feels (and thinks and says and does) in the Gospels, 
he feels (and thinks and says and does) as the unitary God- and- Man; or put 
another way, Jesus the Son reveals the passions of his divine Father. In the 
words of the Fourth Gospel’s prologue: “No one has ever seen God. It is God 
the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known” 
(John 1:18). We may thus discern a certain pathos logic pulsing throughout the 
Gospel portraits of Jesus the Christ, while acknowledging the need to defend 
this proposition in the face of more hardnosed, “higher” Christological think-
ers who might regard exposing a spectrum of Jesus’s emotions— including 
anger, anguish, disgust, and surprise as well as love and joy— as just plain 
“pathological” (degraded, deformed, diseased).

If passions or emotions associated with God and Christ have remained 
suspect in much of Western Christian theology, they have not fared much bet-
ter in Western philosophy and psychology under the aegis of Lord Reason. 
Descartes declaimed “I think, therefore I am,” not “I feel,” though he did 
write a thoughtful work titled The Passions of  the Soul. Nonetheless, the 
dichotomy between reason and passion, head and heart, runs deep in the 
Western tradition, with no doubt about which side is superior.

But recent decades have seen a remarkable renaissance of emotion theory 
and research across disciplines in the humanities and sciences. Scarcely any 
field of study has been untouched by this burgeoning interest in emotions— not 

3. See Borg, “Jesus and the Christian Life”: “Jesus is for us as Christians the decisive reve-
lation of what a life full of God is like. . . . The human Jesus is the Spirit of God embod-
ied in human life. . . . He was like the great social prophets of the Hebrew Bible or the Old 
Testament— people who also had vivid experiences of God and who in the name of God became 
God- intoxicated voices of religious, social protests directed against the domination systems of 
their day.” Cf. Borg, Heart of  Christianity, 91, 130.

Mission Im/passible: Theory and Theology
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least an emphasis on “the intelligence of emotions”4 and the interplay between 
cognitive and affective experience— although biblical studies has been slower 
to join the party. While it’s impossible to survey the total landscape of con-
temporary emotion analysis, I endeavor in chapter 1 to sketch some broad, 
“reasonable” interdisciplinary frameworks for investigating Jesus’s emotions 
in the Gospels.5 While the heart of this study features close contextual read-
ings of relevant Gospel texts, these introductory chapters provide theoretical 
and theological lenses to sharpen those readings.

4. The subtitle of Nussbaum, Upheavals of  Thought.
5. Subsequent chapters provide additional theoretical frameworks, each pertinent to the 

specific emotion under investigation.

Mission Im/passible: Theory and Theology
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1

Emotion Theory  
and the Passional Christ

The “Passion” pulses at the heart of Christian history, theology, liturgy, 
and media and is focused on Jesus’s final days from the Last Supper to 
his crucifixion. The capitalized term, which has appeared in English 

dictionaries since the Middle Ages,1 derives from the Latin passio, “suffering.” 
Memorialized in countless sermons and commentaries, but most dramatically 
in scores of paintings, sculptures, plays, hymns, and films, the Passion of the 
Christ has left its deepest defining marks— virtual stigmata— on the church, 
the collective body of Christ. The way of Christ that his disciples must “take 
up” is quintessentially the way of the cross (Matt. 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 
9:23), the Via Dolorosa.

In Christian parlance, then, “Passion” functions as a technical term for Jesus’s 
redemptive suffering, strictly demarcated from more common (vulgar) ancient 
and modern meanings of the word. Ironically, though the Greek verb paschō 
(“suffer”) appears frequently in the New Testament, the related noun pathos 
appears only in lists of vices that proscribe acting on immoral “passions” or lusts 
(Rom. 1:26; Col. 3:5; 1 Thess. 4:5). Apart from having nothing to do with the 
events surrounding Jesus’s death, this (im)moralized usage of “passion” language 
does not account for a wider semantic range in Greek and English encompassing 
a swath of emotions associated not only with painful experiences but also with 
pleasurable ones. Today’s English associates “passion” not only with ardent 

1. Fisher, Vehement Passions, 4–5.
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sexual desire, variously celebrated or censured, but also with rapt dedication 
to some pursuit, serious or frivolous, attended by a spate of emotions. We may 
declare ourselves, for example, deeply passionate about social justice or cancer 
research, on one hand, or about chocolate pie or argyle socks, on the other.

Be Aware of  Greeks Bearing Emotions

Since Aristotle, generally regarded as the father of emotion theory, the “pas-
sions” (pathē) correlate with our conception of common emotions like fear 
(phobos) and anger (orgē)—“and their opposites,” calmness (praotēs) and love 
(philia) (Rhet. 2.1.8–2.4.29 [1378a–81b]). This is not to say, given the cultural 
shaping of emotional experience, that Aristotle and I would understand the 
concept of fear, for example, in precisely the same way, still less that we would 
dread the same threats. (For all the precariousness of life for ancient peoples, 
they didn’t need to worry about nuclear annihilation or global warming.) But 
with a good translator, Aristotle and I could have a reasonable conversation 
about human emotions based on broadly shared feelings “accompanied by 
pain and pleasure” (2.1.8 [1378a]).

Classics scholar William Harris sums up the expanding notion of emotion- 
laden pathos: “The principal [Greek] verb for suffering, paschō, eventually 
[by the fourth century BCE] came to include the specialized meaning ‘experi-
ence emotionally,’ while in the same period the noun pathos came to mean 
‘passion’ or ‘emotion.’”2 This fleshed out and felt out concept of emotional-
ity bridges ancient and modern psychology, without denying the difficulties 
of crossing the divide with sympathetic understanding, fully “feeling with” 
ancient Mediterranean persons; we have a hard enough time sympathizing 
with current neighbors, even more with strangers. Harris, however, narrows 
bridge traffic to a single negative lane with his assessment that “the Greeks 
often thought of emotions as hostile disease- like forces outside the person.”3 
So much for the positive role of pleasurable passions/emotions in Aristotle’s 
thought, though his writings admit to various interpretations on the subject.4 
Harris’s medical- viral model seems more suited to Hellenistic Stoic ideas than 
to Aristotle’s, but in any case we can readily relate to feeling overwhelmed— 
attacked, even— by waves of anger or despair, as if they were alien, invading 
forces, even though modern emotion scientists dispute this etiology.

2. Harris, Restraining Rage, 342.
3. Harris, Restraining Rage, 342.
4. Fortenbaugh, Aristotle on Emotion; Nussbaum, Therapy of  Desire, 78–101; Frede, 

“‘Mixed Feelings.’”

Mission Im/passible: Theory and Theology
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Another classics specialist, David Konstan, has examined a wider range of 
emotions in ancient Greek thought than has Harris, who focuses on anger. Kon-
stan cautions against assuming facile correspondences of emotion language 
across cultures; translation often betrays as much as it conveys (traduttore, tra-
ditore). Yet all is not lost in translation: “The pathē [still] appear to correspond 
broadly with the kinds of sentiments that we typically or at least sometimes 
classify as emotions. Often, however, the context will demand some variation.”5 
A sensible, balanced framework for fruitful research, it seems to me.6

Getting Emotional about Jesus

From this springboard we launch, with both keen interest and due caution, 
into studying Jesus’s “passions” in relation to his overall emotional life re-
counted in Greek by the four canonical Gospels. These ancient writings pro-
vide no catalog of Jesus’s pathē, nothing approaching the kind of in- depth 
psychological profile we find in many modern biographies and novels. Like 
other biblical narratives, the Gospels chiefly tell about and show characters in 
action— what they say and do more than what they think and feel. Yet while 
the Gospels do not detail Jesus’s introspective broodings, neither do they 
completely efface his emotions as somehow unworthy (irrational, unmanly, 
undisciplined) of his noble nature as Son of God and Humankind.

Still, as we consider the Passion accounts, we must not gloss over, either by 
omission or emendation, the emotional episode at Gethsemane/Olivet that de-
picts Jesus passionately pleading— punctuated by grief, sweat, and anxiety— to 
bypass his looming execution.7 While the Synoptic Gospels negotiate this 
fraught scene in different ways, none attempts to sap its emotional poignancy 
(Matt. 26:36–46; Mark 14:32–42; Luke 22:40–46). The Fourth Gospel, however, 
all but annuls the Gethsemane tradition: “Now my soul is troubled. And what 
should I say—‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it is for this reason I have 
come to this hour” (John 12:27). At least John allows for some “troubling” of 
Jesus’s “soul” (psychē) here, for intense emotions (including grief ) at Lazarus’s 
tomb in the previous chapter (11:33–35, 38), and elsewhere.8 Nonetheless, John 
sets a precedent for discomfort over Jesus’s vulnerable emotional state in Geth-
semane on Maundy Thursday, abundantly evidenced in later interpretation.9

5. Konstan, Emotions of  the Ancient Greeks, 4.
6. See Spencer, “Getting a Feel,” 4–15, 30–32.
7. See a detailed discussion of this incident in chap. 5 of this study.
8. See Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions.
9. See Madigan, “Ancient and High- Medieval Interpretations.”

Emotion Theory and the Passional Christ 
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My project aims to correct skewed images of Jesus as a tough- as- nails 
strongman and hyper- stoical martyr (like Socrates), images based on a dispas-
sionate interpretation of his Passion, oddly enough, and a disproportionate 
reading of the Gospel narratives. Martin Kähler’s famous footnote casting 
Mark’s Gospel as a “passion narrative with an extended introduction”10 en-
capsulates the dominant preoccupation with Jesus’s death in Christian faith, 
abetted by the centrality of “Christ crucified” in Paul’s gospel (1 Cor. 1:23; 
2:2), with lesser interest in Jesus’s earthly career. In the four Gospels, however, 
reports of Jesus’s baptism and temptation, preaching and teaching, healing 
and feeding, calling and guiding disciples, and challenging and debating au-
thorities, while propelling him toward his crucifixion are no mere preludes 
to it but rather integral parts of the whole gospel (good news), carefully 
unfolded in the Gospel books. Taken in toto, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John represent multifaceted passional narratives of Jesus’s overall restorative 
mission— from birth to death (and resurrection)— to a suffering world, carried 
out with fervent passion(s).11

Along with displaying Jesus’s grief, the Gospels also feature, in varying de-
grees, his emotions of anger, disgust, surprise, joy, and, of course, compassion 
(this “passion” has always gotten a special pass, especially when apotheosized as 
“agapic” love). Most lists of basic emotions include all these, but they typically 
also include fear, which is conspicuously absent from Gospel portraits of Jesus’s 
own feelings.12 Though provoking fear among his adherents and opponents alike, 
Jesus is never explicitly said to be afraid. Yet fear terminology in any language 
can cover a swath of feelings, variously nuanced by related notions of terror, 
dread, fright, panic, timidity, shock, or awe. How we divvy up emotions proves 
less useful for understanding them than delving into the granularity and differ-
entiation of each emotional situation and the language used to conceptualize 
it.13 We thus seek to discover and unravel the thick texture of Jesus’s emotional 
experience presented in the intricate narrative webs of the Gospel texts.14

Sympathetic Theology

Beyond giving due attention to Jesus’s emotions in the Gospel records, I aim 
to view these emotions considerately rather than combatively, sympathetically 

10. Kähler, So- Called Historical Jesus, 80n11; Kee, Community of  the New Age, 30–31.
11. See my discussion of Luke’s “passional theology” in Spencer, Luke, 706–32.
12. See Ekman and Cordaro, “What Is Meant?”; Cowen and Keltner, “Self- Report.”
13. L. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made, 2–3, 121, 180–83, 246; Tugade, Fredrickson, and 

Barrett, “Psychological Resilience”; Nook et al., “Nonlinear Development.”
14. See Robbins, Exploring the Texture of  Texts.

Mission Im/passible: Theory and Theology
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rather than apologetically. In other words, rather than sanding off the rough 
edges of Jesus’s emotional life that don’t fit some dogmatic christological 
mold, I try to examine his reported passions in light of “normal” human 
experience as understood by ancient and modern emotion theorists and sci-
entists. The Jesus of the Gospels feels with us, and we with him.

Yet I stay attuned to theology as well as anthropology. Each Gospel in its 
own way presents Jesus as the incarnation of God in the world. He is a human 
male reflecting God’s image, like Adam and all men— and like Eve and all 
women (Gen. 1:27)— but to the ultimate degree: “the light of the gospel of 
the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4); “the image of the 
invisible God, the firstborn of all creation” (Col. 1:15); “the exact imprint 
of God’s very being” (Heb. 1:3). While the Gospels do not use this “iconic” 
(eikōn) language about Jesus, their stories patently depict his extraordinary 
relationship with and reflection of God. He is God’s Son, with distinctive as 
well as associative status among all God’s children.15 He is Lord, Savior, and 
Messiah of God’s household. Accordingly, he is passionately engaged with 
God, God’s people, and God’s world— as God is.

This affirmation of divine emotionality flies in the face of longstanding 
doctrine on God’s impassible, immutable nature. In the next chapter I will 
argue the case for God’s pathos. For now, I simply clarify my reading of Jesus’s 
emotions in the Gospels as positive and appreciative from both divine and 
human perspectives. This is not to foreclose critical readings. When Jesus’s 
emotions “get the best of him,” is it always in the most salutary way? Perhaps 
not. We will certainly see the Gospels differing among themselves in evaluat-
ing Jesus’s emotional responses in various situations. But overall, I approach 
Jesus’s passions, whether painful or pleasurable, rough or smooth, not as alien 
forces to be extirpated by him or his interpreters but as integral feelings to 
be embraced, unpacked, and understood as formative components of Jesus’s 
person and work. A dispassionate, unemotional Jesus is simply not believable.

The Importance of  Being Emotional

The recent explosion of interest in emotion study across the humanities and 
sciences has provoked much debate, as should be expected with new method-
ologies and theories about the complex and often unconscious phenomena we 
designate “emotions”— or “passions,” “feelings,” “sentiments,” “affections,” 
and so on. We’re not even sure what to call them!16 Functional magnetic 

15. See Peppard, Son of  God; Spencer, “Son of God.”
16. See Izard, “Many Meanings/Aspects”; Dixon, “‘Emotion.’”

Emotion Theory and the Passional Christ 
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resonance imaging (fMRI) of neural traffic in the brain has revolutionized 
emotion research but hardly settled every question. What exactly does map-
ping a particular emotional experience onto an electrochemical grid mean 
for that experience?17 As important as our brains are to everything we do, 
to feeling as much as to thinking, we are not simply (or essentially) brains 
ensconced in a bone helmet perched on a skin- bagged skeleton for transport. 
The most persuasive theories of mind (ToM) advanced by psychologists and 
philosophers are expansive and connective rather than reductive and parti-
tive. Daniel Siegel, for example, pushes beyond “enskulled” or “brainbound” 
models of “mental activities, such as emotions, thoughts, and memories,” to 
incorporate the “body’s whole state” in relation to, “within and between,” 
other persons and objects.18 In short, the mind, not least its emotional pro-
cesses, operates in “both a fully embodied and relationally embedded” circuit 
of energy.19

Consonant with this dynamic “extended mind”20 is a consensus about 
the vital importance of emotions to human functioning. Emotions matter to 
surviving and thriving in life. Pure reason, for all its vaunted value to advance 
our welfare through “enlightened” scientific method, is too measured and 
cumbersome to save us without emotive oomph. While I’m deliberating on 
a hiking trail whether the serpentine image flashing across my field of vision 
is a snake or a stick— and, if the former, a poisonous or harmless variety—I 
might well feel the venomous fangs before I’m through thinking. Thankfully, 
however, before it came to that perilous puncture, gut- level fear would kick in 
and hopefully propel me out of harm’s way; then, at a safe distance, I might 
undertake a more considered examination of the object— with binoculars!

Fear is not the only emotion that can save our lives. Anger can stoke us to 
defend ourselves in a fight; disgust can deter us from consuming or coming 
into contact with lethal polluted substances; love can draw us into healing and 
nurturing relationships. Emotions are far from foolish or irrational. They are 
smart, quick smart. They make judgments about an object or situation often 
before we know it, snap judgments, sharp judgments, sensible judgments. 
Strict Cartesian dualism between reason and emotion doesn’t fly anymore.

Yet emotional judgments are hardly infallible; then again, neither are more 
disputative, dispassionate decisions—“no actual mental process is infallible.”21 
Just as one can think a thought to death, reason oneself into a corner, or refuse 

17. See Adolphs and Anderson, Neuroscience of  Emotion.
18. Siegel, Mind, 10, 14; on “brainbound” models, see Clark, Supersizing the Mind, xxv–xxix.
19. Siegel, Mind, 47 (cf. 10–16, 33–41, 46–48).
20. Clark and Chalmers, “Extended Mind.”
21. Railton, “Morality and Prospection,” 238 (emphasis added).

Mission Im/passible: Theory and Theology
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to consider counterevidence to one’s conclusion, emotion can lead one astray. 
Fear can paralyze critical action or metastasize into crippling phobia. Disgust 
can bleed over from contaminant elements to despicable persons, as we might 
color them for all sorts of emotionally skewed “reasons.” Anger, including 
so- called righteous indignation, can explode into cruel and disproportional 
vengeance, and even love can become obsessive and possessive to the serious 
detriment of the parties involved. In any case, emotion, cognition, volition, 
and other ways we categorize “mind” operations do not constitute discrete 
components. Though serving a certain heuristic purpose for analysis, they are 
dynamically interconnected, for better or worse, in embodied personal and 
social networks. With Walt Whitman, we “sing the body electric.”22

While brain lesions or injuries can severely hamper emotional intelligence,23 
emotional capacity in general or particular emotions like fear do not strictly 
isolate in a single module of the brain or neural channel. Neuroimaging tech-
niques can discover traces of emotional mechanics, but emotions cannot yet 
be— and may never be— pinpointed on an anatomical map, like bones and 
muscles; emotions do not have fixed “fingerprints.”24 Emotions flow more like 
the bloodstream than slot in place like the skeletal system.

For good or ill, we are emotional- rational, rational- emotional beings. Any 
way you slice it, emotions matter a great deal for human life. Correlative 
with emotions’ importance for survival and well- being is their critical role in 
assessing what is particularly important to a person or group: what matters 
most, what drives beliefs and behaviors, what shapes the dreams and goals 
one pursues. Contemporary psychologists and philosophers agree widely 
on this fundamental motivational purpose of emotions, if  not on the fine 
points of how this goal orientation plays out. Psychologist Richard Lazarus 
propounds “the motivational principle” of emotions within a broad- based 
“cognitive- motivational- relational theory.”25 Central to this approach is un-
packing various “appraisal components” of emotions, first and foremost that 
of “goal relevance” concerning “the extent to which an encounter touches 
on personal goals— that is . . . issues in the encounter about which the per-
son cares or in which there is a personal stake. If there is no goal relevance, 
there cannot be an emotion.” Lazarus goes on to subdivide emotional ap-
praisals into “congruent,” “incongruent,” and “ego- involved” elements. In 
other words, an emotion may signal and spur active support for valued goals 

22. Whitman, “I Sing the Body Electric.”
23. See Damasio, Descartes’ Error.
24. L. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made, 1–24.
25. R. Lazarus, Emotion and Adaptation, 92–112; cf. R. Lazarus and B. Lazarus, Passion 

and Reason, 39–51.
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(congruence) or resistance to perceived obstacles to such goals (incongru-
ence) in the interest of advancing “personal commitments” and solidifying 
self- identity (ego- involvement).26

Take, for example, an emotional encounter with a judge or city official 
who unfairly enforces housing laws to favor racial segregation. More than a 
knee- jerk outburst from my hot Italian blood on my mother’s side, my anger 
may reflect an affront to my commitment to social justice and fuel “action 
readiness” to do something to rectify the problem.27 Whether the case directly 
involves me or not, I take it personally. I may or may not correctly construe 
the magistrate’s decision. I may not get all the facts straight. Appraisal is an 
ongoing, adjustable process. But feelings are themselves “facts” of life, inte-
gral to sorting out the factuality of our lives: who we are, how we operate, 
what we truly care about. Our emotions may shock us (“I didn’t know I felt 
so strongly about that”), shame us (“Dang, there my hypersensitive fairness 
button goes off again”), or shore us up (“Wow, this is a serious problem that 
must be redressed”)— but they will never fail to instruct us about important 
matters.

In a similar vein, philosopher and ethicist Robert Roberts understands emo-
tions as “concern- based construals” that signal “what the subject cares about, 
what is important to him or her,” including matters of “moral importance.”28 
What we feel passionately about betrays our critical moral values, not simply 
our whimsical personal tastes in a conceptual buffet line. The current “mat-
tering” project of philosopher and novelist Rebecca Goldstein contains a key 
emotion component: “Strong emotions often carry us over the gap from is to 
ought, and our conatus [striving] projects, providing us the motive force to 
propel us into the future, are chock full of emotions.”29

Likewise, the eminent philosopher, classicist, and public thinker Martha 
Nussbaum stresses what we might call the “salience property” of emotions.30 

26. R. Lazarus, Emotion and Adaptation, 149–50; cf. Moors, “Flavors of Appraisal Theories.”
27. “Action readiness” or “action tendency” has been a major component of  modern 

psychological emotion theory. As Frijda (“Laws of Emotion,” 351) summarizes, “State of ac-
tion readiness is a central notion in emotion. All emotion— all states, that is, that one would 
want to call ‘emotions’— involve some change in action readiness: (a) in readiness to go at 
it or away from it or to shift attention; (b) in sheer excitement, which can be understood as 
being ready for action but not knowing what actions; (c) in being stopped in one’s tracks or 
in loss of interest.” Cf. Frijda, Emotions, 69–93, 231–41; Fontaine and Scherer, “Emotion 
Is for Doing.”

28. Roberts, Spiritual Emotions, 11, 14; cf. Roberts, Emotions, 60–179; Baier, “Feelings 
That Matter.”

29. Goldstein, “What Really Matters?” (emphasis original); cf. Goldstein, “Mattering Mat-
ters”; Goldstein, “Mattering Instinct.”

30. See my discussion of this property in Spencer, Luke, 710–11.
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In her view, emotions are “suffused with intelligence and discernment . . . 
part and parcel of the system of ethical reasoning.”31 Emotions “involve judg-
ments about important things, judgments in which, appraising an external 
object as salient for our own well- being, we acknowledge our own neediness 
and incompleteness before parts of the world that we do not fully control.”32 
Nussbaum writes that “the object of the emotion is seen as important for 
some role it plays in the person’s own life.” She then gives incisive examples: 
“I do not go about fearing any and every catastrophe anywhere in the world. 
. . . What inspires fear is the thought of damages impeding that cut to the 
heart of my own cherished relationships and projects. What inspires grief 
is the death of someone beloved, someone who has been an important part 
of one’s life.”33

So what does all this emotion analysis mean for knowing Jesus? If “every-
thing” sounds too grandiose, I’ll settle for “quite a lot.” To know what drove 
Jesus to carry out his messianic mission the way he did, to know what mat-
tered most to him, what magnetized his moral compass, what moved him, 
we must attend to his emotional life as much as the Gospel evidence permits. 
Though theologically, again, we may accept the Gospel witness that the Holy 
Spirit impels Jesus’s words and actions to fulfill the will of his Heavenly Fa-
ther (see Matt. 3:16–4:1; Mark 1:10–12; Luke 3:21–22; 4:1; 10:21–22; John 
16:12–15), this trinitarian supposition begs the utilitarian question of how 
this Spirit- force operates through the embodied, emotional Christ. It’s clear 
in the Gospel narratives that Jesus is not a Spirit- programmed android; so 
how does the divine Spirit affectively shape Jesus’s free, full- fledged human 
self, engaged with other feeling, thinking, speaking, acting selves and the 
surrounding environment?

First and Futurist

I’ve argued that the study of Jesus’s emotional life in the Gospels is a matter of 
seminal importance to understanding his character and mission, not merely a 
dash of spice to make him somehow more appealing or relatable. Reinforcing 
the crucial role that emotions play in human nature, including Jesus’s, ancient 
wisdom, clarified by modern research, stresses a double temporal function 
for emotions as (1) first responders to perceived stimuli and (2) forecasting 
simulators of possible outcomes.

31. Nussbaum, Upheavals of  Thought, 1.
32. Nussbaum, Upheavals of  Thought, 19.
33. Nussbaum, Upheavals of  Thought, 30–31 (emphasis original).
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First Responders

With the rapid- fire capacity of our intricately wired brains—a hundred 
billion neurons firing in milliseconds and running circles around any super-
computer manufactured to date— it is difficult, as noted above, to situate and 
sequence physical and mental activities with cartographical precision. Yet, 
except in cases of extreme breakdown, order and method prevail over chaos 
and madness. However technologically limited we may be in mind tracking 
and however circuitous the track, looping back and forth, here and there, we 
live and move in some sensed temporal matrix of past, present, and future. 
Accordingly, sequential models help us understand how we navigate the world.

Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman (with longtime collaborator Amos Tver-
sky) has posited a two- stage, time- sensitive model of response systems.34 Sys-
tem 1 kicks in fast, often before any conscious awareness, generating intuitions, 
gut feelings, and snap judgments— emotional judgments— not necessarily ir-
rational or misguided, just less analyzed or thought out. Recall the impulsive 
flight reaction to a snaky object on the trail. Roman Stoics Cicero and Seneca 
categorized these first impressions as “pre- passions” (propatheia), “bitings,” 
“slight contractions,” “initial prickings,” “first sparks,” or “initial mental jolts” 
(Cicero, Tusc. 3.80–84; Seneca, Anger 1.8.1; 2.2–4; cf. Philo, QG 3.56).35 In and 
of themselves, these first- feeling impulses are morally indifferent; only through 
considered “assent” do they blossom into deleterious, disturbing emotions 
or, if properly reasoned through, into “good emotions” or “proper feelings” 
(eupatheia).36

Better suited to the Stoic ideal is System 2 of Kahneman’s scheme: a slow, 
deliberate, cost- and- benefit assessment of attitudinal and active responses to a 
person, event, or situation. Yet, despite the Stoics’ aspiration to dispassionate 
tranquility, emotions cannot be completely overridden, since they themselves 
register indelible judgments (appraisals) that stay on the record, like emails 
that are never really “deleted” but remain floating in “the cloud.” But neither 
should we strive for total eradication; as powerful, intelligent forces, emotions 
rightly demand a hearing in System 2 court, providing raw, “reasonable” ma-
terials for considered decision- making.

Loss of emotional capacity due to severe damage to key emotion- processing 
areas of the brain results in a deficit of discriminating “feel” for what to do 

34. Kahneman, Thinking, 19–105.
35. This and other quotations of Cicero’s Tusculanae disputationes are taken from Graver, 

Cicero on the Emotions, 36, 124–27, 134–39; for Seneca quotations, see Seneca, Anger, Mercy, 
Revenge, 21, 35–37, 110n29; see also D. Robertson, How to Think Like a Roman Emperor, 
41–43, 62–68.

36. Graver, Stoicism and Emotion, 51–53, 85–108.
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and where to go. Even with intact IQs, persons suffering from pathologically 
flat affect “see dozens of choices but lack immediate internal feelings of like 
or dislike. They must examine the pros and cons of every choice with their 
reasoning, but in the absence of feeling they see little reason to pick one or 
the other. When the rest of us look out at the world, our emotional brains 
have instantly and automatically appraised the possibilities.”37 Aristotle proves 
more on target than the Stoics with his nuanced “middle” perspective, seek-
ing the “right” mix of emotion and reason in pursuit of “moral virtue.” “To 
feel [passions like fear, anger, and pity] when one ought and at the things 
one ought, in relation to those people whom one ought, for the sake of what 
and as one ought— all these constitute the middle as well as what is best. . . . 
Virtue is concerned with passions and actions, in which the excess is in error 
and the deficiency is blamed” (Eth. nic. 2.6 [1106b.17–29]).38

While emotion and reason seep across these “systems” and inform each 
other, a common processing course starts with primary “affect laden,” “emo-
tionally charged” engagement (System 1), followed by secondary reason- rich, 
more “emotionally neutral” examination (System 2).39 As social psychologist 
Jonathan Haidt puts it, the “emotional dog” wags the “rational tail”— which 
is necessary and beneficial but also prompts us, less helpfully, to rationalize 
intuitive emotional judgments through confirmation biases or confabulation 
ruses.40 Another zoological image Haidt uses— his favored one, in fact— is 
that our rational “selves” function like riders trying to control a massive 
elephant plodding along with its bulk of “gut feelings, visceral reactions, 
emotions, and intuitions that comprise much of the automatic system.”41 A 
better “motion” picture to capture the force of Kahneman’s fast, elegant 
System 1, might feature a rider on a racehorse.42 In any event, let the student 
of human behavior— including that of Jesus— beware and be aware of the 
“dog” of emotional priority and of the emotional “elephant” that is always 
in the room.43

37. Haidt, Happiness Hypothesis, 12.
38. Unless otherwise indicated, quotations of Nicomachean Ethics throughout are from the 

Bartlett and Collins translation.
39. Railton, “Morality and Prospection,” 232–36.
40. Haidt, “Emotional Dog”; Haidt, Righteous Mind, 27–51.
41. Haidt, Happiness Hypothesis, 17. He further stresses that “the elephant and the rider 

each have their own intelligence, and when they work together well they enable the unique 
brilliance of human beings” (17).

42. Haidt (Happiness Hypothesis, 16) briefly alludes to Plato’s classic equine analogy of 
human drives in Phaedrus 246a–254e, featuring a charioteer attempting to drive two mighty 
winged horses pulling in opposite directions.

43. The eighteenth- century Scottish philosopher David Hume imaged emotion’s power and 
primacy vis- à- vis reason in the form of a master/slave hierarchy, with emotion/passion in the 
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Forecasting Simulators

Increasingly, scholars correlate this primacy of emotional functioning with 
forecasting, as demonstrated in Homo Prospectus, a groundbreaking col-
laborative project among four leading psychologists and philosophers.44 We 
would never have survived— much less evolved— as much as we have if we were 
only wired to be reactive to present danger or retroactive to prior experience. 
Threats come hard and fast from forces bigger and faster than we are. Forget 
the venomous snake for the moment; we cannot outrun or outfight a tiger 
with bare feet or hands any more than we can escape sudden overwhelming 
natural events like avalanches, floods, or earthquakes. We had to develop the 
brain power and social cooperation to learn to forecast: to think and plan 
ahead together, to anticipate crises and devise means to solve them on the 
basis of both filed and fresh information. In becoming proactive, prospective 
beings, past and present experiences arced toward future horizons.

Since we never know exactly what’s coming around the bend any more 
than weather forecasters do, in the interest of maximizing our options we 
work around the clock, mostly subconsciously, in what some scientists and 
theorists of mind have dubbed the default mode network (DMN). In this 
mode our acutely alert, intricately wired brains keep running simulations of 
possible events and encounters, projecting various courses of action.45 And 
what makes this powerful DMN “search engine” go? The network is primed 
for optimal readiness under the command of the chief affective- emotional 
operating system. As Gilbert and Wilson outline the process, “The brain 
generates mental simulations (previews) of future events, which produce af-
fective reactions (premotions), which are then used as a basis for forecasts 
(predictions) about the future event’s emotional consequences.”46

This affective- emotional executive management team works 24/7 (the mind 
doesn’t switch off in sleep mode) in a highly time- sensitive environment. 

dominant position. For example: “We speak not strictly and philosophically when we talk of 
the combat of passion and of reason. Reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions, 
and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them” (Hume, Treatise of 
Human Nature, 266); “Morals excite passions, and produce or prevent actions. Reason of itself 
is utterly impotent in this particular” (294). Though hardly anti- reason, Hume is skeptical of 
reason’s sovereignty.

44. Seligman et al., Homo Prospectus.
45. Sripada, “Free Will,” 193–97; L. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made, 311–20; Mars et 

al., “On the Relationship.”
46. Gilbert and Wilson, “Why the Brain Talks to Itself,” 1335 (emphasis original); cf. De-

Steno, Emotional Success, 77: “The brain isn’t as much a response mechanism as it is a predictive 
mechanism. It’s always guessing what’s coming next based on what’s come before. . . . In many 
ways, emotions constitute guesses about what’s coming based on what has recently occurred.”
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Coolly calculated five- year plans that take five hundred committee meetings 
to devise are great (sort of ) but not much help if you suddenly find yourself 
facing some hostile person or unsettling circumstance on five minutes’ notice, 
which, let’s face it, happens all the time. We need “emotional agility” and 
sophistication.47 Social psychologist Roy Baumeister distinguishes between 
initial “twinges of feeling” or “automatic affect” and more developed “full- 
blown emotion” (somewhat akin to Kahneman’s Systems 1 and 2), but he 
correlates both emotion- fueled operations around forecasting schemes to 
prepare for myriad eventualities: “That twinge (in the present) is a signal of 
what full- blown emotion one will have (in the future) if one acts that way, 
and it arises because of what one learned from previous, similar actions (in 
the past). The present affective twinge helps one anticipate future emotion.”48

In economic language, we’re not simply interested in firm, bottom- line 
projections about profit margins at the end of the day, month, year, or five- year 
block. We desperately want to know how we will feel about those numbers; 
how they will affect our own lives; how they will move us to act to reach our 
desired financial goals. The maddening reports, at least to non- economists, 
of investment values’ fluctuation on the basis of “how the market feels” begin 
to make more sense, perhaps.49 At any rate, whether we identify our species 
as homo sapiens, homo economicus, or some other brand, we are also, and 
maybe above all, homo prospectus, deeply invested in “emotional outcomes.”50

Of course, just as economic history is littered with tales of rued decisions 
made on rash impulse (“If only I had not bought/sold all that seemingly 
booming/tanking stock at that moment of mania/panic!”), so the wider story 
of our lives remains susceptible to false projections. Though highly adap-
tive in learning from past mistakes, our default networks are not glitch- free; 
sometimes “gut feelings” have more to do with last night’s spicy dinner than 
any prescient insight. Predictive errors continue to gum up the works,51 dur-
ing both “simpler” times (like Jesus’s age) when there were fewer means of 
technological analysis and more “advanced” eras when it’s near impossible 
to keep up with the pace of change. Still, we brazenly press on with our emo-
tional prospective ventures, and amazingly enough, our continuing existence 
attests to the fact that we get it right more times than not.

Recalling the “mattering” matter discussed above and pressing the mon-
etary metaphor further to encompass moral value— what is worth doing for 

47. David, Emotional Agility.
48. Baumeister, “Emotions,” 212.
49. See Akerlof and Shiller, Animal Spirits.
50. Baumeister, “Emotions,” 209.
51. Gilbert and Wilson, “Why the Brain Talks to Itself.”
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the greatest good, personally and communally— we discover that anticipatory 
feelings play a critical evaluative role. In a brilliant essay titled “Morality and 
Prospection,” philosopher Peter Railton unpacks the link between emotional 
prospection and ethical reflection in terms of “empathic simulation.”52 Rail-
ton explains how we routinely fast- forward into a future scenario, imagining 
not only how we will feel if we do this or that but also how others will be 
affected in the process, others we care about deeply (family and friends) or 
not so much (strangers and foes). Our affective moral compass takes a read 
on where a decision or plan of action might land us. For example, not only 
does the feeling of guilt arise after we engage in some conscious- pricking 
behavior, but the unpleasantness of such a feeling motivates us to predict its 
eruption in simulated cases, in hopes of preventing guilt- producing activity 
before the fact.53 (“If I do this horrible thing I’m considering doing to you, 
I’m pretty sure we’ll both feel bad as a consequence, and what will be gained 
from that? Except maybe it will at least help relieve the festering anger I’ve 
been feeling against you— and I don’t really care how you’ll feel, since I’m 
really mad at you.”) Thus anticipated guilt and anger may rub hard against 
each other in emotional moral prospection. Again, this is not to say that 
“emotional reasoning”— emotion driving (wagging) reason— is always ac-
curate or helpful.54 But neither does reason do us any favors by trying to sever 
our emotional nerve, as if it could. Emotionally tone- deaf thinking misses 
important warning and guiding signals.

Passional Stories of  Jesus

Railton goes on to discuss the rich resources of shared stories and gossip, 
describing them as “tightly intertwined with everyday moral thought and 
practice” and exerting “a powerful grasp on people’s thoughts and feelings.” 
These social narratives, formal (stories) or informal (gossip), are critically 
formative simulations of moral dilemmas and consequences. These narratives 
signal “not only about how people do think, feel, and act, but how they ought 
to. This ranges from the explicitly moralizing character of a children’s story 
or a religious parable to the complex moral entanglements and ambiguities 
of a successful soap opera or television drama.”55

52. Railton, “Morality and Prospection,” 242.
53. Railton, “Morality and Prospection,” 241–42.
54. Lukianoff and Haidt (Coddling of  the American Mind, 38, 278) define “emotional 

reasoning” in cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) terms as “letting your feelings guide your 
interpretation of reality. ‘I feel depressed; therefore, my marriage is not working out’” (cf. 33–51).

55. Railton, “Morality and Prospection,” 253, 255 (emphasis original).
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This understanding of stories as emotionally charged frameworks for pro-
spective moral evaluation aptly fits the Gospel narratives, the primary medium 
for encountering the life and mission of Jesus the Christ. Like all good lit-
erature, the Gospels move readers emotionally.56 To read the Gospels dispas-
sionately with some illusory goal of clinical objectivity is flatly to misread 
them. Beyond the Gospels’ relatively spare, explicit references to particular 
emotions of Jesus, they convey his emotional character through their stories 
about him, culled from others’ accounts orally transmitted through the years 
(gossip!) and constructed into a dynamic plot. In turn these Gospel stories 
feature Jesus’s immersion in formative and affective stories, both inherited and 
invented: inherited from sacred Scripture and invented in poignant parables 
(many of which have scriptural resonance).

Accordingly, as we seek in this volume to understand Jesus’s emotional life, 
we will attend to the stories Jesus tells along with those the Gospel narrators 
tell us about how he feels. Though Railton’s comment rightly stresses the 
thrust of a “religious parable” to provide moral guidance via the intercon-
nected feelings, thoughts, and actions exhibited by the parable’s characters, his 
more particular association of parables with “explicitly moralizing” children’s 
stories sorely misses the mark of Jesus’s parables. Far from crystallizing his 
parables into catchy moral aphorisms, more often than not Jesus confounds 
his listeners, leaving his meaning dangling in the air, disorienting as much as 
comforting the audience but always challenging them with “complex moral 
entanglements and ambiguities.” Any student of Jesus’s parables who has 
not felt frustrated by what they think or feel Jesus may convey through these 
open- ended vignettes of common and not- so- common human feeling and 
action is not studying them very closely. Moreover, any student of Jesus’s 
Gospel words and deeds who becomes so enamored with the “new” program 
he advances as to ignore his engulfment in the “old” religion of the Hebrew 
Bible, not least the fiery and teary impassioned prophets,57 is reading with 
the narrowest of unifocal lenses, terribly distorting the “new” testament by 
dismissing the “old.”

On we go with our quest to find the passionate Jesus, who in fact has been 
hiding all along in plain sight within the emotion- laden Gospel narratives. 
Let those with eyes to see, see, ears to hear, hear— and hearts to feel, feel.

56. See Oatley, Passionate Muse; Nussbaum, Poetic Justice.
57. See Heschel, Prophets.
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