Does God have
Feelings and Emotion?

(Lament and the Mission of God)

Maria Abara

Introduction
When the tsunami hit Anyer Beach in Jakarta on the 24 of December 2018, a famous
band was performing nearby. Soon after the first song, the tsunami came and wiped
away the stage.1 Only the vocalist survived, and he even lost his wife. That vocalist
described himself on his Instagram page as a proud Muslim and I was curious to see
how he responded to his loss and suffering. His post is full of his expression of sadness
and loss, but not even in one sentence did he dare to ask God “why.” Many of his fans
commented on the picture of his wife and said that a good Muslim will never complain
to God. It is a sin even to ask “why.” A good Muslim needs to submit to God and accept
everything without question. Everything that happens in a person’s life is “takdir”—
destiny. Everything has been ordained by God and human beings just need to live a life
that is predestined for them without any questions.
A famous singer, Denada, found out that her 6-year-old daughter had leukemia. Full
of sadness she said on television that she told herself not to ask God “why.” She said,
“It is a sin to question God. I tried hard not to even ask ‘why?’”2
This understanding of God is common in Indonesia. Some Muslim preachers even
say that if you make a heavy sound such as “ugh” or “agh” in your prayer, Allah will not
hear you at all and he will cancel all your requests to him. According to some Islamic
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popular teachings in Indonesia, there are 7 azab (punishments) for those who complain
to God:
•

He will die in a terrible way

•

He will go bankrupt

•

His face will turn black on the Day of Judgment

•

His skin will burn

•

He and his family will be humiliated

•

He will get the lowest place in hell

•

He will be bombarded with stones from the sky

Does God Have Feeling and Emotion?
January is National Slavery and Human Trafficking Prevention Month, and it is sad that
in 2020 the number of trafficked persons, especially women in Indonesia, is increasing.
United Nations (UN) experts say traffickers are taking advantage of the COVID-19
pandemic by targeting migrants who have lost their jobs and children who have
dropped out of school. The global economic slowdown is leaving large numbers of
people out of work, desperate, and at risk of exploitation. In addition, victims of human
trafficking are less likely to be found or receive assistance because attention and
resources are currently being diverted to tackling the outbreak.3
I used to work with the poor, and some of the women who I met were human
trafficking survivors. Apart from providing legal assistance and advocacy, I see the
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importance of helping victims to relate their faith to the suffering they are
experiencing. Several years ago, I encountered two women who were trafficked as sex
workers, and we had to collect money to free them from their master. After they came
back, I saw they had changed their clothing and were now wearing hijab. I asked them,
“why you are wearing hijab?” One of the women said, “I want to start a new life as a
good Muslim woman. God destined me to be a prostitute. Maybe my parents did
something bad in the past. Who knows, by wearing hijab maybe I will receive God’s
mercy.” I asked her again, “don't you want to ask God to punish the people who
trafficked you?” She said, “they will have their karma, but I don't want to complain to
God, I will just surrender and try to do good.”
The God that they know is the God who has no feelings. The God who doesn't
really care about human pain and suffering. The God who expects us to just accept and
be quiet—and that is not the God of the Bible.

Lament and The Mission of God
Many people think that the mission of God is only about redeeming sinners from the
curse of hell to have a new destiny in heaven. However, when we read the Bible, the
mission of God starts with the cry of his people. God responds to human cries about
pain and suffering. In Genesis 4:10 the blood of Abel cries out to God from the ground
demanding justice:
The LORD said, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me
from the ground.
Many lands in Indonesia and other parts of the world have been silent witnesses
to injustice that has happened to people who are weak and oppressed. God’s mission to
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liberate the people of Israel in Egypt also started with lament. The oppressed people
cried to God for help. They cried against violence and injustice from their oppressors
and God heard their cries and responded to them:
During those many days the king of Egypt died, and the people of Israel groaned
because of their slavery and cried out for help. Their cry for rescue from slavery
came up to God. And God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant
with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. (Ex. 2:23-24)
Then the LORD said, “I have surely seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt
and have heard their cry because of their taskmasters. I know their sufferings. (Ex.
3:7)
In the wilderness God reminded the Israelites to do justice to the poor and the
strangers, for he will hear their cry:
You shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child. If you do mistreat them, and
they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry. (Ex. 22:22-23)
The God of the Bible is the only God who is angry at injustice, and we can see this
all through the Bible. It is amazing that God not only allows his people to cry out, to
question, and to complain to him, but he also provides us with the words to do it, as
seen in the psalms of lament.
In the psalms of lament, we see the psalmists boldly enter the divine court and
question him. Not only questions and complaints regarding personal matters such as
sickness, loneliness, fear of death, and so on, the psalmists also fight against
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oppression and injustice in society. In many psalms we read bold and harsh language
that makes many preachers hesitate to preach or even to read.
The psalmists not only complain about their personal suffering but go deeper
to also question the justice of God. Many of the psalms are a protest against the
silence of God when evildoers persecute the poor and the oppressed. The psalmists
appeal to God and question his character of justice and righteousness. They cry, ““How
long oh God?” “Why God?” "God, do you know what is happening down here?” “Will you
help us?”
For example, Psalm 58 is a brutally honest prayer. The psalmist prays that God
will powerfully bring justice for the oppressed. This psalm is a bold act of faith, taking
the pain and anger of injustice to the one who can act powerfully. The psalmist says:
Do you rulers indeed speak justly?
Do you judge people with equity?
No, in your heart you devise injustice,
And your hands mete out violence on the earth.
….
Break the teeth in their mouths, O God;
Lord, tear out the fangs of those lions!
Let them vanish like water that flows away;
When they draw the bow, let their arrows fall short.
May they be like a slug that melts away as it moves along,
Like a stillborn child that never sees the sun.
…
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Similarly, Psalm 10 is a prayer against political injustice; the wicked ruler who
oppressed the poor. Psalms 7, 35, and 109 are prayers against the practice of injustice
in the court. The psalmists complain about false accusations, false witnesses, wicked
and arrogant oppressors.
All of these psalms are taking seriously the reality of social injustice. In some
texts the psalmists even detail the intentions and motives of the oppressors. For
example, in Psalm 10, the psalmist describes his enemies as greedy and arrogant. In
Psalm 49, the psalmist describes the oppressors as the rich who trust in their money.
Commenting on Brueggemann, Derek Suderman says, “the contemporary
tendency to drop lament language ensures that victims remain voiceless and the
status quo unchallenged.” 4 More than just dealing with painful emotions, through the
eyes of the psalmists we can see that God is aware of the reality of evil and injustice;
that he is against oppression, injustice, and tyranny. God is on the side of the
oppressed, the needy and the poor. They are under his special care and concern.
Lament psalms reflect the dynamic relationship between God and humans. The
psalmists are filled with complaints, anxiety, despair, and protest. Lament psalms
teach us about God, a God who is open to protest. That is the very characteristic of
God that we cannot find in Islam. In Islam there is no room for painful emotions in the
presence of God. Muslims can pray and cry to God but not question him, not ask ‘why.’
Lament psalms teach that God accepts all kind of emotions. God understands human
hearts and feelings.
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