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    Preface to the Second Edition


    The first edition of Recovering the Scandal of the Cross appeared in 2000. At the time, theological discussions here and there were humming with questions and new perspectives on the atonement, but our book predates much of the controversy that has come to occupy center stage in the last decade. In the intervening years, we have received numerous expressions of gratitude both for broadening peoples’ understanding of the saving significance of Jesus’ death and for helping to generate needed constructive conversation about this most central aspect of Jesus’ mission. As we have prepared this second edition, we have been mindful, too, that the conversations our book inspired have in some cases been critical of our conclusions. The careful reader of both editions will discover changes, minor and major, in almost every section of the book, as we have expanded and subtracted our discussion and otherwise sought to clarify our understanding of the atonement in New Testament and contemporary contexts. As before, our hope is that the next chapters of this book will be written in hundreds of places throughout the world, that our work will serve as an inspiration for faithful theological work in pastoral and missional settings everywhere.
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    ca. circa, approximately


    cf. confer


    chap(s). chapter(s)


    ed. edited by; edition


    e.g. exempli gratia, for example


    esp. especially


    ET English translation


    i.e. id est, that is


    lxx Septuagint


    n(n). note(s)


    n.d. no date given


    n.s. new series


    v(v). verse(s)


    vol. volume


    Dead Sea Scrolls


    1QS Serek Hayah9ad or Rule of the Community or Manual of Discipline from Qumran Cave 1


    4QpNah Pesher on Nahum from Qumran Cave 4


    5Q15 New Community from Qumran Cave 5


    11QTS Temple Scroll from Qumran Cave 11 (= 11Q19)


    Talmud


    b. Babylonian tractate of the Talmud


    Šabb. Šabbat


    Sanh. Sanhedrin


    Targumim


    Tg. Onq. Targum Onqelos


    Tg. Ps.-J. Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan


    Other Ancient Authors and Writings


    Cicero


    Rab. Perd. Pro Rabirio Perduellionis Reo


    Clement


    Strom. Stromata


    Josephus


    Ant. Jewish Antiquities


    J.W. Jewish War


    Justin
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    Lucian
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    Philo


    Post. De Posteritate Caini


    Somn. De Somni


    Spec. Leg. De Specialibus Legibus


    Plato


    Prot. Protagoras


    Quintilian


    Decl. Declamationes


    Seneca


    Lucil. Ad Lucilium


    Tacitus


    Ann. Annales


    Modern Literature


    AB Anchor Bible
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    ATR Anglican Theological Review


    BBB Bonner biblische Beiträge


    BJRL Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester


    CBET Contributions to Biblical Exegesis and Theology


    CBQ Catholic Biblical Quarterly


    ceb Common English Bible


    CurTM Currents in Theology and Mission
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    Making Sense of the Cross of Christ
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    “I believe in . . . Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord; who . . . suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried.” This phrase, borrowed from the Apostles’ Creed, is significant for our discussion in at least three ways. First, as A. E. Harvey has rightly observed, incorporating this statement into its rule of faith, the early church gave testimony to its conviction that the crucifixion of Jesus Christ under Pontius Pilate was an incontestable historical event.1 This is because it ties Jesus’ execution to the historical rule of Pilate, governor of Judea from a.d. 26-36/37, whose records were an open book for any who might want to verify. Indeed, the Roman historian Tacitus assumes the historicity of this event; writing early in the second century a.d. of the persecution of Christians in Rome under Nero, he observed that “Christians” take their name from “Christ, who, during the reign of Tiberius, had been executed by the procurator Pontius Pilate.”2 The Jewish historian Josephus similarly noted that Pilate condemned Jesus to the cross because of an accusation made by the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem.3 No other part of the creed is thus tied to the particulars of first-century life in this way.


    Second, including testimony to Jesus’ passion in its rule of faith, early Christians underscored what is indisputable in the pages of the New Testament—namely, that Jesus’ execution at the hands of Roman justice, represented theologically in the phrase “Christ crucified,” is central to comprehending the eternal purpose of God as this is known in Israel’s Scriptures. As Ernst Käsemann remarked some forty years ago, for Paul the cross is “the signature” of the resurrected Christ.4 Although Paul is often acknowledged as having this profound “theology of the cross,” a close reading of the New Testament makes it hard to escape the conclusion that the cross of Christ was common theological ground for all. The plot line of God’s purpose passes through and cannot bypass the execution of Jesus on a Roman cross. Emphatically put: no cross, no Christianity.


    Third, given the importance of the crucifixion of Jesus to our faith, it cannot escape our notice that, on the question of how Jesus’ death is significant, and particularly on the question of how Jesus’ death is instrumental for salvation, the Apostles’ Creed is silent. The Nicene Creed is more forthcoming in its witness: “For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate,” but only slightly. The phrase “for our sake” names us as the beneficiary of Jesus’ death but does not articulate how this is so. We find here no sure witness to any particular theory of the saving significance of Jesus’ death.


    In fact, as pivotal to our understanding of the life of Jesus as his execution on a Roman cross is, it remains the case that this event, the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth, does not contain within itself its own interpretation. Thousands were crucified in antiquity, from about the sixth century b.c. into the fourth century a.d. The practice was associated with various overlords, from the Persians to the Romans.5 Large numbers of Jews were crucified under the Jewish king and high priest Alexander Janneus (107–76 b.c.), remembered for his crucifixion of eight hundred Pharisees.6 Even more Jews were crucified by Rome during periods of significant unrest leading up to the Jewish revolt and the fall of Jerusalem in a.d. 70. Additionally, from time to time, agents of Roman rule in Judea condemned individuals to death by crucifixion. Jesus was just one among what must have seemed the countless people to have suffered death in this way. What was peculiar about his demise that it should become the focus of faithful confession and interpretive energy? In fact, the crucifixion of Jesus could be understood in a variety of ways, depending on how the story is told. In other words, by locating the cross of Christ in different narratives, we shift our understanding of the event itself. We can illustrate with reference to the Romans.


    Crucifixion in Roman Perspective


    The idea that the significance of an event can shift with the narrative in which it is found is easy enough to illustrate. For the Gospel of Luke, for example, Jesus’ ministry of healing and exorcism signifies the coming of the age of salvation, the presence of the kingdom of God, and is a consequence of Jesus’ having been anointed by the “Spirit of the Lord” (see, e.g., Lk 4:18-19). For others, though, Jesus is in league with Beelzebul, the prince of demons, and his exorcisms prove it (Lk 11:15). Later, rabbinic traditions would account for Jesus’ healing as the work of a magician, a manipulator of the spirits who deceived and led Israel astray (b. Sanh. 107b; cf. b. Šabb. 104b); indeed, speaking of Jesus’ execution as a false prophet, the Babylonian talmudic tractate Sanhedrin 43a observed: “He is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery and enticed and led Israel astray.” All of these sources agree with the datum that Jesus performed exorcisms and healed, but by locating this datum in different story lines, they articulate the significance of Jesus’ ministry in shockingly different ways. The same can be said of the crucifixion of Jesus.


    What significance might the Romans have allotted to Jesus’ crucifixion? In fact, it is doubtful that it would have been remembered at all. In Writing History, Paul Veyne develops the importance of “plot” in the narrative representation of historical events, particularly its role in shaping our understanding of those events. By way of illustration, he introduces the death of Jesus, “a mere anecdote in the reign of Tiberius . . . soon to be transformed into a gigantic event”:


    A historian who died at the end of the reign of Tiberius most probably would not have mentioned the passion of Christ; the only plot in which he could have placed it was the political and religious agitation of the Jewish people in which Christ would have played, as he wrote of it, and as He still plays for us, the part of a mere figure in the crowd—it is in the history of Christianity that Christ has the main part. The significance of His passion has not changed with time; it is we who change plots when we pass from Jewish to Christian history. Everything is historic, but there are only partial histories.7


    Of course, Veyne might better have written of the movement from Roman (rather than Jewish) to Christian history, since the point is that the crucifixion of Jesus would have been only one among myriads of such executions for the Romans. As such, it would hardly have deserved a footnote in a history written by a Roman contemporary of, say, Peter or Paul. If it were remembered at all from the perspective of Rome, Jesus’ death might have been used as an illustration of what happens when the mighty arm of the empire responds to one regarded as a threat to Pax Romana. Even the notations from the two historians already mentioned—Tacitus and Josephus—do not contradict but actually underscore this point, since in both cases Jesus’ crucifixion is a topic of interest because of the persistence of those who followed Jesus, not because his execution possessed for them any intrinsic interest.


    On the other hand, Rome did have its way of interpreting crucifixion—not Jesus’ death in particular but crucifixion as an instrument of execution more generally. A sample of crude graffiti, a cartoon really, that probably dates from the early second century, portrays a young man worshiping a donkey-headed human figure on a cross. The Greek caption mocks, “Alexamenos worships [his] god”; this unflattering portrait may well be the oldest depiction of “Christ crucified.” Lucian of Samosata (born ca. a.d. 120) wrote a sneering account of a person who had converted to and then rejected Christian faith. Therein, he speaks of “the man who was crucified in Palestine because he introduced this new cult into the world,” and describes Christians as “worshiping the crucified sophist.”8 This comports well with Paul’s earlier declaration that, from a Gentile perspective, the crucifixion of Christ was sheer folly (mo4ria, 1 Cor 1:18, 23). Indeed, the foolishness of

    the cross was seized upon by those antagonistic toward Christians and the Christian message so as to discredit their claims regarding Jesus. As the second-century Christian apologist Justin Martyr remarks, “They say that our madness consists in the fact that we put a crucified man in second place after the unchangeable and eternal God, the creator of the world” (1 Apol. 13.4).


    The humiliation and foolishness associated with the cross becomes more clear when we consider the nature of crucifixion among the Romans. On this, the evidence is far more ambiguous than is generally realized and popularly portrayed.9 Literary sensibilities in Roman antiquity did not promote graphic descriptions of the act of crucifixion.10 As Cicero remarked in his defense of a Roman senator, “But the executioner, the veiling of the head and the very word ‘cross’ should be far removed not only from the person of a Roman citizen but from his thoughts, his eyes and his ears. For it is not only the actual occurrence of these things or the endurance of them, but liability to them, the expectation, indeed the very mention of them, that is unworthy of a Roman citizen and a free man.”11 Death on a cross was associated with such shame that it was not a topic for polite company. Even the Gospels are singularly reserved at this point. Reporting simply, “They crucified him” (Mk 15:24; Lk 23:33; Jn 19:18), they lack the sort of detail that apparently belonged to the shared cultural encyclopedia of the Evangelists and their early readers.


    Roman practices were guided by their interest in the deterrent value of crucifixion. Quintilian (ca. a.d. 35-100) observed that, “whenever we crucify the guilty, the most crowded roads are chosen, where most people can see and be moved by this fear. For penalties relate not so much to retribution as to their exemplary effect.”12 Indeed, variation in the manner of how victims were affixed to the cross would have served not only to sadistically entertain but also to leave the victim alive as long as possible for maximum deterrent effect.


    Rome did not embrace crucifixion as its method of choice for execution on account of the overwhelming physical pain it caused. This lack of interest in torturous pain is emphasized by contrasting accounts of crucifixion with the portrait of heinous suffering memorialized in the martyr tale of 2 Maccabees 6:18–7:42, in which seven brothers and their mother serially experience scalping, dismemberment, and their bodies thrown into heated pans for frying. Here the descriptive language of bodily punishment and extreme torture is fitting. The act of crucifixion, however, resulted in comparatively little blood loss, and death came slowly, as the body succumbed to shock.13 This form of capital punishment was savage and heinous, but for reasons other than the physical pain involved. In the honor-and-shame-based culture of Greco-Roman antiquity, bodily torture was not the worst sort of injury. Seneca speaks to the horrors of death by crucifixion:


    Can anyone be found who would prefer wasting away in pain dying limb by limb, or letting out his life drop by drop, rather than expiring once for all? Can any man be found willing to be fastened to the accursed tree, long sickly, already deformed, swelling with ugly weals on shoulders and chest, and drawing the breath of life amid long drawn-out agony? He would have many excuses for dying even before mounting the cross.14


    But these are not the horrors of agonizing pain. Indeed, even in the martyr tale of 2 Maccabees 6–7, the emphasis falls on dying with nobility, with honor, rather than experiencing the shame of rejecting one’s ancestral faith. More than pan-frying or dismemberment, then, crucifixion brought with it the pain of humiliation. In their depiction of the ordeal Jesus endured in the hours leading up to the crucifixion and during the time of his hanging on the cross, the Gospel records themselves make the pain of humiliation clear. Consider their concern with the myriad attempts to dishonor Jesus: spitting on him (Mt 26:67; 27:30; Mk 14:65; 15:19), striking him in the face and head (Mt 26:67; Mk 14:65; Lk 22:63), ridiculing him (Mt 27:29, 31, 41; Mk 15:20, 31), insulting him (Mt 27:44; Mk 15:32; Lk 22:65) and derisively mocking him (Mk 15:16-20, 29-32; Lk 22:65; 23:11, 35-37); he even suffers the humiliation of having been abandoned by his closest friends. Executed publicly, situated at a major crossroads or on a well-trafficked artery, naked, denied burial, and left to be eaten by birds and beasts, victims of crucifixion were subject to optimal, relentless, vicious ridicule.


    “Crucifixion” is thus a kind of shorthand, not less than a mode of execution preferred by the Romans, but certainly more. Set within Roman conventions, crucifixion told a tale of humiliation, the ultimate form of labeling persons as outcasts, a particularly vicious form of asserting the might and right of the empire.


    A Crucified Messiah?


    We can turn to the final chapter of Luke’s Gospel for a further example of how our stories shape our understanding of things. Two traveling companions, Cleopas and his friend, saddened by the death of Jesus in Jerusalem, are met on the road by a third traveler, a stranger to them. When asked the topic of their conversation, Cleopas speaks of Jesus of Nazareth, “a prophet mighty in deed and word,” now condemned to death and crucified. “But,” Cleopas adds, “we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel” (Lk 24:19-21). What is their dilemma? These disciples have situated the death of Jesus on a Roman cross within a narrative the conclusion of which can only be dashed hopes. Their affect and their words together communicate the presumed incongruity between their understanding of Jesus’ mission and the manner of his end. Though they go on to speak of the empty tomb, it remains for them an enigma, not unlike Jesus himself. Having understood Jesus’ ministry in terms borrowed from Israel’s expectation of a liberator like Moses,15 these disciples have no interpretive tools for making sense of his execution at the hands of the Romans.


    Actually, Cleopas and his friend are not alone in their perplexity. Earlier in the Gospel of Luke, twice, the obtuseness of the disciples is similarly on display. Having heard Jesus predict his own betrayal, his followers “did not understand this saying; its meaning was concealed from them, so that they could not perceive it. And they were afraid to ask him about this saying” (Lk 9:44-45). Nine chapters later, as the journey from Galilee to Jerusalem nears its finale, we read a close parallel:


    Then he took the twelve aside and said to them, “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written about the Son of Man by the prophets will be accomplished. For he will be handed over to the Gentiles; and he will be mocked and insulted and spat upon. After they have flogged him, they will kill him, and on the third day he will rise again.” But they understood nothing about all these things; in fact, what he said was hidden from them, and they did not grasp what was said. (Lk 18:31-34)


    It is only after Jesus has “opened their minds to understand the Scriptures” (Lk 24:45) that the disciples are able to see that the crucifixion and resurrection of the Messiah were nothing less than the actualization of the Law, the Psalms and the Prophets. Until this point, they had lacked the hermeneutical tools for correlating Jesus’ exalted status and his impending dishonor. They were unable to integrate in a seamless way how Jesus’ messiahship could be defined with respect to both his elevated status before God and his rejection by human beings. The story they had learned to tell, and to live, would not allow it.


    For casual readers of the New Testament, this is a surprising judgment. Is it not self-evident that Isaiah foretold the suffering of God’s Messiah? Note, for example, how Philip the evangelist interprets words pertaining to Isaiah’s Suffering Servant in terms of the good news of Jesus (Acts 8:30-35). Or consider the words of Athanasius (ca. a.d. 296–373), bishop of Alexandria, hardly a casual reader of the New Testament: “Nor is even His death passed over in silence: on the contrary, it is referred to in the divine Scriptures, even exceeding clearly. For to the end that none should err for want of instruction in the actual events, they feared not to mention even the cause of His death,—that He suffers it not for His own sake, but for the immortality and salvation of all.”16 The bishop continues by weaving together phrases from Isaiah 53 (and then also from Deut 28; Jer 21; Ps 22) to show how the Scriptures prophesied the death of the Messiah.17 As is well known, however, prior to the birth of Jesus the Nazarene, no literature from the Second Temple period develops the expectation of messianic suffering, much less a crucified Christ. We probably owe the link between Isaiah’s Suffering Servant and Jesus’ messianic mission to Jesus’ own interpretive innovation. Irrespective of this historical judgment, we can admit that it is easy enough to find references to the suffering of Christ in Israel’s Scriptures once we are reading those Scriptures through the interpretive lens of which Jesus speaks in Luke 24: “‘Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?’ Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures” (Lk 24:26-27 nrsv). Consider again the theological interpretation of Athanasius. He cites Deuteronomy 28:66—“Your life shall hang in doubt before you; night and day you shall be in dread, with no assurance of your life” (nrsv)—as a reference to the cross: “Now a death raised aloft, and that takes place on a tree, could be none other than the Cross.”18 It is hard to imagine how one would have found here in Deuteronomy an anticipation of Jesus’ death unless one were convinced already of the theological claim that the whole of Scripture finds its meaning in the suffering, death and resurrection of the Messiah.


    In reality, it may be that the most characteristic feature of the attribution of “Christ” to Jesus in the New Testament is its close association with the death and resurrection of Jesus (e.g., Rom 5:6, 8; 8:34; 14:9; 1 Cor 15:3-5; 2 Cor 5:14-15). Nevertheless, in the world of Jesus and his first followers, this combination of terms, “Christ” and “crucified” (e.g., Acts 4:10; 1 Cor 1:23; 2:2; Gal 3:1), would have been especially jarring. This is because, for both Jew and Gentile, Jesus’ crucifixion would have marked him in the most ignoble terms (e.g., 1 Cor 1:23; see Deut 21:22-23), whereas christ had the basic sense of “anointed one,” signifying honorable status as God’s envoy. At this most basic level of grasping the significance of Jesus’ death, then, we see not only the importance but also, indeed, the necessity of locating the cross within an interpretive pattern.


    A Passion Without a Context


    In recent years, the importance of a narrative context within which to make sense of Jesus’ death was underscored by Mel Gibson’s 2004 movie, The Passion of the Christ. While racking up enormous box office returns, Gibson’s movie inspired pressing questions among the unchurched and moved many Christians to tears. One group struggled with why Jesus was made to suffer so monstrously; the other, certain of its meaning, felt drawn, perhaps obliged, to contemplate the full extent of this suffering “for us.” Hailed for showing us “the way it really was” or for “representing only what the Gospels tell us,” The Passion of the Christ actually did a good bit more, and less.


    The English language has borrowed the word “passion” from the Latin passio, “to suffer,” a close kin of the Greek pascho4, “to suffer.” New Testament writers often used pascho4 to refer to Jesus’ suffering and, more pointedly, in an absolute sense, to Jesus’ death. For Gibson’s movie, this suffering finds two horrible expressions, but only one is fully developed. Most gruesome to modern moviegoers is the physical pain Jesus endures. In fact, the barbaric portrayal of Jesus’ torture at the hands of the Romans is a melody so shocking that many will fail altogether to hear the understated countermelody, the suffering that resides in Jesus’ experience of abandonment. If some evangelists and preachers today seem to revel in setting before their audiences the brutality of Jesus’ treatment during his final hours, their verbal pictures pale before the vividness, the sheer bloodiness of The Passion of the Christ. It drips, it plops, it splatters, it flows, it trickles, it pours, it dribbles, it wells, it streams, and in never-ending supply; does one human body possess so much blood? It is here that Gibson took us far, far beyond both the historical data and the evidence we have from the Gospels. Gibson’s drama finds its home not in the New Testament world nor in the pages of Scripture but in the narratives exhibited in medieval passion plays, which similarly paint a caricature of Jesus’ antagonists, of Jesus’ detached, otherworldly endurance, and of the blood and gore accompanying Jesus’ sentencing and death. The result is a segregation of body and soul, physical pain and spiritual serenity, that is difficult to square with Scripture.


    To readers of the Gospels, however, what is most astonishing about The Passion of the Christ may well be its lack of narrative context. From its opening in darkness, with Jesus praying for deliverance in Gethsemane, to the concluding brilliance of Jesus’ exiting the tomb, we are given almost nothing by way of sorting out either why Jesus has run afoul of either the Jewish or the Roman authorities, or, at least as importantly, how the manner of his death might be related to the manner of his life.


    Interestingly, some scholars have argued that stories of Jesus’ suffering and death, or Passion Narratives, would have taken form early on, perhaps even in the late-30s a.d., as relatively self-contained accounts—a form, then, that would be well-represented by Mel Gibson. Scholars trace the origins of these narratives to liturgical contexts, such as celebration of the Lord’s Supper or even dramatic performance at Christian celebration of Passover. By weaving images of Jesus’ last meal with his disciples into the narrative of Jesus’ suffering and death, The Passion of the Christ follows in this tradition. Similarly, the continued appearance of the devil in Gibson’s movie suggests that, somehow, the passion of Christ participates in a larger, cosmic drama, even if the nature of that drama is less clear. And by introducing the movie with a quotation from Isaiah 53, Gibson urges a redemptive interpretation of Jesus’ suffering. What is missing, though, is the larger narrative within which people (and especially those people, whether inside or outside of the church, who are not intimate with the grand story of Scripture) might make sense of this otherwise senseless torture. The Romans crucified hundreds of Jews in this era; why would this one attract extraordinary interest? It is here that Gibson gives us significantly less than the Gospel accounts.


    The combination of these two—heightened focus on physical brutality and only minimal help for interpreting this suffering—undermines the ability of Gibson’s movie to help us understand the suffering and death of Jesus in ways that grow out of Scripture. The unchurched walk away stunned but puzzled. The churched walk away stunned as well, but secure in the knowledge that “he did this for me.” The question remains whether, having experienced Gibson’s Passion, we have heard the call to love of God and neighbor, to reconciliation of peoples, to care for the least and the lost, which is what got Jesus to the cross in the first place.


    Narrating Jesus’ Death


    By contrast, Jesus’ crucifixion is firmly embedded in multiple narrative contexts in the New Testament. The story itself is set within larger narratives of Jesus’ life and ministry, which are themselves set within the larger story of God’s interactions with God’s people. In fact, telling the story of Jesus’ death takes multiple directions in the New Testament. One of the most pervasive interpretations centers on discipleship as the emulation of Jesus’ faithful life, the suffering he encountered and his vindication by God. We see this pattern in multiple New Testament texts, including Paul’s authorization of his own claim to be a servant of Christ in terms that mirror the sufferings of Christ (e.g., 2 Cor 4:11; 6:3-10). Mark Goodacre has recently suggested that Paul’s public portrayal of Christ crucified among the Galatians (Gal 3:1) refers to “Paul’s own flogged and persecuted body”19—a proposal that similarly inscribes Paul’s apostolic identity into the story of Jesus’ passion. We might also refer to Paul’s call for the Corinthians to comport themselves at their common meals in ways that reflect the self-giving sacrifice of the Lord Jesus (1 Cor 11:17-34). We find this interpretation of the cross most basically in the call to discipleship in Mark’s Gospel: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mk 8:34-35 nrsv).


    A profound witness to the exemplary character of Christ’s suffering can be traced in 1 Peter—profound due to the way the adversity of Peter’s Christian audience is understood in light of the story of Jesus’ own suffering and vindication, which is itself interpreted according to the pattern of Israel’s Scriptures. Consider the words of 1 Peter 2:21-25:


    For to this you have been called, since Christ also suffered on your behalf, leaving you a pattern in order that you might follow in his footsteps—who committed no sin, nor was deceit found in his mouth; who, when he was insulted, did not insult in return; while suffering did not threaten, but handed himself over to the one who judges justly; who, himself, bore our sins in his body on the tree, in order that, once we have died to sins, we might live to righteousness; by whose wounds you were healed—for you were straying like sheep, but now have been turned to the shepherd and guardian of your lives.20


    Here, on the one hand, the death of Christ is articulated in terms related to the Servant of Yahweh in Isaiah 53.
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    In table 1.1 it looks as though Peter found in Isaiah 53 a commentary on Jesus’ suffering and death. On the other hand, Peter portrays discipleship with a term found only here in the New Testament: hypogrammos (“pattern”). Outside the New Testament, the term refers to drawing lines on a page for children learning to write or to the letters of the alphabet set out for children to copy.21 To this metaphor, Peter adds the image of “following in his footsteps,” with both word pictures urging the importance of Christlike performance, putting into play in one’s own life and circumstances the dispositions on display in the obedience of Christ. The result of Peter’s theological work is that we can see how fully Peter’s christological remarks are embedded in his instructions to Christians—not simply so that they can share his christological perspective but so that his christological perspective will shape them. Put differently, if it is true that the suffering of Jesus informs how we read the Scriptures of Israel, particularly Isaiah 53, it is also true that the ensuing narrative of Jesus ought to inform how we read the church. The story of Christians experiencing adversity is nothing less than a narrative of their participation in the story of Jesus, itself deeply rooted in the story of Israel’s Scripture. These three—Scripture, Jesus, the church’s discipleship—are woven together as one narrative recounting the outworking of God’s plan.22


    Other narratives are possible as well. One finds in the New Testament, for example, narratives of Jesus’ suffering and death (Mt 26–27; Mk 14–15; Lk 22–23; Jn 18–19), each recounting a relatively stable series of events and yet each with its own emphases.23 One also finds illustrations of formulaic tradition—the “dying formula” (e.g., 1 Cor 15:3; Rom 5:6, 8; 2 Cor 5:14), for example, or the “giving up” of Jesus, whether as a divine act (e.g., Rom 4:25; 8:32) or as an act of Jesus’ own self-giving (e.g., Gal 1:4; 2:20).24 The point, then, is that remembrance of Jesus’ crucifixion assumes its historical significance and that this significance is variously parsed, depending on the narrative within which it is located.


    The Significance of the Cross


    Little more than two decades following Jesus’ death, Paul himself would assert that, among the Corinthians, he had “purposed to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified”

    (1 Cor 2:2). Even this Pauline declaration, however, raises an important question about how we recount the meaning of the cross. In this context, Paul emphasizes not so much the idea that “Christ died for our sins” as much as the claim that in the cross God intervened so as to destroy the old eon and usher in the new. Christian reflection more recently has been less nuanced. The question, what is the importance of the death of Jesus? in local congregations typically attracts either no answer at all other than looks of puzzlement or endorsements of the atonement. And by “atonement” many churchgoers today have in mind a particular definition of Christ’s saving work, suggested by such well-known lyrics as these:


    


    He paid the price,


    And set me free.25


    . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


    O perfect redemption, the purchase of blood,


    to every believer the promise of God.26


    . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


    ‘Til on that cross as Jesus died


    The wrath of God, he satisfied.27


    


    In many Christian circles today “the importance of the death of Jesus” is virtually equated with “the meaning of the atonement”—that is, the theological affirmation that “Christ died for our sins.” What is more, even though the pages of the New Testament and the landscape of historical theology are replete with many and diverse metaphors for rendering plain the meaning of the cross both in and outside Christian communities, the affirmation that “Christ died for our sins” has, in the last two centuries, increasingly been articulated in the form of the doctrine of “penal substitution” or “penal satisfaction.” This is the view that Jesus satisfies the wrath of God by enduring the punishment we deserved on account of our sin. In fact, for many American Christians “penal satisfaction” interprets the significance of Jesus’ death fully, completely, without remainder.


    Having attributed such favorable value to the cross, we identify less easily with Cleopas and his companion. Jesus’ execution under Pilate presents for us no riddles to be resolved. Why did he die? He died for us, to rescue us from our just deserts.


    Yet it is surely consequential that, within the Lukan narrative, when Jesus upbraids the Emmaus travelers, it is not for failing to sketch the meaning of the cross within the narrative of penal satisfaction. Having chided his companions on the road, “Oh, how foolish you are, how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets declared!” (Lk 24:25), Jesus does not proceed to articulate any doctrine of the atonement at all. Rather, he builds on a pattern present within the third Gospel and, then, within Israel’s Scriptures. The cross was a scandal that provided an occasion for stumbling for these disciples because they failed to see in what way Jesus fulfilled the prophetic pattern: rejection, suffering and violent death. Jesus, by correlating the presumed destiny of the prophets with messiahship, contended that the Scriptures portend the figure of an eschatological king who must suffer before entering into his glory.28 From a human point of view the ignominy of the cross was an incontrovertible refutation of divine status; from the point of view of God—a view lodged in the Scriptures—no such equation could be drawn. It was precisely in his humiliation and exaltation that Jesus exemplified the nature of salvation and made salvation available for those of “humble circumstances”—the hungry, the powerless, the lost, the marginal. Jesus’ death thus occupied the central ground in the divine-human struggle over how life was to be lived, whether in humility or self-glorification.29


    Similarly, Paul himself provides evidence that we have too easily made sense of the scandal of the death of God’s Messiah. In 1 Corinthians 1:18-25, Paul outlines a perspective on the cross many of us have learned to overlook. Here he testifies to the lunacy of the cross for the first-century Roman, matched by its ignominious character among the Jewish people. The Christian proclamation of a crucified malefactor was moronic to persons weaned on a love of learning, virtuousness and aesthetic pleasure. The Messiah, like Moses before him, should evidence the power of God in ways that legitimate his status and augur deliverance from the tyranny and oppressiveness of imperial subjugation. In Paul’s argument with the Corinthians the cross does not have the appearance of “good news” but of absurdity. The message of the cross calls for a worldview shift of colossal proportions because it subverts conventional, taken-for-granted ways of thinking, feeling, believing and behaving.


    As becomes transparent elsewhere in Paul’s Corinthian correspondence, the believers in Corinth are slow to embrace his perspective on the cross. Conversion of a people’s basic patterns for comprehending the world is not an easy matter. What has always been second nature is not easily reassessed, much less discarded. Thus Paul himself becomes the target of Corinthian ire on account of his suffering. How can an authentic messenger from God, a divinely commissioned apostle, so often end up on the losing side of history? The opposition Paul attracts delegitimizes his apostleship in the eyes of some, with the result that Paul must engage in self-defense. Given the formative shift in his own way of seeing the world, a way of seeing that is no longer indebted to “fleshly” values (2 Cor 5:16-17), it is not surprising that Paul commends himself as a divine servant, a minister of Christ, by enumerating instances of rejection, misunderstanding and suffering (e.g., 2 Cor 6:3-10; 11:21-33). His best endorsement resides in the degree to which he has shared in the suffering of Christ, becoming like Christ in his death (see Phil 3:10).30


    In short, in the early decades of the Christian movement, the scandal of the cross was far more self-evident than was its meaning. What quickly becomes clear from a survey of the New Testament material, though, is (1) the crucifixion of the one to whom Jesus’ followers referred as God’s Messiah could not be accidentally overlooked, purposefully ignored or strategically swept aside. The historical moment of Jesus’ death under Pontius Pilate was and is written too large to be bypassed in reflection on the meaning of his life or on the faith and experience of his followers. Additionally, (2) the portrait of Jesus’ execution could not be painted with a single color. Against the horizons of God’s purpose, the Scriptures of Israel, and Jesus’ life and ministry, and in relation to the life worlds of those for whom its significance was being explored, the death of Jesus proved capable of multiple interpretations. Scandal thus seems to have been tilled into soil fertile with interpretive possibilities. Today, though, the many-hued mural interpreting Jesus’ death seems to have lost its luster, and the theological soil seems to have become almost barren, capable of supporting only one or two affirmations concerning the cross.


    Early Reflection on the Cross


    For early disciples the cross was a puzzle to be contemplated, a paradox to be explored, a question on which to reflect. It is highly significant, for example, that our Gospels devote an inordinate amount of space to deliberation on the death of Jesus. John’s Gospel, which provides a three-year chronology of Jesus’ ministry, nevertheless devotes nine of its twenty-one chapters to the brief time period (one long weekend!) extending from Jesus’ last evening with his followers to his resurrection. By means of the central position they give to the motifs of conflict, growing hostility and assorted schemes against Jesus’ life, together with Jesus’ own predictions of his death and lengthy narratives of his suffering and death, all four Gospels sketch the significance of Jesus’ death in ways that suggest not only its importance to his ministry and to the fledgling Christian faith but also the depth of early Christian contemplation on its meaning. Indeed, over a century ago, with some justification Martin Kähler could characterize the Gospels as “pas-

    sion narratives with extended introductions,”31 underscoring the early church’s concern with the nature of Jesus’ work and thus indicating how the essential focus of the Gospels fell on the passion of Jesus.


    Many scholars believe that, when the second Evangelist wrote the Gospel of Mark, he had available for use an account of Jesus’ final days that had already been given both substantive shape and theological depth.32 Some see the origins of this narrative reflection on the death of Jesus in the worship and preaching life of early Christian communities, others more particularly in early attempts to articulate the nature of the Christian movement and its faith over against other forms of Judaism. In any case, a number of interpretive motifs surface from examination of this passion material, the most dominant of which is the location of the cross of Christ at the center of God’s redemptive plan. Although how Jesus’ death is central to God’s plan receives little attention within the narratives of Jesus’ passion, that the cross has this role never really leaves center stage. The early tradition is evidently more interested in the affirmation that Jesus’ death, far from taking God by surprise, was actually the means by which Jesus’ messiahship was most transparent, and it is less concerned to tie down to a single account of how Jesus’ death was effective in bringing about the salvation of the world.


    The development of the Passion Narrative is only one example of the pervasiveness of early Christian deliberation on the enigma of Jesus’ death, the mystery provided by the cross of Christ. Others could be sketched as well, and, indeed, we will turn to additional New Testament materials in the chapters that follow in order to show how early Christians struggled to articulate meaningfully the significance of Jesus’ suffering. Enough has been said thus far, though, to provide a basis for a pressing theological question—namely, to what degree have we learned from these New Testament witnesses the importance of and means by which to struggle with the message of the cross in our own contexts?


    We want to suggest that many modes of theological reflection and declaration today, many but not all of which are shared popularly, have not taken seriously enough the legacy of the New Testament. Many of us have been content merely to repeat the words of the New Testament itself, as though those words were themselves self-interpreting, as though they were not tied to one of several ways of articulating a narrative context for grasping the meaning of Jesus’ death on a Roman cross.


    In a world where we tend to see personal suffering or social tragedy as a discredit to our faith, many of us have found the suffering of Christ an embarrassment, with the result that his death is rarely mentioned. Some who continue to locate the cross at the center of Christian faith often do so by destigmatizing its significance for contemporary discipleship. The cross is thus often discussed either in positive terms, with an emphasis on its “cash value” for our salvation, or in negative terms, with an emphasis on how the ignominy of the cross was overturned in Jesus’ resurrection on the third day. As a result, our Christian brothers and sisters, whether overseas in the Two-Thirds World or in our own inner cities, rightly complain that Western theology has stripped the faith of an important aspect of the New Testament portrayal of Jesus—the one who joins us in our suffering. “The crucified one is the living one,” we want to say; but the living one is also the crucified one.


    The cross has been used in other ways as well. Especially among those who are the bearers of power and privilege in particular social contexts, the cross is sometimes deployed as a model for others. The least, the left out and the lost of society are thus urged to welcome the decay of their lives or communities, and the abused, the harassed and the ill-used are encouraged to submit quietly, for in this way they can “be like Jesus.” As David Batstone observed, when the Spanish arrived on Latin American shores, two images of the adult Christ were introduced: the suffering Jesus who remained passive in the midst of his passion as an expression of his submission to his destiny before God; and the royal, conquering Christ who reigns over his kingdom. This suffering Jesus was the image with which the native peoples were to identify, while the image of the conquering Christ was embodied by those conquistadors who brought Christian faith and Spanish rule to the Aztecs, Mayas and Incas.33 On the one hand, “Your pain and your loss,” this typology seems to urge, “is an opportunity for you to identify with the passion of Jesus.” On the other hand, it also seems to urge, “Our victories, our imperial dominion is nothing less than a reflection of the divine conquest over the forces of evil.”


    The cross of Christ continues to be corrupted similarly, whether in large social and political movements such as the extension of the empire of Spain or in small communities and families, where those in pain are urged to embrace their pain with passive acceptance, even to revel in their suffering, in order to be like Jesus. Jesus, as we will demonstrate in the following chapters, is portrayed in the New Testament neither as a forbearing, resigned victim nor as a masochist who, entangled in his own twisted motivations, welcomed the suffering and death of a Roman cross. The history of his demise allows no basis for masking over the injustice of those who manufactured the cross and placed him on it.34 This is not to say that faithful discipleship is or will be devoid of pain. We cannot escape either the words of Jesus directed to would-be disciples, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves, take up the cross daily, and follow me” (Lk 9:23), or the related words of Paul and Barnabas following their own experiences of violent persecution in Acts, “It is through many persecutions that we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). This, however, is not to say that the cross is a symbol of resignation. The suffering of Jesus, as well as that of Paul and Barnabas, was grounded in their active pursuit of the mission of God, their struggle against those who opposed God’s purpose.


    Developing Metaphors


    A number of important efforts to articulate the meaning of Jesus’ death for new times and places appear on the historical landscape. As is often the case in our use of the New Testament, our use of tradition frequently falters because, rather than learn how the theological task has been undertaken and exemplified, we attempt instead to carry over into our own lives and pronouncements models and metaphors that belong to another age and that are dead to us. Metaphors work within cultures where a shared encyclopedia, or cultural narrative, can be assumed. Crossing cultures sometimes requires new idioms, working with fresh ways of conceptualizing and communicating.


    Although we shall return to the atonement theology of Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109) in chapter five, it will be helpful already at this early point to consider his model as an illustration of the process of enculturation we are describing. Arguing against an earlier “ransom theory” of the atonement—that is, the idea that Jesus’ death served as a ransom paid to Satan in order that sinful humanity might be released from Satan’s grip—he put forward his own “theory of satisfaction.” What did Jesus’ death “satisfy”? Borrowing from Anselm today, we often articulate Anselm’s view with respect to God’s wrath: Jesus’ death “satisfies” God’s wrath so that God’s hostility toward us, now borne by Jesus, is turned away. Such an understanding not only gives rise to such bizarre views as the question, “So Jesus came to save us from God?”35—a view that has far more credence in popularized views of the atonement than we might want to admit. It also constitutes a gross distortion of Anselm’s work.


    Anselm was convinced that the essential problem with salvation is not what is “due” the devil; the problem, rather, had to do with the wrong done to God. Humans had substituted sinful lives for their vocations of faithfulness and service. Working within a culture characterized fundamentally by the needs of honor and shame (and not, as in much of Western culture, by the concerns of guilt and innocence), Anselm saw that the human predicament was the consequence of the human assault on God’s honor. That is, it was not that God’s wrath required appeasement but that his honor needed to be restored. In making his case, Anselm never claimed to be narrowly Pauline (or even “biblical”) in his thinking about the instrumentality of salvation. Anselm was trying to articulate the meaning of the atonement for persons in his world, not in the first century (nor in the twenty-first).


    In his essay “Why Did God Become Human?” (Cur Deus Homo), Anselm observes that, in order for honor to be restored, restitution must be initiated by those responsible for shaming the dishonored party. This means that reparations must be made from the human side—a virtual impossibility since the depth and reach of sin undercuts any such human efforts. Only God is competent to make amends. Why did God become human? Only Christ, divine and human, could restore God’s honor and thus repair the breach between God and humanity. Only he could fulfill the human vocation to live faithfully; only he could offer his life in death to restore God’s honor.


    It will not do for us simply to borrow Anselm’s theory, as though it could be read into our lives with any significance resembling that of his own world. He has located Jesus’ death in a cultural narrative that most of us in the West simply do not share. His social history was characterized by feudalism, with the landowner, or “lord,” living in peace with his vassals (or serfs) at the intersection of a carefully managed series of reciprocal obligations. The lord provided capital and protection; the serf provided honor, loyalty and tribute. The stability of this social world rested on slavish fidelity and allegiance. In this context, Anselm’s understanding of the atonement reads as a kind of allegory, with the lord as the Lord and the serfs as the human family. Many of us in the West follow a different cultural narrative. “Satisfaction” for us, as represented in our criminal-justice system, has to do with the apprehension and punishment of the guilty; for Anselm and his contemporaries, however, satisfaction hinged on the fulfillment of certain obligations related to loyalty and honor.


    In fact, reflecting on Anselm’s theory of satisfaction, we might concern ourselves with the possibility that a theology of the cross might reflect too much of the culture in which it was articulated. When viewed against the historical backdrop of Anselm’s feudal society, his theology of the cross perhaps too closely reflects a culture of patronage that holds certain members of society hostage to the debt obligations at the heart of relationships characterized by honor and shame. By painting God in the guise of a feudal lord, Anselm may have (however inadvertently) provided divine sanction for the subjugation of those vassals, those human subjects on whose back the feudal system was built and depended. One might argue that the “word of the cross” as articulated in the New Testament actually speaks against feudalism, with the result that Anselm’s theory of atonement was itself built on cultural concepts and practices that ought to have been challenged rather than recruited into an atonement theory.


    Today it is not uncommon to hear people refer to Anselm as having articulated a penal substitutionary model of the atonement—a model in which Jesus, in his death, took our place and “satisfied” the demands of God’s wrath. This is problematic, however. Anselm clearly had satisfaction as a central element in his atonement thinking, but it was much later that theologians combined his idea of satisfaction with legal or penal elements.


    Contemporary Atonement Theology


    To raise questions about Anselm’s theory of satisfaction, however, is equally to raise questions about the degree to which other atonement theories might be held captive to narratives alien to the pages of Scripture. By almost any accounting, the understanding of the atonement most evident in fashionable hymnody and other expressions of popular Christian faith is the theory of “penal satisfaction.” This is the view that Jesus’ death was a self-offering to God, whereby he bore the punishment God would otherwise have inflicted on us, thus turning God’s hostility away from us. Why has this view become so widespread? What is its appeal? The easy answer, of course, would be, “This is the biblical view,” or, “This is the classical Christian view.” As we will document in subsequent chapters, however, the idea that the Bible or the classical Christian tradition has “one” view of the atonement is unfounded. In the New Testament, the saving effect of Jesus’ death is represented primarily through five constellations of images, each of which is borrowed from the public life of the ancient Mediterranean world: the court of law (e.g., justification), the world of commerce (e.g., redemption), personal relationships (e.g., reconciliation), worship (e.g., sacrifice) and the battleground (e.g., triumph over evil). Within these categories are clusters of terms, leading us to the conclusion that the significance of Jesus’ death could not be represented without remainder by any one concept or theory of metaphor. Neither is it legitimate to argue that the Christian tradition has focused exclusively or even primarily on the theory of penal satisfaction. As we have already hinted, Anselm’s theory of satisfaction cannot simply be equated with penal substitutionary atonement, and other views have been championed besides—for example, theories of ransom, of moral influence, of cosmic drama and more.36 Why, then, are people of our day drawn to this particular theory?


    We want to suggest that, whatever its etiology, the popularity of the penal-satisfaction model of the atonement has less to do with exegesis and historical theology and more to do with the cultural narrative in the West, with its emphases on individualism and mechanism.


    By “individualism,” we refer to the penetrating analysis of contemporary human identity in the West by Charles Taylor. In Sources of the Self, Taylor demonstrated that personal identity has come to be based on presumed affirmations of the human subject as autonomous, disengaged, self-sufficient and self-engaged.37 Modern identity is thus shaped by such assumptions as the following: human dignity lies in self-sufficiency and self-determination; identity is grasped in self-referential terms: “I am what I am, and I ain’t what I ain’t,” to quote the thoroughly modern Popeye the Sailorman; persons have an inner self, which is the authentic self; and self-autonomy and self-legislation are basic to authentic personhood. In the garden of cultural individualism, what understanding of the human condition is cultivated? What understanding of salvation? Let us mention only a few corollaries: (1) Sin is understood naturally in autobiographical terms, allowing little space for the recognition of systemic evil. (2) Justice is understood primarily in autobiographical terms, allowing little space for the recognition of corporate justice. (3) Humans not only possess free will but also are self-autonomous. Who is to blame? Who cast the first stone? Such questions seem natural to us. Results for me come from my decisions; they are nothing more than what I deserve, my reward or punishment as appropriate. In such a world, a penal justice system only makes sense, and it is no surprise that we have now before us a widespread assumption that the death of Jesus is best understood in penal categories and salvation in forensic terms focused on the status of the individual before God.


    By “mechanism,” we refer to the inheritance bequeathed us by René Descartes, the polymath who, during his intellectually formative years, was impressed by the hydraulic machines animating the figures of Neptune, Diana and other mythical characters in the royal gardens of Saint Germain; by mechanical dolls in the windows of upscale shops; and by the intricate mechanics by which tower clocks kept the time of day. As medical historian Stan Finger observes, “It seemed perfectly natural for one witnessing the incredible mechanization of the physical world to think that natural bodies may also possess clocklike mechanisms to propel them into motion.”38 His work Le Monde (1633) developed his mechanistic analysis of both inanimate and living bodies, including the human person. To the influence of Descartes we could add others, including Isaac Newton, whose mechanics emphasized cause-effect relations in a way that would come to influence theological concerns. In a universe propelled into being by such explanations, is it any wonder that the theological enterprise has had so little room for mystery and beauty? If our social world has been shaped by such mechanistic interests, if we inhabit a world where technique reigns, is it any surprise that we find ourselves drawn to models of the atonement that clarify individual salvation in objective, cause-effect relations?


    In short, it is unclear whether the atonement model of penal satisfaction is sufficiently critical of the cultural influences of the modern era that, at the very least, contribute to the reductionism of the saving work of Christ along mechanistic and individualistic lines.


    Pressing Questions


    If it is true that penal satisfaction is an attractive account of the saving significance of the death of Jesus for many in the West, need more be said? If it is true that how we understand the importance of the cross is and ought to be worked out in ways appropriate to peoples’ lives, what more can be said? In fact, a number of pressing questions need to be raised.


    1. First and centrally, we may ask to what degree the atonement model of penal satisfaction is faithful to the teaching of Scripture. The theological task is in some ways a balancing act, in which we are asked to go beyond the insights of Scripture in order to address ever-unfolding challenges while at the same time ensuring that our extensions of the biblical witness are consonant with the central insights of Scripture. To what degree is penal satisfaction grounded in Scripture? This is one of the questions to which we will devote ourselves in chapters two, three and four.


    2. Our awareness must also be raised to the possibility, even probability, that our theological commitments with regard to atonement theology do not simply speak to our culture but actually grow out of it. In fact, in ways that we do not often recognize, all of our attempts at theological formulation are themselves “cultural products” in the sense that they arise in particular sociohistorical contexts, address matters pertinent to those contexts, serve the interests of those contexts and thus in some sense embody the values of those contexts. As Alister McGrath helpfully notes, our affirmations, including our affirmations about God, are historically rooted and thus are subject to sociohistorical processes.39 Hence, we face the pressing questions, which of our affirmations are true? and, who decides? All statements, and therefore all theological statements, relate to, speak to and make themselves relevant to their own social environment. If, on the one hand, they do not, then they are likely to be dismissed as hopelessly abstract, unrealistic, impertinent, meaningless, artificial. If, on the other hand, their relationship with their social environment is too intimate, they are likely to be regarded as parochial, time bound and irrelevant to a wider audience. Moreover, they will lack the capacity to speak over against their social environment. They will be impotent to challenge the status quo. Robert Wuthnow refers to this as the “problem of articulation”—“the delicate balance between the products of culture and the social environments in which they are produced.”40


    In what ways is the theory of penal satisfaction shaped by the Western culture in which it has grown and gained its popularity? To what degree is this theory able to disengage from its social roots in the West so as to challenge the very culture in which it has taken root? Does it articulate so closely with our social environment that it is devoid of transcendent value—with the result that it will soon be irrelevant in our part of the globe and has always lacked relevance in other cultures?


    In putting the question this way, we have moved to the forefront two more questions about the theory of penal satisfaction.


    3. If this theory has been well-suited to modern culture in the West, what will be its fate with the ascendancy of postmodern culture? Here we have in mind postmodern challenges


    
      	to individualism, in favor of a communal accounting of human nature;


      	to autobiographical justice, in favor of systems theory, including the role of genes, family experience, and brain injuries and diseases in human behavior; and


      	to the existence and progress of an autonomous humanity, in favor of a portrait of the human family that locates humanity within the cosmos, so that the human predicament and our understanding of salvation must account for creation as a whole.

    


    We mention these three considerations not only because they are central tenets of postmodern ways of thinking but also because, at least in these respects, postmodernism is arguably more at home in the biblical tradition than modernism has been.


    4. If, at least to a significant degree, the model of penal satisfaction has been a “cultural product” of life in the West, is it any surprise that proclamation of the gospel grounded in this theory has tended to fall on deaf ears in other social worlds? Christian missionaries from the West, armed with this central affirmation of the gospel—namely, the good news that Jesus has come to take away your guilt, that Jesus has been punished for you so that God can declare you not guilty—have often reported their surprise upon discovering the huge populations of our world for whom guilt is a nonissue. What are we to make of a theory of atonement that many of us have come to regard as central to the Christian message and that popular Christianity practically equates with the work of Christ, yet which is unrelated to much of global Christian mission?


    5. Finally, we must face the reality that, even when articulated by its most careful and sophisticated adherents, penal satisfaction remains susceptible to misunderstanding and even bizarre caricature. Accordingly, the drama of Jesus’ death becomes a manifestation of God’s wrath—with God as the distant Father who punishes his own son in order to appease his own indignation. One of us has received a report from a friend leading a Sunday school class in which a boy observed, “Jesus I like, but the Father seems pretty mean!” “Why is God always so angry?” another friend asked.41


    For others, atonement theology represents an even more startling drama, in which God takes on the role of the sadist inflicting punishment, while Jesus, in his role as masochist, readily embraces suffering. From this perspective, it is only a small step from the crucifixion of Jesus to the legitimation of unjust human suffering or the idealization of the victim. As bewildering as this understanding of penal satisfaction might seem, the fact remains that popularized expressions of penal satisfaction are represented in songs and sermons in ways that lend themselves to such readings.42 We are not the only theologians to have recognized the difficulties here. Consider, for example, Darby Kathleen Ray, who refuses a “Christianity sans atonement” while recognizing the seriousness of these kinds of objections; Margo Houts, who expresses confidence that atonement theology can be recovered in spite of such pressing criticisms; Kathryn Tanner, who offers an incarnational atonement theory as a way of addressing the deficiencies of classical atonement theology; or Marianne Meye Thompson, whose essay “For Us and Our Salvation” concludes that, “in its crassest forms, [penal substitutionary atonement] is wrong: God does not punish Jesus instead of me.”43 And this is not even to mention those theologians who regard satisfaction and substitutionary theories of the atonement as irredeemable on account of their alleged divine authorization and even valorization of violence—including feminist and liberation theologians, to be sure,44 but others as well.45


    The usual defense of the model of penal satisfaction put forward by its champions in the face of such concerns is well represented by John Stott’s response to the critical remarks of Sir Alister Hardy: “He caricatured the Christian understanding of the cross in order the more readily to condemn it.”46 As Stott’s own more nuanced view of the images of satisfaction and substitution might suggest, Hardy may well have caricatured the sort of understanding of the cross espoused by Stott. However, it should not too easily escape us that it is precisely this sort of caricature that is held by many Christians (and this draws attention to the ambiguity of Stott’s phrase, “the Christian understanding”), persons who either have never heard a more nuanced accounting of penal substitutionary atonement, on whom such subtlety is lost, or who simply reject any such attempts at refining this atonement theory.


    Paul observed that the cross of Christ was scandalous, but those who reject the saving drama of Jesus’ death because it seems to reflect “divine child abuse” have located the scandal of the cross in the wrong place and encountered the scandal of the cross in the wrong way. That is, the drama of Jesus’ death as this is articulated in Scripture could never be confused with a portrait of “divine child abuse.” As Friederike Nüssel has recently emphasized, God is the subject of reconciliation, not its object, so that it would be erroneous to imagine that the cross of Christ might function as a leverage against the Father’s justice.47 Because of the prominence of this view of the atonement as “divine child abuse” in some quarters of the church today, however, we cannot afford to give it only passing mention but must discuss it more thoroughly in chapter four.


    Also problematic is another phenomenon related to representations of the theory of penal satisfaction atonement. Proponents of this theory often leave little room for the importance of ethical comportment. If Jesus has deflected onto himself the divine wrath meant for us, if on this basis we have been made the objects of a legal (penal) transaction whereby we are declared not guilty, what basis remains for moral behavior? What is the role of salvation understood as sanctification? Apart from allowing my name to be moved to the correct side of God’s legal ledger, what significance has the cross of Christ for ongoing faith and life, according to this view?


    It is also true that this particular way of portraying the significance of Jesus’ death has had little voice in how we relate to one another inside and outside of the church or in larger, social-ethical issues. That a central tenet of our faith might have little or nothing to say about racial reconciliation, for example, or issues of wealth and poverty, or our relationship to the cosmos, is itself startling and ought to give us pause. It is all the more discomforting, though, when it is remembered that the death of Jesus was the consequence of social and political factors woven together with theological ones. And this leads to one of the main questions one might raise against the model of penal satisfaction. Like Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ, this atonement theory divorces Jesus’ death from his life and ministry, which culminate in Golgotha. With this theory, the narratives of the Gospels are too easily set aside in favor of a “gospel story” concerned not with God’s agenda for Israel—and, then, God’s restorative purpose for the cosmos—but only with the salvation of a sinner from God’s impending wrath. Jesus was crucified as a threat to the Roman Empire. His message, his words and deeds, served to bring him to the attention of the Jewish authorities in Jerusalem and the Roman ruler in Judea, who perceived in him a great enough threat that his death was requested and given. There is perhaps no greater affirmation and reminder that a faith grounded in the cross of Christ is a faith that has profound and far-reaching, this-worldly implications.


    Someone may wish to argue that there is nothing intrinsic to the theory of penal satisfaction that necessarily leads one in these problematic directions. This is not our point. We are simply observing that, as popularly interpreted and characterized, this brand of atonement theology has been understood by some in ways that have proven detrimental to the witness of the church.


    Setting an Agenda


    We find ourselves then at an important crossroads in our understanding of the saving work of the death of Jesus. Arguably today’s most pervasive metaphor for making sense of the cross of Christ, penal satisfaction


    
      	has engendered forms of Christian faith and practice that are suspect;


      	has been construed by persons within and outside the church as a form of “divine child abuse,” and so at the very least invites more careful articulation;


      	has not been heard as “good news” in contemporary cultures in and outside of the West that are not guilt based;


      	may well have increasingly less relevance among twenty-first century Christians; and


      	at the very least, constrains overmuch the richness of biblical thinking concerning the death of Jesus.

    


    In the chapters that follow, we intend to address these issues more fully in three ways. First, we will examine some of the relevant biblical material (chapters two, three and four). In this section of the book, we want to accomplish two primary objectives: to orient ourselves to the profundity of atonement thought particularly in the New Testament and to evaluate some of the key theological issues and terms in which our understanding of God’s redemptive plan is based. What does Scripture intend in its references to important concepts such as “the wrath of God,” for example? What range of metaphors is employed for making sense of the death of Jesus? What are we to make of the variety of atonement images used within the New Testament? In what ways does this variety speak to issues of the identity of the church and to the nature of Christian mission?


    Second, we move from a concentration on biblical materials to reflection on historical and theological materials related to the atonement (chapters five and six). Within the history of the Christian church, how has thinking about the death of Jesus developed? What are the implications of the various views on the cross for the life of the church and the theological task?


    Our investigations of biblical and historical material do not grow out of antiquarian interests alone. We hope to learn from Scripture and the historical witness of the church something of how to engage in the balancing act of which we spoke earlier—that is, how our understanding, teaching and proclamation of the saving significance of the death of Jesus might arise in and speak to our particular social contexts and evidence fidelity to the narrative of Scripture. In chapters seven through ten, then, we hope to explore more fully how best to generate faithful and appropriate cross talk. This exploration will not lead us to recommend or sanction any one image of the cross for contemporary culture or any one set of such images. To engage in this sort of activity, we hope to show, would be to contradict the biblical witness and theological tradition. However, we will provide illustrative narratives of persons and communities situated in particular contexts who are addressing in helpful ways the question, how is the message of the cross good news for these people, in this context, in this time? And, reflecting on the material of the book as a whole, we will outline a series of coordinates that will figure in our attempts to engage the New Testament faithfully within the integrity of its own discourse and world at the same time that we grapple with the needs, vocabulary and values of the worlds in which we live and serve.
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