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    As I reflect back on over a quarter century of ordained ministry, I have reached one principal conclusion and a secondary, yet very important, related truth. My one great insight is that the dying face of Jesus Christ reveals all that we need to know and can know of the reality of God. The incarnate Son is the fullness of God’s self-revelation. Jesus Christ is the content of what God would have us know about himself. I think T. F. Torrance probably said it best when reflecting on the theology of his own mentor, Karl Barth:


    However, of this we can be perfectly certain: the blood of Christ, the incarnate Son of God who is perfectly and inseparably one in being and act with God the Father, means that God will never act toward any one in mercy and judgment at any time or in any other way than he has already acted in the Lord Jesus. There is no God behind the back of Jesus Christ, and no God but he who has shown us his face in the face of Jesus Christ, for Jesus Christ and the Father are one.1


    Jesus alone reveals both the fullness of God and the necessary human response to God’s reality. And even more precisely, Jesus’ face is the face of eternal love, a love that is steadfast and sure. Jesus’ face reveals the love that does not depend on reciprocation. Jesus’ face does not look away from us, even when we are at our worst, when we are both subjectively and objectively lost in our sin. His love abides when all else would fail.


    The secondary truth is completely dependent on the first one. Without a realization of the first, we dare not contemplate the second one. Only a strong conviction of the reliability of the first allows us to dare to ponder the second. That secondary, fully dependent truth is this: how I live my life, how I respond to my neighbor and to God’s gracious overtures, will either empower or weaken my ability to perceive that first and primary truth. Put more directly, I cannot change God’s love for me—Jesus’ loving face will not turn away. But I can most certainly lose my way and forget that the eyes that will not turn aside from me and you are eyes of love. We can live our lives in such a way that the God who calls to us sounds like an enemy rather than our Beloved. To sense his approach is to desire to flee. This, it seems to me, is the heart of the human predicament. This is central to what, in the Christian tradition, we call sin.


    Our sin causes us to mistake the God revealed in Christ for our destroyer rather than our Savior. Because of our sin, we are all quite proficient at finding ways to avoid the living reality of that God. Perhaps no one is better at that evasion than ministers and theologians like myself. We fit all too well the category that C. S. Lewis described in this way:


    There comes a moment when the children who have been playing at burglars hush suddenly: was that a real footstep in the hall? There comes a moment when people who have been dabbling in religion (“Man’s search for God”!) suddenly draw back. Supposing we really found Him? We never meant it to come to that! Worse still, supposing He had found us!2


    This book is an attempt to understand better why we run away from rather than toward the God who loves us. I offer it in gratitude to my former students, friends and colleagues at the University of Dubuque Theological Seminary. My time there allowed me to gain the primary insights of this book. But above all else, I dedicate this book to my wife, Janet, who has taught me again and again the power of Christ’s love best made known in another human face.


    

  


  
    
ONE



    
Whatever Happened to the 

    Forgiveness of Sins?
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    It’s been a long day: a senior Bible study in the morning and hospital visitation in the afternoon. The ideas are there, but the sermon is still not ready. At nearly five o’clock, you grab two commentaries to look over this evening when there is a knock at the study door. Opening it, you see Jane. Jane is very active in the congregation. She teaches Sunday school, attends the evening Bible study and rarely misses worship. Divorced nearly two years earlier, Jane is also struggling with one of the key practices of the Christian faith.


    “Pastor, I know that I’m supposed to . . . I know that Jesus commanded us. But it is getting to the point that I don’t even want to pray the Lord’s Prayer. You know the part I mean: ‘Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.’ Pastor, I want to . . . I really, really want to, but I just can’t forgive my ex. Not after what he did to me and especially how he hurt the kids. I just can’t forgive him.” And what do you say to Jane at nearly five o’clock? Jane who desperately wants to follow Christ and yet is deeply troubled by the inconsistency between accepting forgiveness for oneself and the inability to offer that to others—what do you say to Jane?


    It is very tempting to offer several replies: “Well, Jane, these things take time. You really mustn’t be so hard on yourself.” Or, “Jane, are you praying for him? You know it’s very difficult to simultaneously pray for someone and not forgive them.” Or perhaps, “Jane, I found this very disconcerting. Perhaps you should take some time off from teaching the children until your life better reflects the teachings of the church.” Such responses run the usual gamut from the clichéd to the therapeutic to the judgmental. But the inadequacy of the responses is not their main problem. Their main problem is that they profoundly fail to share with Jane the heart of the Christian message. Each response assumes that Jane has the inner strength and inner resources to forgive. And each one also fails to turn Jane toward the source of forgiveness, which is not her work, but the work of the triune God.


    This book is an attempt to offer an answer to Jane and to all Christians who struggle with offering faithful responses—disciple-like responses. And to begin to formulate a faithful response, we must acknowledge the changing context in which forgiveness is discussed within the church. The language of forgiveness is undergoing a dramatic change in connotation. In part, this is due to a slow but thorough loss of the language of sin among Christians. And ultimately, forgiveness will be re­defined if sin talk is either muted or disappears altogether.


    Cornelius Plantinga Jr. remarks on the change in our understanding of sin: “Nowadays, the accusation you have sinned is often said with a grin, and with a tone of that signals an inside joke.”1 To say the least, the language of sin, if used at all, sounds rather antiquated in the ears of many clergy and laity. This is often noticeable in congregational confessions of sin. You will look long and hard for the words forgive us our sins but they are frequently absent. Instead, multiple euphemisms rule the day. We miscalculate, make mistakes, underestimate, overestimate, goof up, stray, trip, wander, lose our way; but never, never under any circumstances do we actually sin. However, there is a deep and abiding problem with the loss of sin language and it is specifically this: Without acknowledging sin, how can there be the forgiveness of sins? And without the forgiveness of sin, how can there be salvation? Plantinga again: “For slippage in our consciousness of sin, like most fashionable follies, may be pleasant, but it is also devastating. . . . Moral beauty begins to bore us. The idea that the human race needs a Savior sounds quaint.”2


    When we lose our understanding of the magnitude of sin, we also begin to lose our appreciation for the grandeur of God’s answer to sin. Miscalculations and mistakes do not need to be forgiven. For such matters, a simple reassessment of the known situation and redoubled efforts ought to suffice. But in the end, such attempts to fix ourselves seem to fall short of the goal. Such attempts frequently leave us anxious and full of questions. Why are we so shy of the language of sin?


    There are a number of answers to that question, but I would begin by asking another: What part has Christian theology itself played in causing Christians to be hesitant in acknowledging sin’s reality? I want to focus in this book on the way in which a different emphasis within the doctrine of the atonement might cause us to face our sin with greater honesty. And more importantly, I want to focus on how a different emphasis might cause us to face our sin with greater hope, including the hope of transformation.


    It is the primary argument of this book that in order to properly understand, appropriate for oneself and offer to others forgiveness, we must begin not with human experience but with the activity of the triune God. In other words, in order to truly forgive others we must know what God the Father does through Jesus Christ the Son and how we come to appropriate that work through the power of the Holy Spirit. No other beginning point will create a suitable foundation for the power to forgive. No other place allows us to take seriously and honestly our own sin and need for forgiveness. Karl Barth states, “Only those who taste and see how gracious the Lord is can know their sin.”3 To begin with God’s gracious work grants the freedom for an accurate assessment of one’s condition. Christians are all too often accused of hypocrisy: denouncing the sins of others while failing to acknowledge their own. This is not the way it ought to be for people of faith. Rather, it is meant to be and can be different for Christians. Barth continues, “It is because they are held by God and cannot escape that they see that they are fleeing from Him; and it is because they are not let go and finally abandoned that they see that they are held. Known sin is always forgiven sin, known in the light of forgiveness and the triumphant grace of God.”4 To know one’s sin is good news and not bad. To recognize one’s alienation is to remember that God has drawn near to us. To know one’s moral failure is a call to remember Jesus Christ, the only perfect one who has the power to forgive sin (Mk 2:10). Christians stand in a place of privilege in that their sin is meant to be a call to remember the God who forgives. There is no healing in the inward glance of self acceptance, but then there need not be because the God who does accept, forgive and restore has been, is and will continue to be at work.


    So why do we hesitate to acknowledge our sin? As stated above, I believe that there is a great need for a new look at the doctrine of the atonement. In particular, the Western church’s emphasis (since at least Anselm) on the satisfaction theory has caused us to focus primarily on our guilt. The shorthand version goes along these lines: The guilt we have accumulated as a result of our sin exacts a death penalty upon us. Jesus, who is not guilty of any sin, takes our place and dies our death. Therefore, the slate has been wiped clean and we are offered a new beginning. Thanks be to God, this is most certainly true, but what if our individual sins are not really the heart of our problem? What if it is our shame rather than our guilt that most needs to be addressed? What if our essential problem is not so much what we do or don’t do, but who we are, or who we think that we are? In other words, what if our essential problem is not our failure to behave but instead our failure to recognize the truth of who God is and who we are in relationship to that God?


    Asking the Questions in the Proper Order


    In Christian theological terms, to ask the question, whatever became of the forgiveness of sins? is to ask a question of pastoral theology. That is, we are asking a question regarding the human appropriation of or participation in God’s activity. The answer to that question will be deeply influenced by the answers to two other concerns. The first concern is the who question. That is, who is this God at work? Second is the what question. What is the work of this God? Then and only then can we adequately take up the topic of the human activity of forgiveness. James Torrance writes, “From the history of Christian thought we can see that our doctrine of God determines our understanding both of the doctrine of atonement and of the nature of Christian assurance.”5 If we do not recognize who God really is, we will never be able to understand what God does; thus, we will never be able to know how to respond appropriately to this God. We will remain with our questions and our worries; we will remain with our sin.


    For instance, if one begins with a concept of God that is essentially marked by a legalistic scorekeeping, we all too quickly move to the conclusion that such a God must be convinced to go contrary to his essential nature if we are to be forgiven. Such an image of God tends to generate great doubts that are manifested in one of two ways: Are we among those for whom Jesus has atoned or have we ourselves done enough to be included in the work? In this way, human beings look inward again and again to find the answer to their own forgiveness and the demand to forgive others. But such a turn inward only aggravates and reinforces our tendency to misidentify God.


    But beginning with a different concept of God will yield much different results. Torrance again: “Conversely, however if our basic concept of God is that of the Triune God of grace who has being in communion as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and who has created us to share that life of communion, then our doctrine of atonement will be seen rather as God in grace bringing these loving purposes to fulfillment in redemption.”6 The trinitarian understanding of God made known to us through Jesus Christ allows for the only place to begin in order to understand forgiveness both properly and adequately. This God does not need to be convinced to forgive; this God forgives according to his very nature at great cost to the divine life itself. This God calls human persons to look away from their own abilities, however strong or weak they may be, and trust in his work that is always prior to any human capacity or action. And the result of that looking away from the self is to place oneself on a firm foundation in which one continues to participate in God’s forgiving love. This may then be experienced and acted upon as the power to forgive others.


    This book seeks to ground human forgiveness in the prior work of the triune God and then and only then take up the possibilities of our accepting and offering our own forgiveness. In this way and following the excellent work of Andrew Purves, the scope of pastoral theology becomes much more closely related to systematic and historical theology. A pastoral theology of forgiveness is first the study of the ongoing work of the triune God through the participation of the church. Purves writes, “Pastoral Theology, as I intend it, is principally concerned first with the practice of God, that is, with what God does as a result of who God is. Second, it moves to reflection on the participative practice of the church within that theological perspective through our union with Christ.”7 If, as I will argue, much of our problem with forgiveness is grounded in our misidentification of God, then it is essential that we begin with a proper understanding of God. As crucial as psychology and other social sciences may be, they too prove an inadequate foundation for understanding forgiveness. And with the failure to understand God’s work of forgiveness, we ultimately fail in the practice of forgiveness, be it offering it to others or accepting it for ourselves. So our emphasis will move from a focus on what the lone individual does to what God is doing. Furthermore, only when we consider the individual in community is it proper and helpful to consider the acts of accepting and offering forgiveness. The initial human context is that of the person in community; and the most important community is within the life of the triune God. Secondarily, the immediate human community to be considered is the church, the body of Jesus Christ. This expansion of the context of forgiveness is absolutely crucial in order to counteract the temptation toward the therapeutic and individualistic inward gaze.


    But once this proper context is set, the conversation with social sciences and psychology in particular can be very helpful in understanding the importance of forgiveness for human thriving. The topic of forgiveness is a relatively new object of study for psychology. “In 1970, virtually no one had studied forgiveness scientifically. Forgiveness was seen as within the domain of religion. . . . Scientific study of forgiveness began in earnest only in the mid-1980s and has accelerated since that time.”8 After the 1980s, there has been an explosion of scholarly books and articles on the psychology of forgiveness. One annotated bibliography runs to well over one hundred pages.9 In addition, there are far more popular books that utilize the discoveries of psychology on forgiveness. Forgiveness continues to be an increasingly important topic both inside and outside the church.


    But there can be a downside to such popularity. Those who struggle with forgiveness may actually have their problems increased once they become aware of the physical and emotional health consequences that are associated with an incapacity or an unwillingness to forgive. Furthermore, once the topic is thought of within the field of human endeavor, Christians in particular are tempted to separate forgiveness from reconciliation, as the two are consistently separated in the psychological literature. This is a significant problem in that the Bible knows little of forgiveness separated from the restoration of relationships. “In the New Testament, while each has its nuances, forgiveness always leads to reconciliation and reconciliation results from mutual experiences of forgiveness. They cannot, finally, be separated.”10


    For that reason, in spite of the tremendous individual benefits of forgiveness (and the health problems associated with the failure to forgive), they must not be divorced from theological considerations. And yet, frequently it is the benefits of forgiveness that dominate the church’s conversation, be they therapeutic or salvation centered. And so Christians face a terrible bind: we are commanded to forgive and simultaneously terrified that we lack the internal resources to do so. Once again, the answer to this dilemma is to begin with God and his activity and not the human response. In this way, we understand what James Torrance means in differentiating between the “obligations” and “conditions” of grace.11 God’s work and not ours is the crucial context for understanding forgiveness.


    Because of the contemporary domination of the social science approach to the topic of forgiveness it is important to think about the relationship between psychology and theology in order to understand better how the contemporary science of forgiveness may be helpful to Christians. There are multiple models of that relationship, all of which are utilized by committed and faithful Christians.12 However, given what I believe to be the uniqueness of the Christian understanding, I will argue from the standpoint of what is becoming known as a Christian psychology.13 A Christian psychology argues that to truly understand the healing of humanity, we must first consider the reality of human nature as revealed in the Bible. Ultimately, human nature can only be understood in terms of what Karl Barth referred to as “real man.”14 “Real man” is only revealed to us in Jesus Christ. Since Chalcedon, Christians have systematically confessed Jesus Christ as truly human. He alone shows us what it means to be authentically human. But once we have begun with Christ, we will find that many of the insights of the social sciences can be properly appropriated. This I will do in chapter two.


    In chapter three we will examine an insight from contemporary psychology that allows us to understand God’s atoning work in a new way. This is the distinction between guilt and shame. We will see both the important distinction between the two and how the Western church’s overemphasis on guilt has caused us to miss some of the key nuances of Christ’s work.


    With this new insight in mind, we will return to the origin story of sin contained in Genesis 3–4. Through the work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, we will come to understand that the Bible connects sin to guilt within the context of shame. Allowing shame to become the interpretive key, we begin to gain a greater understanding of both human brokenness and God’s remarkable answer to it.


    Chapter five is the heart of the book. In it, we will discover the way in which God has dealt with human shame. We will first explore the atonement as a trinitarian action in which all three persons play distinctive roles in healing human shame. This will demand that we take up the second aspect of our critique. It is not simply that contemporary psychology fails to grant an adequate starting point; much of Western atonement theory has failed as well. This failure may be described as the Latin heresy. Having accomplished that, we will then elucidate the particular way in which Christ’s crucifixion, resurrection and ascension heal our shame.


    In the light of this pastoral theology, we will turn in chapter seven to the development of practices in Christian community that aid the acceptance and offering of forgiveness. Special emphasis will be placed on the importance of the confession of sins and the offering of God’s forgiveness. We will see that this is done in both one-on-one situations and small group settings. Furthermore, we will explore the way in which worship allows for an ongoing appropriation of God’s atoning work.


    Returning to our opening scene, there is Jane, still waiting for an answer. What do we say? It is my hope that this book will aid in offering a faithful response to Jane. This will be a response that reminds Jane of God’s ongoing gracious activity, helping her see that forgiveness never begins with us and that we are never alone in both our triumphs and our defeats.
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Covering Our Nakedness


    Healing Through Therapy
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    Over forty years ago, Dr. Karl Menninger dropped a bombshell on the psychiatric world. The respected psychiatrist made a plea for the restoration of the language of sin to public discourse. Most compelling was the respected psychiatrist’s attempt to remind clergy of their importance for maintaining a moral culture, a culture that recognized sin. Menninger advised,


    Clergymen have a golden opportunity to prevent some of the accumulated misapprehensions, guilt, aggressive action, and other roots of later mental suffering and mental disease. How? Preach! Tell it like it is. Say it from the pulpit. Cry it from the housetops. What shall we cry? Cry comfort, cry repentance, cry hope. Because recognition of our part in the world transgression is the only remaining hope.1


    Although many pastors used Menninger’s question in sermons, few people both in and outside the church listened. Ironically, many clergy had less hope for this approach than Menninger did. Menninger’s project to address the “new morality”2 failed because he was unable to see just how profoundly the culture had shifted. Far more had changed than simply the disappearance of the language of sin. A new priesthood of therapists had emerged and many clergy had adopted the language and worldview of that new priesthood. In Menninger’s words, such clergy had a preference for the “pastoral counseling of individuals” rather than the “pulpit function” of addressing the collective life of the congregation before God.


    Menninger believed in the power of clergy to address the problems of culture. But many pastors had come to believe that those problems were best analyzed through another language: the language of therapy. Many clergy had reached the conclusion that their congregations were no longer populated by “religious” people but by “psychological” people. And thus a different approach was necessary and essential. “Religious man was born to be saved; psychological man is born to be pleased. The difference was established long ago when ‘I believe,’ the cry of the ascetic, lost precedence to ‘one feels,’ the caveat of the therapeutic. And if the therapeutic is to win out, then surely the psychotherapist will be his secular spiritual guide.”3 Philip Rieff’s devastating and still relevant cultural critique explains far better the loss of the language of sin.


    Sin does not seem to any longer make sense because it does not conform to the new anthropology of the “psychological” person. The very goal of living has shifted away from enjoying eternity to maximizing pleasure and self-fulfillment in this life. “The therapy of all therapies is not to attach oneself exclusively to any particular therapy, so that no illusion may survive of some end beyond an intensely private sense of well-being to be generated in the living of life itself.”4 In this way, the end goal has become happiness in this life rather than salvation. Some of the best-known pastors today prove this. One only need turn on the television to behold the smiling face of Joel Osteen assuring us that we can have our Best Life Now! In adopting this new language, a subtle shift in traditional doctrine and practices has simultaneously occurred. There is no better illustration of this than the Christian understanding of forgiveness.


    You Are Accepted!


    One of the most famous instances of this reinterpretation occurs in Paul Tillich’s famous sermon “You Are Accepted.”5 Preaching on Romans 5:20, Tillich directly tackled the problem of sin and grace, reinterpreting sin as separation from others, self and the Ground of Being.6 In the light of that reinterpretation, grace is presented as a transformation of the self experienced as acceptance. “Do we know what it means to be struck by grace? It does not mean that we suddenly believe that God exists, or that Jesus is the Saviour, or that the Bible contains the truth. To believe that something is, is almost contrary to the meaning of grace.”7 For Tillich, doctrinal content is not only unhelpful, it actually hinders our progress in finding what we most need. And what we need most is a particular experience—a positive stroke of grace that may appear at even our darkest moments.


    “Sometimes at that moment a wave of light breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a voice were saying: ‘You are accepted. You are accepted, accepted by that which is greater than you, and the name of which you do not know. Do not ask for the name now; perhaps you will find it later.’”8 For Tillich, our experience of acceptance is of far greater importance than knowing the name of the One who has accepted us. As long as we have the experience of acceptance, such questions may remain unanswered. Perhaps it is even better that the Acceptor remains anonymous. Knowing the name may distract us from our experience by placing further demands on our lives. “And nothing is demanded of this experience, no religious or moral or intellectual presupposition, nothing but acceptance.”9 Here is the transformation of a doctrine. The categories of sin and grace are now reinterpreted in terms of Carl Rogers’s “client-centered” therapy.10 Self-acceptance becomes the key to salvation, if not salvation itself.


    But is “acceptance” enough? Does the experience of acceptance offer the same benefits as the experience of forgiveness? It is interesting to note that in a 2005 survey by George Barna, most Americans attested that they already feel accepted.


    Currently, nine out of ten adults (88%) feel “accepted by God.” Barna listed a pair of interesting correlations related to that self-image. First, about one-third of the individuals who feel accepted by God do not consider themselves to be deeply spiritual. Second, people are twice as likely to feel accepted by God as they are to be born again—a condition that, many Protestant leaders argue, is a key reflection of God’s forgiveness and ultimate acceptance.11


    Barna’s survey seems to indicate that there is a rather profound disconnection between the experience of being accepted by God and the traditional Christian understanding of living a new life in the light of that acceptance. God’s acceptance of us seems completely divorced from a transformed life of discipleship. Although most Americans, Christian or otherwise, are unaware of Tillich’s sermon, they seem to have embraced well his conclusion. “But sometimes it happens that we receive the power to say ‘yes’ to ourselves, that peace enters into us and makes us whole, that self-hate and self-contempt disappear, and that our self is reunited with itself. Then we can say that grace has come upon us.”12


    Conspicuously missing from Tillich’s sermon is a personal God who is active in the world. Both sin and grace are now inner human experiences. “That is the experience of the separation of ourselves from ourselves, which is to say ‘sin,’ whether or not we like to use that word. Thus, the state of our whole life is estrangement from others and ourselves, because we are estranged from the Ground of our being, because we are estranged from the origin and aim of our life.”13 There seems to no longer be a need for any Acceptor outside of the individual self. The most important forgiveness is self-forgiveness. The experience of “acceptance” is far too important to be trusted to an Acceptor external to the self. And that is the heart of the problem, for ultimately, understanding the reality of God is far more important for an appropriation of forgiveness than is a good understanding of sin. The “Ground of our being” simply lacks the clarity necessary for regarding grace and the dramatic changes that it empowers.


    Unfortunately, many American Christians continue to confuse acceptance with forgiveness. Furthermore, this is one of the primary reasons that many Christians struggle with forgiving others. Although important, a primary focus on one’s own experience is never quite adequate to grant the capacity to forgive others. As stated above, the contemporary context is still that of the “triumph of the therapeutic.” The default position is to feel one’s own pain, and not nearly as often that of the other. “We’ve had a hundred years of analysis, and people are getting more and more sensitive, and the world is getting worse and worse. . . . What’s left out is a deteriorating world. So why hasn’t therapy noticed that? Because psychotherapy is only working on that ‘inside’ soul.”14 And so in spite of a hundred years of psychotherapy and sixty years of feeling accepted, we still are not healed.


    
The Unknown God



    Ultimately, the lack of healing is directly related to the reality that the god of therapy, the god of secular acceptance is an unknown god. This god is a projection of both our desires and our fears. This god is not unlike the one Paul meets in Acts 17: “Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, ‘Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way. For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the inscription, “To an unknown god.” What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you’” (Acts 17:22-23).


    The Athenian “unknown god” was a generic deity, a placeholder for any gods that they might have failed to include. Fearful that they might have inadvertently excluded some other divine being, the Athenians were not taking any chances. Ironically, Paul informs them that they have forgotten the only real god and so he proclaims that one, true God to them.


    The Athenians, for the most part, reject Paul’s identification. They prefer their god to remain unknown. They most certainly were not interested in a god who would make himself known “by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead” (Acts 17:31). It is one thing to hedge one’s bets. It is quite another to inadvertently blunder into the presence of the true God and therefore be required to repent because judgment is looming! In our therapeutic age, we are much like the Athenians of Acts 17. We desire a god who will heal and function as a safeguard for us. We are far less interested in one who comes, and in whose coming we are undone, even if that undoing means our salvation, our true forgiveness and acceptance. Much of contemporary Western Christianity has been well described as “moralistic, therapeutic Deism.”15 We like our God to be a healer, but only at a distance.


    Forgiveness in a Therapeutic Context


    Forgiveness is of central importance for the Christian faith. Of all the Christian affirmations in the Apostles’ Creed, it is the only doctrine that directly implies some form of reciprocation, some form of active response by the affirmers. There is not much we can do about the nature of God or the resurrection of the body. But forgiveness, that’s a different matter. Two texts should suffice at this point: “Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses” (Mk 11:25) and “Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you” (Eph 4:31-32). To affirm one’s belief in forgiveness implies both one’s reception and one’s offering of it to others. But still we struggle, sometimes with offering it and sometimes with receiving it. Into this difficulty, therapeutic forgiveness has entered.
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