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To the giants on whose shoulders I ride piggyback—G. K. Chesterton, C. S. Lewis,


and Ronald Knox—this porcine exercise in apologetics is gratefully dedicated.


And for all readers living in an age that gives great political power to people like Dianne


Feinstein, I pray: May the Dogma live loudly within you!
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A Note to the Politically Correct Reader


I congratulate you for picking up this volume; that act shows intellectual probity. I ask only one additional favor. Try to read this book with the benefit of the doubt. It may seem to you that Christianity is outrageously out of tune with the modern world and should therefore be confined to the ash heap of history. I meet you halfway: Christianity is out of tune with the modern world, but perhaps it is the modern world that needs the tune-up.


I appeal to your open-mindedness. Consider whether, to paraphrase John Stuart Mill, it is better to be a maladjusted Socrates than a well-adjusted sow—and if the sheep in Christ’s flock may have more in common with Socrates than with swine.


I appeal to your tolerance and love of diversity. What could be more tolerant and diverse than a society in which some of its members march to the beat of a little drummer boy who played for a Jewish child in Palestine?


Lastly, I appeal to your sense of history. Both the Left and the Right in the United States are increasingly impoverished by an educational system that privileges STEM fields (science, technology, engineering, and math) and downplays the kind of critical and logical thinking that comes from a classical liberal arts education. As a result, our youth have far better job skills than life skills, skills that would enable them to think clearly about life’s most important questions and a sense of their place in history. Worse, they think they know their place in history because of a few shoddy sound bites that they may have picked up along the way. The moment they are challenged on these half-digested nuggets they retreat to “safe spaces” where they can bewail all the “microaggressions” against them. One of the shoddy sound bites they have picked up is the idea that Christianity is the product of a dark and superstitious age and an enemy of genuine human progress. If you have any knowledge of the Bible or Church history, you know that this claim is tendentious at best. In the interest of accuracy—and to reclaim a deeper understanding of our human journey—is it not time to move beyond caricatures such as these?


Why should you give this book the benefit of the doubt? Well, you’ve come this far, haven’t you? At the very least you’ll learn how the other half thinks, the half that still embraces the history that paved the way for your own values today. Think of this book as the ultimate test of your toleration. If you read it cover to cover without casting it into the fireplace, you pass!


And if it seems that here or there I am guilty of a cheap shot against Christianity’s detractors, I ask for your forgiveness. My aim has been to scratch rather than to wound. And to be honest with you, the principal audience I had in mind in writing this PIG was not so much you (even though I am thrilled that you are joining the conversation) but my brethren in Christ who, believe it or not, feel increasingly oppressed and worried about their future in the brave new world that perhaps you wish to see.


Sincerely,


Mike Foley


September 14, 2017


Triumph of the Holy Cross
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Introduction


I have been asked by my friends at Regnery to write a politically incorrect guide to Christianity. Even though it is impossible to do justice to the greatness of the Christian faith, it is relatively easy to describe Christianity as politically incorrect for one simple reason: it is. In fact, Christianity has the distinction of being the world’s most politically incorrect religion—for three reasons.


First, the term “political correctness” was coined by Marxists in the 1930s to signify whatever conformed to the Party line, and Christianity is the religion par excellence that does not conform to a Marxist worldview.


Second, in current usage, “politically incorrect” means anything of which the Left disapproves, and what it disapproves of with the greatest vehemence is orthodox Christianity. Indeed, it is not an exaggeration to say that for much of the Left, progress is measured by how far one is able to move away from traditional Christian beliefs and practices. In 2004, Professor Philip Jenkins called anti-Catholicism the “last acceptable prejudice” in America. While a statement perceived “as racist, misogynistic, anti-Semitic, or homophobic can haunt a speaker for years,” wrote Jenkins, “. . . it is still possible to make hostile and vituperative public statements about Roman Catholicism without fear of serious repercussions.” (Jenkins quoted a statement by Peter Viereck in 1960: “Catholic-baiting is the anti-Semitism of the liberals.”) Looking out over the horizon at America and the rest of the so-called First World today, one can only wonder if the “last acceptable prejudice” is broadening its franchise to include Christians of all stripes. In the new world at our doorstep, Muslims are accorded the protected status understandably reserved for Jews following the horrors of the Holocaust, while Christians are increasingly fair game for unfair denigration.


Third, if you take “politically incorrect” more broadly, to mean anything that does not perfectly align with the body politic or political life, Christianity is again your prime suspect. As we will explain in chapter four, Christianity is the world’s only “transpolitical” religion. Christianity’s transpolitical character, its looking beyond policies and laws, beyond the will of the people and the muscle of the State, beyond ethnic loyalty and nationalist identity, is the unpardonable sin to those for whom politics is everything. To such folks, Christianity is a dangerous distraction from the all-important work of building their utopias here and now.


Yes, Christianity is the world’s most politically incorrect religion, and thanks be to God, it always will be.









CHAPTER ONE
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About the Big Guy


Did you know?


[image: ][image: ]     Atheism, not belief in God, grows out of psychological needs left over from bad relationships with earthly fathers


[image: ][image: ]     The possibility that we might choose evil is a necessary condition of our capacity for love


[image: ][image: ]     God did not create us because He needed someone to love


[image: ][image: ]     If the Resurrection didn’t really happen, Christianity is pointless


In 1897, an eight-year-old girl named Virginia O’Hanlon wrote to the editor of the New York Sun asking if her friends were right when they claimed that there was no Santa Claus. The reply of veteran newsman Francis Pharcellus Church has become the most reprinted editorial in history:


VIRGINIA, your little friends are wrong. They have been affected by the skepticism of a skeptical age. They do not believe except they see. They think that nothing can be which is not comprehensible by their little minds. All minds, Virginia, whether they be men’s or children’s, are little. In this great universe of ours man is a mere insect, an ant, in his intellect, as compared with the boundless world about him, as measured by the intelligence capable of grasping the whole of truth and knowledge.


Yes, VIRGINIA, there is a Santa Claus. He exists as certainly as love and generosity and devotion exist, and you know that they abound and give to your life its highest beauty and joy. Alas! how dreary would be the world if there were no Santa Claus. It would be as dreary as if there were no VIRGINIAS. There would be no childlike faith then, no poetry, no romance to make tolerable this existence. We should have no enjoyment, except in sense and sight. The eternal light with which childhood fills the world would be extinguished. . . . Nobody sees Santa Claus, but that is no sign that there is no Santa Claus. The most real things in the world are those that neither children nor men can see.


Now, beginning a chapter on the existence of God with a defense of Santa Claus may seem to be a foolish thing to do. But I suspect that behind Mr. Church’s flawed affirmation of Santa Claus is an implicit yearning to affirm God. And while some of his reasoning is not solid, some of it is. Substitute “God” for “Santa Claus” in his editorial and you start to get the idea.


Yes, Virginia, There Is a God


So sorry, Virginia, Santa Claus isn’t real (unless of course you mean Saint Nicholas of Myra), but that doesn’t mean there is no grounding for love and generosity and devotion. It doesn’t mean that there is nothing behind life’s highest beauty and joy. And it doesn’t mean that the most real things aren’t those that you cannot see. Virginia, allow me to introduce you to God.


And to help you with this introduction, let me start by explaining to you what God is not. I know that this is an odd way to introduce somebody. If I introduced you to Bob I would not say, “Virginia, I’d like you to meet someone who isn’t Sam, Cheryl, or Cindy.” But God is unique, so please humor me.


God is not several gods. Much early religion was polytheistic, and it is easy to see why. Polytheism is a quick, non-scientific way of naming disparate forces in nature and explaining their apparent conflict with each other. If the wind is troubling the sea, one can say that the god of the wind has had a spat with the goddess of the sea. Polytheism is also a way of projecting the human heart’s troubling unconscious desires onto the big screen, so to speak, thereby exorcizing them. Think of all the patricide, incest, and cannibalism in the stories of the Greek gods. No wait, Virginia, don’t think about them. I forgot that you’re only eight. Anyway, as we’ll see momentarily, the recognition of one transcendent and supreme God is based on a much different foundation from a belief in many gods.


God is not a body. He is not a material entity, and He is certainly not a mighty humanoid in the sky with a long beard or a thunderbolt. God is spirit. What does that mean? Virginia, some of the brightest philosophers have gotten that one wrong, and I tremble to go further. But let me at least speak in “nots” a little more. Spirit is a kind of being that is not confined by space, time, or matter. Spirit has no shape or size, no smell or sound, no taste or feel. And yet spirit is real; in fact, there is a way in which spirit, a purely intelligible reality, is more real than the things that we can see, smell, hear, taste, and touch, but that are always undergoing a process of change that can lead to their destruction. Material things come and go, but spirit, as Frank Sheed puts it, “is the being which has a permanent hold upon what it is, so that it can never become anything else.” This may be difficult to understand, but it is not religious mumbo jumbo. One of the keystones to the philosophy of the great philosopher Plato, who lived centuries before Christ, is precisely this distinction between the “sensible” and the “intelligible” worlds. Plato would be the first to tell you that a materialist—a believer in the material or empirical as the only form of reality—is living in a dark cave and missing the glorious reality that lies outside. (We’ll talk a little more about materialism in chapter ten below.)


God is not the byproduct of psychological illusion or primal fear. This was one of the signature claims of Sigmund Freud, but recent and methodical psychologists such as Paul Vitz have convincingly argued the opposite: atheism, not theism, is the product of a dented psyche. Vitz discovered that famous Christian believers such as Blaise Pascal and Dietrich von Bonhoeffer had strong and loving fathers while famous atheists such as Marx, Stalin, Freud, and Hitler had fathers who were weak, unloving, or absent. Hopefully, Virginia, you have a good dad; if you don’t, you may have to work out some issues concerning your earthly father before you can readily love your Heavenly Father. But don’t worry: you won’t be the first, and it’s not an insurmountable problem.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Faith of the Fatherless: The Psychology of Atheism by Paul C. Vitz, 2nd ed. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2013).









 


God is not a superstitious rejection or replacement of science. This one you hear a lot these days thanks to the so-called “New Atheists”—Christopher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, and so forth. Three points on science and religion are in order here.
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Three Books You’re Not Supposed to Read


New Proofs for the Existence of God: Contributions of Contemporary Physics and Philosophy by Robert J. Spitzer (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010); Is There a God? by Richard Swinburne (Oxford University Press, 2010); and Atheist Delusions: The Christian Revolution and Its Fashionable Enemies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010) by David Bentley Hart all do a good job of refuting “New Atheist” arguments claiming that belief in God is anti-scientific.









 


First, modern empirical science can neither prove nor disprove God’s existence for the simple reason that empirical science only studies empirical phenomena (duh!), and God, as we said earlier, is not empirical but spirit (if only Richard Dawkins had read this book!).


Second, it is folly to think that the more we learn from science about how nature works the less room there is for God in our understanding. Even if one day we achieve a perfect and complete scientific grasp of the entire universe and its laws, it would still not cast a single doubt on God’s existence or His providential governance over everything. Why not? Because God is not one cause among other causes—one domino knocking down another after being Himself knocked down by a previous domino. God is not a part of the vast intertwined nexus of causes and effects that science studies. He is not a cause immanent within this unfolding structure; rather, He is the transcendent cause of the structure. As we shall see in a moment, God is the First Cause, which means that He operates on a level of causation entirely different from all other causes, yet preserving the natural integrity of those secondary causes.
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Completing, Not Competing


“Belief in God is a rational option, which completes the scientific quest for understanding the universe and does not compete with it.”


           —Keith Ward, Pascal’s Fire









 


Let’s put it this way, Virginia. It is tempting to think of things in this world as partly caused by nature and partly caused by God, so that when we can’t explain something in nature or when something appears to be happening outside of nature, we then ascribe it to God. But this is quite wrong. It is not the case that things happen partly in a natural way and partly in a divine way; instead, they are wholly natural and wholly divine but on different planes. The metaphor that Thomas Aquinas gives is of an author and a pen. It is equally true to say that the author wrote this sentence and that his pen wrote this sentence. We rightly attribute the same effect (the sentence) to both causes (the author and the pen), only not in the same way. (We’ll look at miracles, which are a special case, in chapter six.)
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A Category Error


“If there was a controlling power outside the universe, it could not show itself to us as one of the facts inside the universe—no more than the architect of a house could actually be a wall or staircase or fireplace in that house.”


           —C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity









 


Third, the job of science is to understand how things happen and what this or that thing is. But as C. S. Lewis observes in Mere Christianity, “why anything comes to be there at all, and whether there is anything behind the things science observes—something of a different kind—this is not a scientific question.” That is not to say that the why and whence questions about being cannot be answered, but it is to say that they cannot be answered by modern empirical science.
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Both/And, Not Either/Or


“It is also apparent that the same effect is not attributed to a natural cause and to divine power in such a way that it is partly done by God and partly by the natural agent; rather, it is wholly done by both, each according to a different mode, just as the same effect is wholly attributed to the instrument and also wholly to the principal agent.”


           —Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles









Positive Attributes


Fortunately, that marvelous spiritual entity known as the human mind, with its gifts of reason and judgment, is still capable of discovering that there is a God. How? I’m glad you asked, Virginia, for now we can move from what God is not to some of the things He is. I say “some of” because the following list is by no means exhaustive.


God is the First Cause. Every effect comes from a cause or series of causes, and these causes are themselves the effects of other causes: the wood of a house comes from trees (and lumbering), the trees come from nature, and nature comes from _____? We can trace any sequence of cause and effect on and on, but we can’t trace it forever, for an infinite regression is logically impossible. There must be some first cause that got the entire chain of cause-and-effect going but is itself uncaused—for if it were caused by something else, it would not be the first cause. So there is a First Cause (an uncaused Causer, if you will), and this First Cause we call God.


God is the Mind whose expression we find in the pattern of creation. “The more we try to map out the pattern of nature,” writes Ronald Knox, “the more are we driven to the conclusion that it exhibits the working of a Mind greater than any human mind.” The great symphony of the universe, in which countless parts come together to form a harmonious whole, implies a great Conductor—especially considering that most of the parts to this symphony have no mind or reason of their own yet somehow act according to a rational pattern. Where does this rational pattern come from if not from a Reason or Mind greater than the entire array of patterns? This Reason or Mind we call God.
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It Can’t Be Turtles All the Way Down


“If we take any of our favourite trains of thought, and follow it out far enough, it spreads away into the distance like some forest ride, and we see, very far off, God at the end of it.”


           —Ronald Knox, The Creed in Slow Motion









 


God is the Goal for which everything else exists. Just as you cannot really understand something without understanding its origins, so too can you not really understand something without understanding its end or purpose. But what is the purpose of existence? Why is there a universe? Why I am here? Again keeping in mind the impossibility of an infinite regression of causes (in this case “final causes,” which is an old name for goals or ends), there must be a Supreme Good to which everything that exists is ultimately ordered. And this Supreme Good we call God.


God is the Supreme Good behind morality. Despite all our talk today about an endless diversity of values in a multicultural world, a close study of history reveals a recurring moral code held more or less in common by all peoples—including prohibitions against theft and murder and admonitions to honor parents and care for children. At the very least, when we disagree over what is right and what is wrong, we presuppose that there is a right and wrong over which to disagree. Even moral relativists betray that fact (although they won’t admit it) when they talk about moral progress or contrast liberal societies like Sweden’s with Nazi Germany or denounce any leader they don’t like as another Hitler. This tendency is so widespread that it has given rise to “Godwin’s Law,” the principle that “as an online debate increases in length, it becomes inevitable that someone will eventually compare someone or something to Adolf Hitler or the Nazis.”
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The Law Written on Our Hearts


“The moment you say that one set of moral ideas can be better than another, you are, in fact, measuring them both by a standard, saying that one of them conforms to that standard more nearly than the other.”


           —C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity









 


But how can we contrast Sweden and the Third Reich or compare President Trump to Adolf Hitler? The comparison of two things presupposes a standard independent of both. And how is it that I have an awareness of this independent standard? Saying that it is a biological or evolutionary impulse is incorrect. As C. S. Lewis explains, the moral voice in my head often tells me to act against this or that urge or against mere self-preservation. Saying that morality is a social convention doesn’t cut it either: true, you may have learned rules of decent behavior from your society, but that doesn’t necessarily make the rules a mere societal construct (you learned the multiplication table in school too, but that doesn’t make multiplication mere human artifice). No, it is more plausible to conclude that the independent moral standard to which we appeal in all discussions about morality is itself independent of human will. The standard, in other words, comes from God, who has implanted a sense of moral duty and moral discrimination into our hearts.


One final word, Virginia, and then I’ll stop addressing you. We have framed our talk about the existence of God in intellectual terms, for indeed it is the mind and not the will that judges whether or not God exists. But a moral element can also interfere with these deliberations, warping our judgment and even making people—as we saw in the cases of Marx, Freud, Hitler, and Stalin—enemies of God. When we sin, the thought of God makes us feel uncomfortable, and so we try to forget about Him, even to the point of convincing ourselves that He does not exist. In the words of Fulton J. Sheen: “If you don’t behave as you believe, you will end by believing as you behave.”
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More Books You’re Not Supposed to Read


The Problem of Pain by C. S. Lewis (New York: HarperOne, 2015), originally published in 1940, is an accessible “theodicy”—the classic term for an argument explaining how evil in this world is not incompatible with an all-seeing, all-powerful, and perfectly good God. For a more detailed and academic argument, see Alvin Plantinga’s God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids: Eerdman’s, 1977). The Doors of the Sea: Where Was God in the Tsunami? by David Bentley Hart (Grand Rapids: Eerdman’s, 2011); and Why Me? When Bad Things Happen by Mike Aquilina (Huntington: Our Sunday Visitor, 2009), also address questions raised by evil in a world created by a good God.









A Note on Evil


One of the most common objections to theism in general and to Christianity in particular is how a God who is omniscient (all-knowing), omnipotent (all-powerful), and omnibenevolent (all-good) could permit so much evil in the world. It is indeed a vexing question, especially when one is personally suffering from some evil. But there are several considerations to keep in mind:


            1.   Despite our emotional reactions, in the dispassionate realm of logic, divine omniscience, divine omnipotence, divine omnibenevolence, and evil’s existence are not mutually exclusive.


            2.   If you want love, you must have free will, and for our wills to be free they must have the capacity to choose evil. God, you might say, is a hopeless (or rather, hopeful) Romantic: He chose to create a world in which evil could ruin much of His creation’s original goodness in order to have a creature that could love Him back—and He did so not out of any need to be loved (He already has, as we’ll see in a moment, His own Triune Self) but simply out of the goodness of His heart, to share the thrill of existing, knowing, and loving with piddling creatures. Love and free will are as intrinsically connected as circles and roundness. The loyalty that a dog shows to its adopted human pack is not, strictly speaking, love, for love is more than an instinct. It’s a choice that comes only from free will, and free will comes only with a mind endowed with the capacity to truly know the difference between good and evil. You’ll get no argument from me—a dog’s devotion to his master is a wonderful thing. But we have to be honest. Dogs inevitably “love” us just because they’re made that way; they can’t choose not to. God wanted more than Pavlovian animal responses; He wanted a universe crowned with free lovers. And that meant making a universe filled with potential haters.


 










[image: ]







[image: ]





Accepting the Risk


“The happiness which God designs for His higher creatures is the happiness of being freely, voluntarily united to Him and to each other in an ecstasy of love and delight compared with which the most rapturous love between a man and a woman on this earth is mere milk and water. And for that they must be free. Of course God knew what would happen if they used their freedom the wrong way: apparently He thought it worth the risk.”


           —C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity









 


            3.   This fact alone makes God a greater Lover than we are. According to birth rates charted by the U.S. Department of Health and data from market research firm Euromonitor, Americans today are having fewer babies and owning more small dogs: the age group of women (15–29) that is foregoing motherhood is the same age group buying the most pooches. There are a number of reasons for this trend, but one of them is that people are replacing children with dogs, treating their pets more like members of the family by spoiling them with premium dog food (now 57 percent of the dog food market), expensive health-monitoring equipment, dog-friendly vacations, and even canine ice cream trucks. Why? Because a dog doesn’t grow up to become a teenager who tells you that she hates you as she drops out of college to shack up with her deadbeat boyfriend. People prefer Fido’s safe but limited “love” over the risks and sacrifices of having children with a real capacity to love and hate them. Thank God that God did not follow this strategy. For all of our blather about “love wins,” we hardly know the first thing about love.


            4.   Make no mistake: God abhors evil and did not create it, but once free creatures commit evil, God makes it His problem. The moment that Adam and Eve disqualified themselves from Paradise, God took pity on them and replaced their homemade fig-leaf aprons with animal skins that could withstand the rigors of a life east of Eden. All of sacred history follows the same pattern: God constantly bails out sinful mankind and saves him from himself by employing a variety of strategies that culminate with the ultimate solution of God making Himself a vulnerable human being and allowing Himself to be victimized by evil men. As C. S. Lewis observed, “It costs God nothing, so far as we know, to create nice things: but to convert rebellious wills cost Him crucifixion.” As we’ll see in our section on the Atonement, the Cross is a scandal to so many precisely because it means that an all-powerful God voluntarily became weak for our sake in order to enter into our suffering and share the burden of it.


            5.   What we experience as evil on a micro level is part of a greater order that is good. Evil is evil, and God abhors it; but God is so good that He can repurpose evils. An earthquake is an evil thing, especially to the people that it kills, but on a large scale this breakdown (the violent shifting of tectonic plates) actually restores an equilibrium to nature (releasing pent-up elastic energy under the earth’s surface). Tragedy can strike a family, but out of it can come innumerable blessings that bring them together and even heal old wounds. We can even go so far as to say, as does Thomas Aquinas, that it is not despite God’s infinite goodness but because of it that He allows evil to exist and produces good out of it. After all, the God who produced something out of nothing in creation is the same God who produced the greatest good out of the greatest evil in the Crucifixion.


            6.   Of course, it is not always easy to see how God is bringing good out of the evil in our lives, for we lack the right perspective. Augustine of Hippo compared our situation to that of a man standing three inches in front of a wall mosaic. At such a close distance, all the man can see is an ugly disarray of imperfect little stones. It is only when he steps back and looks at the entire mosaic through God’s eyes that he will see how all the chaos and the imperfections of the tesserae somehow come together to form a perfect, beautiful, and unified whole. Or think of a toddler who needs a painful medical procedure. As the little boy is being pricked with painful needles by scary masked strangers in a cold and windowless room, he looks plaintively at his father as if to ask, “Why are you letting this happen to me?” His loving and heartbroken father cannot explain in any way the boy could understand how this bad experience is ultimately a good thing. Something similar obtains for us in relation to our Heavenly Father and the evils we experience this side of the grave.
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Seeing the Big Picture


“Corruption and defects in natural things are said to be contrary to some particular nature; yet they are in keeping with the plan of universal nature; inasmuch as the defect in one thing yields to the good of another, or even to the universal good . . . A lion would cease to live, if there were no slaying of animals; and there would be no patience of martyrs if there were no tyrannical persecution.”


           —Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae









 


            7.   Finally, Christians can cooperate with God in this process of making good lemonade out of evil lemons so that suffering can even have a redemptive quality to it. We can do this by gladly accepting the suffering in our lives as God’s will for us (a tall order, I know, but don’t knock it till you try it). We can unite our sufferings with the sufferings of Jesus on the Cross. Paul mentions both of these things in an arresting line in the Epistle to the Colossians: “I now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up that which is behind of the afflictions of Christ in my flesh for His body’s sake, which is the Church” (1:24). Paul does not mean that Christ’s sacrifice on the cross was somehow deficient: the Atonement was infinitely sufficient. Rather, Paul is talking about joining our Lord—taking up his own cross to follow Jesus—by offering up his own suffering for the sake of Christ’s Church.
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But God Meant It for Good


“Suffering is an evil thing in itself. But the suffering which comes to us in this way, suffering which we can’t avoid because it is God’s will for us, can be turned from an evil thing into a good thing, if we treat it in the right way.”


           —Ronald Knox, The Creed in Slow Motion









 


Now the point of all this is not to go around looking for suffering or to do absolutely nothing when suffering comes, as if instead of going to the dentist when we get a toothache, we are required to stay home and “offer it up.” The point is simply to accept suffering that cannot be avoided as providential and to use that opportunity to offer up a sorrowing but devoted heart as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God (see Romans 12:1). The point is to echo the patience of Job: “Shall we receive good at the hand of God, and shall we not receive evil?” (2:10) and “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away: Blessed be the name of the Lord” (1:21).


To those who think that this theology of suffering leads to a kind of fatalistic attitude, let history set the record straight. The Christians who accepted suffering in their lives as their own cross to carry are the same people who built hospitals and orphanages, cleaned the wounds of lepers, and launched the largest philanthropic efforts the world has ever seen, to reduce the suffering of others.


The Trinity: God’s a Party


In our initial explanation to Virginia, we looked at how far the human mind can go by itself in acknowledging the divine. The good news is that, when we are honest with ourselves and not deceived by immoral decisions or by claims spuriously made in the name of science, we can know by human reason alone that there is a God. The bad news is that this knowledge of God amounts to little more than acknowledging a “known unknown,” like an X in mathematics. Now, we should not be ungrateful for even this little bit of knowledge; after all, the first step in solving an equation in math is identifying an unknown and then working out its properties. And indeed, in so-called natural theology, we can work out some of the properties of this Divine X, as we have seen above. But that is a far cry from genuine familiarity with God, let alone love and friendship with Him.


Fortunately, God has not left us orphans but has instead gone to a great deal of trouble of introducing Himself to us. In addition to leaving clues in our mind, in our conscience, and in the world around us, God has intervened in human history through divine revelation. His first major step was to pick one man to be the father of a special people whom He would call His own and whom He would teach, slowly but surely, that He is One and that He is Spirit and that He really, really loved them. It would not be an easy process, for the children of Abraham (the people of Israel), had polytheistic and carnal-minded neighbors whose habits and beliefs rubbed off on them, often making them forget their Divine Lessons. But eventually, when the basic reality of monotheism had sunk in, God dropped the real bombshell: that God is not only One but Three-in-One.


 










[image: ]







[image: ]





Lord of the Dance


“And that, by the way, is perhaps the most important difference between Christianity and all other religions: that in Christianity God is not a static thing—not even a person—but a dynamic, pulsating activity, a life, almost a kind of drama. Almost, if you will not think me irreverent, a kind of dance.”


           —C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity









 


Which brings us to the doctrine of the Trinity, that there are three Persons in one God. The First Person in the Holy Trinity is the Father, who proceeds from nobody and nothing else. From the Father proceeds the Son, the Second Person. We call this procession a “begetting” or a “generating” rather than a “making” because the Son is not a creature who was made by the Father; rather, He is of the exact same stuff or substance as the Father (the technical term is “consubstantial”) roughly in the same way that a child is the same kind of stuff as his parents. The Son is also the perfect reflection of His Father, which is why He is referred to as Image or Word (Colossians 1:15; 2 Corinthians 4:4; John 1:1ff). Finally, when the Father beholds His Son and vice versa, the result is a procession of Love, but this Love is not just a movement or emotion; it is a third distinct Person called the Holy Spirit. As Ronald Knox explains,


From all eternity there has been a multiplicity of life within the unity of the Godhead. God the Father, from all eternity, has spoken a Word; or if you prefer to put it in a rather more luminous way, from all eternity He has thought a thought of Himself. When you or I think, the thought has no existence outside our own minds; but when the eternal Mind thinks of itself, it produces a Thought as eternal as itself, and that Thought is, like the eternal Mind, a Person. And so you get two Persons within the Blessed Trinity, the eternal Mind and its eternal Thought. And now, you can’t imagine two Divine Persons as existing side by side, can you, without their having some relation to each other, some attitude towards each other; and what that attitude will be it is not difficult to guess; They will love one another. And this Love, which springs at once from the eternal Mind and its eternal Thought, binding them to one another, is the Holy Spirit. That is why we say that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. He is the conscious response of Love which springs up between them; He goes out from each of them to the other.
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Love Overflowing


“Why did God want to create the world? From all eternity to all eternity he lives in heaven, utterly self-sufficient; nothing outside himself could possibly contribute to the happiness and to the glory that is his. Why did he want there to be anything else? It’s no good telling me that he must have been lonely with nobody to know, nobody to know him, with nobody to love, nobody to love him. Because, you see, the doctrine of the Holy Trinity knocks all that argument on the head . . . There is no loneliness, then, imaginable in God’s existence; the Divine Life would have full scope for its activities, even if there were nothing else.”


           —Ronald Knox, The Creed in Slow Motion









 


The key phrase here is “from all eternity.” One of the things that makes the Trinity difficult to understand is that it is in eternity, and eternity does not play by the rules of time. For us to picture the processions of the Divine Persons, we have to picture first the Father, then the Son, and then both of them “spirating” the Holy Spirit (that’s the technical name for the procession of the Third Person, if you must know). This temporal image gives the impression that there is a “before” and “after” in the Trinity. But there isn’t. “Before” and “after” are temporal categories, and the divine processions do not take place in time. Indeed—and please forgive me for speaking this way—the processions take place before there was a before or after to speak of. At no time, then, was there only the Father or only the Father and the Son. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are co-eternal.


Now if you are an atheist (new or old), you will be tempted to dismiss this as religious mumbo jumbo. But note that your problem is not with religion but with metaphysics, the kind you get in good Greek philosophy. A good metaphysician never imposes the categories of time onto eternity. Another mark of sound metaphysics is to know that spiritual substances such as the divine nature do not have parts and cannot be separated, and so you should have no problem with the Christian teaching that the three Persons in the Trinity are distinct but not separate and that they do not share a divine nature the way three friends share a pizza but rather each possesses divinity in its entirety—that is, each is God whole and entire.
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It’s a Mystery


“The heart of humanity . . . is . . . satisfied by the strange hints and symbols that gather round the Trinitarian idea . . . Suffice it to say here that this triple enigma is as comforting as wine and open as an English fireside; that this thing that bewilders the intellect utterly quiets the heart.”


           —G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy









 


The Trinity is not easy to understand, but that does not mean it is incoherent or absurd. If Christians taught that there were three gods in one God or three persons in one Person, that would be irrational. But the Church is careful with its language, and if you understand what the Church means by “Person” and what it means by “God,” you will see that there is nothing preventing more than one Person in the Godhead. We are confronted here not with a contradiction but with a mystery in the older sense of the word, a reality that is so great that it outstrips our ability to fathom it. A man contemplating the Trinity is like an owl staring at the noonday sun.


Of course, that doesn’t stop us from trying to understand, nor should it. Christians have come up with dozens of comparisons for the Trinity, from the triangle to the fleur-de-lis to the “triquetra” to St. Patrick’s shamrock. No analogy for God is perfect, but the one that comes closest to mirroring the inner life of the Trinity is not outside but within us: in fact, you’re using it right now to read these words (and no, I don’t mean your eyes). The human mind in the act of knowing is trinitarian. For knowing is a unity, but it also consists of three things. First there is an insight or discovery, that “aha!” moment when the light goes on. From this insight proceeds the “word,” a definition or conceptualization of the insight you just had. And from the insight and its conceptualization there follows delight, the love of the discovery. One of the neat things about this “psychological analogy” of the Trinity (as it is traditionally known) is that it deepens our understanding of what it means to say we are made in the image of God. Apparently, man is made not simply in the image of the one God but in the image of the entire Trinity. Very cool.
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Just for Fun


Check out “St. Patrick’s Bad Analogies” by Lutheran Satire on YouTube. It’s really hard not to be a heretic where the Trinity is concerned.









Feminist Objections


Feminists don’t like the Trinity. Some would like to see “Father” replaced by “Mother.” Others try to sneak the feminine into the Trinity by confusing the categories of grammatical gender and biological sex and arguing that because the word for Spirit in Hebrew has a feminine gender, the Holy Spirit is of the female sex. God is not opposed to using the occasional feminine category to describe Himself or His actions (see Isaiah 66:13 and Matthew 23:37), and it is true that strictly speaking, there is no sexual differentiation in either the divine nature or in the divine persons. But the male nouns and pronouns are nevertheless important for three reasons.


First, even though the Trinity is not male, it is masculine in relation to us. That is, the proper relation between the Triune God and our soul is the same as the proper relation between Christ and His Church—namely, the relation between husband and wife (Ephesians 5:24–25). In these pairings, God is the husband while human beings, whether they happen to be men or women, are the bride. Even though I am a man, my soul is feminine vis-à-vis God, insofar as it should be receptive of and responsive to the initiative of its Heavenly Spouse. And note that I said “receptive” and not “passive.” There is a huge difference between being a passive blob that is merely worked on whether it likes it or not and being a receptive agent who is freely and actively cooperating with the initiator. The image to keep in mind is not a sculptor molding a lump of clay but Fred Astaire leading Ginger Rogers in a graceful (in both senses of the word) dance. To put it in biblical terms, the ideal model of Christian discipleship in relation to the Trinity is the humble handmaid of the Lord who is willing to do whatever He says. The Virgin Mary’s utterly receptive and free “Yes” to the marriage proposal of God the Father resulted in her espousal to the Holy Spirit, which resulted in the Son of God’s being conceived in her womb and in her heart (Luke 1:26–38; 2:19, 51; 11:28). Feminists hate all this, but they shouldn’t. It actually puts men in their place, forcing them to be subordinate in the same way that they expect their wives to be subordinate (what’s sauce for the goose . . .).


Second, the male relation between father and son is the best way to describe the relation between the First and Second Persons of the Trinity. It is fatherhood and not motherhood that gives us both resemblance and transcendence: a son not only resembles his father in both blood and sex, but the father is also more “transcendent” in relation to his son than is his mother, whose intimate ties to her children through conception, gestation, and nursing are more suggestive of “immanence.” Not surprisingly, many pantheists—who hold that God is immanent in or basically the same as nature—think of the divine as maternal (Mother Earth, Mother Nature, and so forth).


Third, while feminists charge that the masculinity of the Christian God provides cover for the oppression of women, they are overlooking the role that goddess-worship has played in degrading women. In most of the ancient cosmogonic myths where the primordial goddess is maternal, men end up slaughtering the goddess (Tiamat, for example, in the Babylonian Enûma Elish) to create the world as we know it. The point of these stories is not to expose male violence but to justify it, to portray it as necessary for erecting mighty empires. Violence against the feminine, these myths teach, is the egg you must crack to make a good cosmic or imperial omelet. Scripture, on the other hand, rejects this justification of violence in the first two chapters of Genesis by portraying creation as the peaceful product of God’s nonviolent Word and by portraying violence, even in the animal kingdom, as a deviation from God’s original plan that only enters into the equation as a consequence of human sin. Feminists claim that the fatherhood of God justifies the oppression of women, but while it is certainly true that bad men can abuse good theology, the opposite is true: rather than justify oppression, the Trinitarian masculinity of the Creator constitutes a rejection of violence against the feminine. By trying to abolish God’s masculinity feminists are unwittingly removing a bulwark protecting women from male violence.


Glory Be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit


Knowing about the Trinity has other advantages too. For starters, it highlights the sheer gratuity of creation. God did not have to create Heaven and Earth because He was lonely; He already had his own Triune Self to keep Him company. God created a vast universe of creatures simply out of the goodness of His heart, to share the thrill of existing, knowing, and loving with myriads of little beings who don’t have to be here.


Further, the Trinity teaches us the meaning of selfless charity. The Father and the Son love each other so selflessly and perfectly that their love is not a thing but a distinct Person (try wrapping your head around that mystery for a while). The selfless love of the Divine Persons for each other and for us reminds us how we should be in our relation to God and each other.


One more beautiful thing about the Trinity is how we are swept up into it. The Christian life is the life of fellowship with Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, with the Spirit leading us to the Son and the Son to the Father and all three Persons dwelling in us. The Christian disciple, as we noted a moment ago, is like the Virgin Mary, Jesus’ first disciple: responding to the Father, overshadowed by the Spirit, and conceiving and “begetting” Christ in his heart. The bliss of Heaven is nothing less than joining the immense communion of saints in participating fully in the very life of the Trinity. The Good News is that God is a party—and you’re invited.


The Incarnation: What If God Were One of Us?


The reason we know that God is a party to which we are invited is that the Father sent the Son to extend the invitation, and the Son sent the Holy Spirit to convince us to accept it. When did the Son extend this invitation? When He became one of us.
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The God-Man


“Orthodox theology has specially insisted that Christ was not a being apart from God and man, like an elf, nor yet a being half human and half not, like a centaur, but both things at once and both things thoroughly, very man and very God.”


           —G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy









 


The doctrine of the Incarnation is that the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, who is coeternal with the Father and the Holy Spirit, entered into human history and took flesh (“became incarnate”) by taking on our human nature. In this way the eternal Son of God became Jesus of Nazareth, born in a manger in Bethlehem in 4 B.C. or thereabouts (it should be A.D. 1, but some scribe miscounted). Jesus—a.k.a. the Christ or “Anointed One”—is therefore one Divine Person with a fully divine nature and a fully human nature.
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The Perfect Man


Jesus Christ was “was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). But if Jesus never sinned, how can He be like one of us? It’s easy to assume that sinning is a part of human nature, but it’s not. Rather, sin is a corruption of human nature even when it is inherited, as in the case of the spiritual birth defect known as original sin. Adam was made without sin and was fully human (indeed, he was the prototype of humanity), and his decision to sin reduced his humanity rather than augmented it. Likewise, Jesus Christ the “New Adam” was conceived and born without sin, but unlike Adam He perfectly followed the will of God.









 


And when Christian teaching says “fully,” it means it. The history of the early Church is filled with heresies trying to split the difference one way or another, arguing either that Jesus wasn’t fully divine (Arianism and Adoptionism) or that Jesus wasn’t fully human because, they erroneously claimed, He lacked a human nature (Monophysitism) or a human soul (Apollinarianism) or a human will (Monothelitism). Some heretics even tried splitting Christ’s personality or personhood, maintaining that there are two persons in Jesus Christ (Nestorianism). But the Church held firm to the teaching it received from the Apostles. Jesus Christ is “of the same stuff as” or consubstantial with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit in His divinity, and consubstantial with us in His humanity. In fact, Jesus is like us in all things except sin.


The Incarnation is indeed Good News for us, for it means that we have a God-Man who can act as a mediator between God and man, and Lord knows we need one. There is already quite a gulf between man and God on a natural level. As mere mortal creatures, we are hardly on par with our transcendent Creator. But when you put sin into the equation, that gulf grows even wider. How good it is, then, to have someone with a leg on both sides of the chasm to bridge the gap.


And the fact that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit all wanted this mediation to take place rather than to let man continue to abuse his own dignity and waste away into nothingness shows the immense and disproportionate love that God has for us. As St. Augustine points out, “Christ came that man might learn how much God loves him.” God saw that man was bent over by sin and ignorance, his gaze bent downwards toward the lowly and ephemeral things of life. And so God humbly became man in order to meet us where we are, condescending to our level in order to meet our gaze and redirect it back up to the true, the good, and the beautiful. And when I say “condescend,” I really mean it. C. S. Lewis captured the shock of the Incarnation when he wrote, “The Eternal Being, who knows everything and who created the whole universe, became not only a man but (before that) a baby, and before that a foetus inside a Woman’s body. If you want to get the hang of it, think how you would like to become a slug or a crab.”
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Participation in the Divine Life


“O God, who in creating human nature wonderfully dignified it and still more wonderfully restored it, grant that . . . we may be made partakers of the divinity of Him who deigned to be made partaker of our humanity, Jesus Christ our Lord, Thy Son. Amen.”


           —Prayer from the Extraordinary Form of the Roman Rite









 


But the Incarnation is more than mediation; it is also an elevation of our nature. When God shares in our humanity, we get to share in His divinity: in St. Athanasius’ arresting words, God became man so that man might become God. It is not that we are absorbed into God’s nature, losing our individuality in a vast divine ocean, but that our individual natures become shot through with God’s love and light, making us His “adopted sons.” The Incarnation is not only the beachhead on which God begins to reconquer the territory stolen by the Devil; it is also the beginning of the transformation of that territory into a whole new kingdom.


Just in Time


And the Incarnation came in the nick of time. Ever since Adam’s Fall, humans have gladly cooperated in our own dehumanization, debasing our own dignity and distorting the divine image in which we were made. God became man in order to restore this image before it was wiped out entirely through human folly and malice, but He did so only after a long preparation. One reason for this delay was to persuade us rather than suddenly force us to get our act together and return to Him. “It belongs to despotic power,” writes St. Gregory Nazianzus, “to use force; it is a mark of God’s reasonableness that the choice should be ours.”


Another way to look at God’s timing is that like any good author, He wanted to build up a sense of suspense and help His audience see, by exhausting virtually every other option, how fitting his surprising “ultimate solution” to the problem of sin would be. The Old Testament sometimes gives the impression that God is a hapless manager trying a variety of stopgap solutions in response to the problem of human sin—the Flood, the division of languages after Babel, the Covenant with Abraham, the Mosaic Law, the Israelite kingdoms, the prophets’ dire warnings, and so forth—all of which invariably fail. But the deeper reality behind the mystery of the Old Testament is that the all-knowing God is not learning from His mistakes but teaching mankind about ours; He is patiently showing us that no other solution to the problem of sin is quite right except the scandalous idea that the Word of God should Himself become part of the race making all the trouble.


So God did not kiss the earth with His Son too soon, but neither did He wait too long. He did not wait until the Jewish people as a whole had lost all hope for a Messiah or until the Gentile world had lost all moral decency and reverence for the divine. God chose the perfect moment in history, right after the imperial ambitions of Alexander the Great and then the Romans had created a remarkably unified world that could receive a remarkably universal Gospel, and right before the ancient priestly religion of Israel was destroyed along with its Holy Temple. Perfectly timed, the Incarnation was a sea change that would alter the course of history and begin a chain reaction that would forever improve the world.


Only Another Myth?


Detractors charge that Christianity is just another ancient “myth” about a demigod or hero who is either a savior figure (like Hercules) or who dies and is born again (like Dionysus). We will tackle the question of whether the Bible as a whole is mythological in chapter six. In the meantime, let us note the enormous differences between pagan myths and the life of Christ. The Gospels, for instance, do not have the hazy “Once upon a time” fairy tale quality of mythology but a crisp concern for historical accuracy, as is evident in statements such as “Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judaea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of Ituraea and of the region of Trachonitis, and Lysanias the tetrarch of Abilene, Annas and Caiaphas being the high priests, the word of God came unto John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness.” (Luke 3:1–2). Moreover, there is a world of difference between saying that a person is half-man and half-god (like Hercules or Theseus or Aeneas) and saying that He is fully man and fully God. The half-and-half version reduces the divine to the level of the mortal by yielding to the rather lazy human desire for compromise. The Christian version soars above all comfortable categories by insisting on the astonishing claim that two completely different natures, one thoroughly human and the other thoroughly divine, exist in one and the same Person. Mixing things dilutes them, but the doctrine of the Incarnation keeps Christ’s natures bold and unmixed, in your face and beyond your understanding. The half-and-half solution is fine for coffee but not theology.
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All the World Being at Peace


“For all intents and purposes, when our Lord came, there was a single world-empire, the Roman Empire, there was a single world-language, the Greek language. That had never happened before; it has never happened since. Our Lord came just at the right time; or rather, if you look at it from a more sensible point of view, Providence had arranged the right time for our Lord to come in. Up till 30 B.C., he would have found the world distracted by a long series of civil wars. After A.D. 70 he would have found Jerusalem a heap of ruins. Just in those hundred years, everything was favourable, you see, to the spread of a world-wide Gospel.”


           —Ronald Knox, The Creed in Slow Motion









 


But even if the differences outweigh the similarities (and they really do), how do you explain the similarities? Atheists claim that the overlapping elements “prove” the falsity of Christianity since they are derivative, even plagiarized. C. S. Lewis, on the other hand, sees these early myths as “good dreams” sent by God to the heathen to prepare them in some small way for the Christ event, just as He sent Moses and the prophets to the Israelites to prepare them. Perhaps Lewis is right, but we can also take his concept of a dream in a different direction. In dreams, the details of an underlying truth are usually distorted. Perhaps then, the “dreams” of ancient myths are best seen as a bizarre and often deviant longing for Christ, whether or not they were ever intended to prepare or succeeded in preparing anybody for Him.


For what the aforementioned atheists overlook is that in addition to a priority of time there is a priority of being. In the order of time an acorn may come before a tree, but in the order of being the tree comes before the acorn. Similarly, savior and resurrection myths may dot the landscapes of literature and folklore centuries before Christ, but the coming of Christ perfected and completed those myths. And this is true not just of myths; many aspects of Christianity can be understood in this light. Washing rituals, for instance, are common in different cultures and religions, with the implicit goal of spiritual cleansing or purification; yet the only religious washing that does what it promises is baptism. Acknowledging the feminine in the spiritual life has taken all kinds of wrong turns, some of them quite sinister or disparaging to women. The solution was not worshipping a female deity but honoring a handmaid who humbly said yes to God: not a mother goddess but the Mother of God.


Of course, some religious and cultural acorns fail to grow into oaks because they are warped by sin. In some respects, offering up a bloody sacrifice is a healthy acknowledgment of one’s own sinfulness and creatureliness before God (think Abel or Noah in the Old Testament). But this impulse took a satanic turn in pagan sacrifices that scapegoated innocent human victims. It took the Crucifixion to reveal the true meaning of sacrifice. Or take the Eucharist and its relationship to cannibalism. The Romans accused the early Church of cannibalism because of the Christian belief that the bread and wine consecrated in divine worship is really the Body and Blood of Christ. But is the Eucharist an instance of cannibalism or is cannibalism, especially as a religious practice, a perverse and demonic mimicry of Holy Communion? Just as all pagan blood-sacrifices are distorted knock-offs of the one true Sacrifice of Calvary (even if they took place before the Crucifixion), so too are all ritual acts of cannibalism a twisted attempt to replace the Bread of Life with the mammon of one’s own iniquity. The Eucharist is not another form of cannibalism; rather, cannibalism is an ungodly deformity of the Eucharist, a blind way of seeking but never obtaining a union with life and divine power. Holy Communion may even be called the supreme instance of anti-cannibalism, insofar as it exposes the bankruptcy of all its evil impostors.


Atonement: The Passion, Death, Resurrection, and Ascension of the God-Man


The Son did more than extend an invitation to the party that the Trinity was throwing; He paid for our ticket with His own blood. The Atonement is the reconciliation of God and man that makes them “at one” with each other (see 2 Corinthians 5:19). This reconciliation, which was needed because sin has alienated man from God, was made through the suffering, death, Resurrection, and Ascension of Jesus Christ. The Bible uses a number of images to help us fathom the great and inexhaustible mystery of the Atonement: that Christ came to “conquer” death, sin, and Satan (1 John 3:8); that Christ gave His life as a “ransom for many” (Mark 10:45, Matthew 20:28); that Christ “redeemed” or bought us back from bondage or servitude by paying the ultimate price (1 Corinthians 6:20); that Christ took on our punishment instead of us (2 Corinthians 5:21; 1 Thessalonians 5:9); that Christ’s suffering heals us (Isaiah 53:5; 1 Peter 2:24); that Christ’s suffering is a model for us to imitate (1 Corinthians 11:1, 1 Peter 2:21); and so on.


Perhaps we can sum up the Atonement by rubbing two principles together. The first is that “the greatness of an offense is measured by the dignity of the person against whom the offense is committed.” By itself, sticking out your tongue is a neutral act. When you stick it out at your coworker it becomes a minor offense. When you stick it out at the Queen of England it becomes a more serious offense. And when you stick it out at God, it is an infinitely greater offense, for God is infinitely greater than the Queen of England (and, as we’ll see in a moment, the Fall was more than just sticking out one’s tongue).


The second principle is that when it comes to making reparation for an offense, “the greatness of the reparation is measured by the dignity of the person who is making it.” If sheep belonging to Downton Abbey hopped the fence and ate old Mr. Molesley’s award-winning roses, reparation would have to be made. Let’s say that Mr. Molesley would only be satisfied by a member of the estate’s dressing up like a sheep and making braying noises in the village square. Perhaps old Molesley was picturing how funny Thomas the footman would look in a big fluffy costume, or better yet, Carson the grave-faced butler. But imagine Molesley’s astonishment if Lord Grantham himself deigned to be humbled in this fashion. It would more than make up for the nibbled roses.


When we apply these two principles to sin and reparation, we come across an awful truth: when man sins against God, there is no way he can make it up on his own. He has committed an infinite offense but he lacks the infinite dignity to rectify it; he has fallen but he can’t get up. Hence the God-Man Jesus Christ. As fully human, Jesus became one of us and made reparation on our behalf. As fully divine, Jesus’ infinite dignity gives His human act of reparation an infinite efficaciousness. Both Jesus’ divinity and His humanity are essential to the equation. Atonement always involves some kind of loss or suffering, but God as God cannot suffer: God needs to become man in order to take on man’s suffering and to suffer like a man. But if Jesus were a mere man and nothing more, His every action would not have infinite merit. His humanity had to be yoked to His divinity in order to give His human deeds that kind of reverberating power.
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And One Mediator Also between God and Men


“Now clearly a mediator between God and men should have something in common with God, something in common with men . . . the Mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, appeared between sinful mortals and the immortal Just One: for like men He was mortal, like God He was just. . . .”


           —Augustine, Confessions









 


And so the Divine Person Jesus Christ suffered through His human nature and suffered terribly, allowing His Blood to be shed through scourging, through a crowning of thorns, through falling while carrying a heavy cross, through the torment of Crucifixion. The slain blood of Abel once cried out for vengeance (Genesis 4:10), but the Precious Blood of Jesus Christ “speaketh better things” than Abel’s (Hebrews 12:24). It cries out not for vengeance but for peace and forgiveness. For reconciliation. For atonement. And its cry is heard.


Not Attuned to the Atonement


The Atonement is great news for mankind, yet from the start it has been scandal to the Jew and folly to the Greek (see 1 Corinthians 1:23). It was a scandal to the Jews not only because they expected “signs” or displays of superhuman power (1 Corinthians 1:22) but because they (rightly) thought of God as a transcendent spirit utterly distinct from man. Even though there are hints in the Hebrew Bible that God would eventually take flesh, it would never have occurred to the average Jew that the long-expected Messiah would be not only a Son of David but also the Son of God—much less that God’s Chosen People would collaborate in His murder (talk about a blow to the collective ego). Islam takes this even further. Muslims deny that Jesus, whom they revere as a prophet, died at all (Qu’ran 4:157–158). They say either that the Crucifixion never took place or that God substituted someone else, like Judas Iscariot, on the cross for Jesus. Underlying this fanciful rejection of Jesus’ death is the idea that God would never allow one of His latter-day prophets to be so mistreated. The God of Islam triumphs by crushing His enemies through raw power, not by sharing in our weakness and suffering.


As for the Greeks, they probably sniffed at anything they had to take on faith. They wanted “wisdom” (1 Corinthians 1:22), which meant to them what it means for many of us today, an intelligible account of the whole, every part of which is rationally verifiable. The Christian account of the whole is certainly intelligible (it makes sense), but not all of it is rationally verifiable, for even the high and mighty must believe the word of some Galilean fishermen about what they heard and saw. To do that seems sheer folly to the intellectually proud.


The accusations of scandal and foolishness did not die with the ancient Greeks or Hebrews, but they changed over time. Today some feminists charge that the Father’s “demanding” His Son’s death is the supreme act of child abuse, providing patriarchal heterosexual men with an excuse to beat their wives and children. Atheists denounce the idea of an angry, sadistic God who can only be satisfied by His Son’s blood: they sometimes try to back up their claims by twisting or exaggerating the teachings of great theologians like Anselm of Canterbury. Some call Jesus’ self-offering on the cross a form of human sacrifice.
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