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10.  
atonement 
 

 
 

 
“When he was about to expire, he lifted up his eyes to God and 
said, ‘You know, O God, that though I might have saved 
myself, I am dying in burning torments for the sake of the law. 
Be merciful to your people, and let our punishment suffice for 
them. Make my blood their purification, and take my life in 
exchange for theirs.’ After he said this, the holy man died nobly 
in his tortures; even in the tortures of death he resisted, by 
virtue of reason, for the sake of the law.” 

—an account of the atoning death of the  
Jewish martyr, Eleazar, upon his  

execution at the hands of the  
Gentile tyrant Antiochus IV  

Epiphanes (175-164 B.C.E.) 
 
One of the main points of Paul’s letters is “handing on” important Christian 
traditions. In this passage, Paul’s formal language suggests that he may be 
drawing from the words of a very early creed. Regardless of its source, the 
item of first importance is this: “Christ died for our sins.” We’ve heard it so 
often before that we don’t hear anything odd about it or the many ways it 
could be interpreted. Few stop to think that this is an affirmation of 
Christianity’s standing as the only major religion in the world that, for many of 
its followers, considers the death of its founder as being more important than 
his life. The deaths of the Buddha or Muhammad or Confucius or Zoroaster 
are all remembered with solemnity and noted as a great loss. But for many 
Christians, Jesus’ life can virtually be ignored in light of the “cosmic event” 
that occurred at his death. All of Jesus’ life, ministry, and teachings turn out 
to be secondary to one thing: me! (because I’m such a horrible person that 
Jesus needed to die—just for me). How exactly did we get from Jesus 
declaring the presence of the Kingdom of God to the necessity of killing him 
in order to satiate an offended God?  
 
Read 1 Corinthians 15.3-4 
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A Life or Death Matter 
 
How odd it would be if the “good news” was what most people think it is—that 
Jesus died for our sins. If that were the case, then Jesus would’ve been in the 
rather awkward position of going around the countryside with the nonsensical 
claim, “Hi, I’m Jesus and I died for your sins!” According to the synoptic gospels, 
the Good News is that the Kingdom of God is NOW and we’re called to 
participate in it. But don’t try to tell that to some folks. For many Christians, the 
“good news” is solely about what’s called the “saving work” of Jesus, achieved by 
his vicarious and atoning death on the cross.  
 
And yet, many New Testament scholars argue that some early streams of 
Christianity flowed with little or no mention of Jesus’ suffering and death. For 
those early Christians it was Jesus’ life and example, his teaching and healing, 
that were important. But at the opposite extreme, we’ve got the Apostle Paul 
preaching “Christ crucified!” with little mention of Jesus’ earthly life. While over 
the years Jesus’ suffering, death, and resurrection became essentially the be-all 
and end-all for most Christians, there’s never been a unanimous opinion. So, 
how are we to understand God’s saving work in Jesus Christ? Was it his life? His 
suffering? His crucifixion? His resurrection? All of the above? 
 
Glorification of violence 
 
When Mel Gibson’s “The Passion of the Christ” was released in 2004, the movie 
was promoted with the slogan: “Dying was his reason for living.” But evidently 
dying on its own was not enough; he also had to endure an excruciatingly long 
and drawn out torture, abuse, humiliation, before then dying. As Gibson himself 
points out, “Passion” means suffering. That’s what the movie’s about—and 
Gibson is not alone in understanding God’s saving work in Christ as being based 
entirely on Jesus’ suffering. Across the Christian spectrum, from Evangelical to 
Roman Catholic, Jesus’ suffering seems to be at the center of his significance for 
many believers. 
 
For others, however, “The Passion of the Christ” was a repulsive 
misrepresentation of the heart of Christianity. In an attempt to glorify the “good” 
that can come from violence, the movie indulged in a level of gore that some 
called pornographic. It was said that the movie was the equivalent of a movie on 
the significance of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life that consisted primarily of two 
hours of slow motion footage of the bullet hitting his body, blood spattering, and 
his crumpling to the floor. That’s not what MLK’s life was about. And it’s not what 
Jesus’ life was about.  
  
And yet, as much of Christianity has understood it over the years, in order to 
redeem all the sins of the world—past, present and future—Jesus had to suffer 
an awful lot. The flogging scene in the original Jesus Christ Superstar movie was 
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brutal. It was bloody. But it was a cakewalk compared to Gibson’s “Passion”—
where blood is spattered on bystanders, reveled in by his tormentors, and stands 
in puddles in the courtyard. 
 
Where does this bloody notion come from? Well, it comes from the ancient world: 
an extrapolation from Paul, some tortured philosophy from St. Augustine, and 
then filtered through medieval Catholic piety.  
 
A Preposition Proposition 
 
The alternative to blood-soaked suffering is no secret. It is embraced by 
countless Christian leaders, pastors, and lay people. But in a world that is 
dominated by black and white thinking and religious literalism, it’s not talked 
about much. Many Christians are satisfied to mouth simple platitudes without any 
thought as to what they mean. Consider this: What was Jesus’ mission? How can 
we make sense of his death? The answer for many comes from Paul, who in fact 
had very little to say about Jesus’ life. As he didn’t have any Gospels to 
reference, he went with what he knew, so “Christ crucified” it was.  
 
In 1 Corinthians Paul wrote, “Christ died for our sins.” Fine, but in both Greek and 
in English, there are two distinct ways to interpret this prepositional phrase: 
Christ died in order to save us from our sins (the common understanding) OR 
Christ died because of or on account of our sins. Early Christians picked up on 
the first idea and emphasized Jesus’ death as sacrifice. The first evangelist, 
Mark, devoted the first half of his gospel to Jesus life, and the whole second half 
to his suffering and death. By the time the author of the Gospel of John was 
writing, the idea of Jesus as sacrifice had gained so much influence that the 
storyline was changed: John even changes the day of Jesus’ death so it could be 
said that Jesus was slain at the exact moment the Passover lambs would’ve 
been slain. The Letter to the Hebrews takes it to the next level and sets Jesus’ 
death against the backdrop of another Jewish holiday, Yom Kippur, the Day of 
Atonement. Jesus is portrayed not only as the High Priest that offers the 
sacrifice, but as the perfect animal whose blood is to be presented in order to 
satiate God.  
  
Atonements 
 
“Atonement” is the theological concept of the healing of the once-estranged 
relationship between God and humanity through the “work” of Jesus (not his life 
and ministry, but his self-sacrificing death). Sometimes, the word “atonement” is 
broken down into three separate words that capture its essence: atonement is “at 
one ment” with the divine. But a disturbing notion remains: that we can disgust 
God so completely that the only way God is not going to hate us for eternity is by 
innocent blood being spilled. Really? What does that say about God?  
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Millennia of theologians have tried to justify what appears to be a pretty serious 
divine character flaw. The result is multiple theories of atonement, each reflecting 
the zeitgeist of their time and culture. For Paul, it all came down to Adam being 
disobedient and Christ being obedient—all sinners then, all righteous now. 
However, Paul is ambiguous as to the mechanics of how this cosmic theory is 
accomplished literally. He uses a long list of varying metaphors (expiation 
through sacrifice, ransom from captivity, redemption from slavery, victory in 
warfare), very few of which mean anything to most anyone today. To the 
vagaries of Paul, add a dose of “Original Sin” (a concept that was essentially 
made up by St. Augustine), and you end up with a hyper-personalized need for 
each of us, as horrible depraved human beings, to be brought back into God’s 
good graces. Unfortunately, Paul’s vagueness and Augustine’s guilt planted the 
seeds that led to the development of multiple theories of “Atonement” throughout 
Christian history, many of which will seem familiar, but none of which stand alone 
as “definitive.” 
 

1. Satisfaction theory: Derived from ancient religious ritual practices 
(including the Jewish Day of Atonement), the Satisfaction theory is 
drawn from the idea that animals could be sacrificed to satisfy God’s 
need for blood. Jesus, therefore, becomes the ultimate sacrifice to 
appease a God who is so offended by human sin, that only by the 
spilling of his own son’s blood will God be satiated (a la ancient 
Canaanite religions that sacrificed their children to appease Baal and 
other gods).  

2. Substitution theory: The death of Jesus is NOT a sacrifice, but a pay-
off to God. Human beings are so sinful that each of us deserves a 
horrible lingering and bloody death sentence. But because Jesus loves 
each of us so much, he was willing to step in and be our substitute. 

3. Ransom theory: If through sin, humanity is now stuck in and operating 
on the Devil’s “turf,” God had to pay off Satan in order to win our 
freedom. How? By paying with Jesus’ death. 

4. Victory theory: NOT a payment to the devil (giving in to terrorists!), 
but a defeat-in-principle of the power of evil. Through Jesus’ 
“obedience unto death,” he showed he could take anything that the 
devil could dish out. 

5. Moral theory: Embraces the idea that the real point of Jesus’ 
obedience and death was to provide an example for humanity to 
follow—to stay faithful to one’s convictions even in the face of injustice, 
brutality, and ignorance.  

 
These theories have VASTLY different cosmic dynamics: the first two are 
directed toward God (appeasing or compensating God for humanity’s 
trespasses). The second two are aimed at Satan and mark the end of “demonic 
control” through two diametrically opposed methods. Did God pay off or punch 
out the Devil? The most recent “moral” theory suggests a change of disposition, 
not of God or Satan, but of humanity itself. 
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The existence of all these theories of Atonement and their lack of any uniform 
understanding of what happened on the cross is due to the Biblical witness itself 
being unclear. It’s Paul vs. the Gospels vs. Hebrews, each suggesting different 
ways of grappling with a mystery. The theories of atonement are so confusing, 
have never been made uniform in scripture (let alone in Christian theology), and 
lurk in a mishmash of imagery in each of our own religious upbringings, it is no 
wonder we have ideological pandemonium in the streets.  
 
Over the years, a combination of the satisfaction and substitution theories have 
tended to be the most influential and popular. It can be seen in Campus 
Crusade’s “Four Spiritual Laws,” the Roman Catholic’s sacrifice of the Lamb of 
God on the altar, and in the hymns of American Protestantism (“There is a 
Fountain Filled with Blood,” “Are You Washed in the Blood of the Lamb?” and 
“What Can Wash away My Sins? Nothing but the Blood of Jesus”). But very few 
clergy, let alone lay people, can articulate any difference between these theories. 
It’s all been put into one giant theological Cuisinart and blended into mush.  
  
Most nominal Christians remain adherents to variations on the ideas of the 
satisfaction or substitutionary theories of atonement—in large part because many 
don’t know that there are other options. For people who consider Jesus’ life and 
teachings as having at least as much importance as his death, the Moral theory 
becomes an important option. Yet the Moral theory has been the least popular 
among orthodox theologians. One would think that we have much to learn from 
Jesus’ life and wouldn’t want to diminish it in any way. But because the Moral 
theory suggests that if humanity needed only an example to follow, it must not 
have been so sinful after all, it doesn’t sit well with those who are invested in 
promoting the guilt and self-loathing of Christians as a core value of the faith.  
 
For 21st century Christians, God’s “saving work” in Jesus makes more sense 
being about integrity rather than suffering. To say “Jesus died for our sins” is not 
substitutionary or ransom-based, but Biblical shorthand for Jesus having died as 
a result of the normal operating procedure of unjust, oppressive, and insecure 
human beings. Yet despite who and what we are, the grace of God is modeled in 
Jesus’ “obedience to death,” obedience to remain forgiving and gracious even in 
the face of misrepresentation and humiliation. And to be willing to die for what 
one holds sacred. So, even though countless books have been written about this 
subject and there’s no way we can do it justice in this brief overview, suffice it to 
say Jesus lived a life worth dying for.  
 
Sister Helen Prejean, author of “Dead Man Walking,” tells about the cross she 
wears. “This cross was given to me by a prisoner. His brother was executed. But 
he’s the one who actually did the killing, but his life was saved. He didn't have 
money, because they don't get paid at the Louisiana State Penitentiary. The only 
way he could get money to give to an inmate to make this cross was for him to 
give his plasma. So, I have a cross that was bought by a prisoner's blood, who 
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was guilty of killing two teenage kids…” and whose innocent brother was 
executed for the crime. 
 
The depth of meaning behind such a story is difficult to unpack without laying 
hold of another of Paul’s proclamations: “Nothing can separate us from the love 
of God—neither life nor death, principalities nor powers. There’s nothing that can 
cut us off from the reality of God’s abiding presence and love.” And that’s what 
atonement is about: Diana Butler Bass has said, “The beauty of it is [that Jesus] 
brings me to an At-one-ment where then I can live the way that God intended 
and the way that Jesus taught.” 
 
Being faithful to convictions like non-violence, justice (both social justice and 
economic justice), and being present to the needs of the poor and the 
downtrodden are ways to take atonement out of the musty halls of speculative 
theology and make it real in the world. Jesus lived a life worth dying for. The 
challenge of his life and witness and the ultimate value of any atonement theory 
is for his followers to do likewise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discussion Questions (following each DVD chapter) 
 

Chapter 1 
How would you describe McLaren’s two “streams” of understanding the 
atonement? 
 
 
 
 
 
Explain how the notion that, “A good Christian suffers abuse gladly” is bad 
both theologically and practically.  
 
 
 
 
 
How has the doctrine of the atonement contributed to the notion that 
suffering is spiritually commendable? 
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If the message of Christianity to victims of violence is to not acquiesce and 
suffer, what is the message then?  
 

  
 
 
 

Chapter 2 
How does Crossan define the words “sacrifice,” “suffering,” and 
“substitution”?  

 
 
 
 
 

 
Crossan says that sacrum facere (not “substitution” or “suffering”) is the 
point of atonement. Explain.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
How is the idea of sacrifice warped into an “obscene theology”?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
What were the historical circumstances of Anselm’s “coming up with” 
substitutionary atonement? 
 
 
 

 
 

Chapter 3 
How would you account for atonement being both bizarre and attractive to 
modern people?  
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Meyers contends that Gibson’s The Passion of The Christ is “one of the 
most disastrous movies…ever” in distorting the message of Jesus. 
Discuss.  
 
 
 
 
 
If blood atonement is a “distortion,” one of “the worst heresies ever 
perpetrated against Christianity,” and a betrayal of Jesus, what excuses 
can be made for not rejecting it outright?  
 
 
 
 
 
If not substitutionary or ransom-based, how can atonement be described 
for 21st century Christians?  
 

 
 
 
 
What role does the Church have in resisting violence?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Describe Spong’s and Sample’s ways of seeing “deeper meaning” in the 
cross.  

 
 
 
 

 
According to Brock and Parker, what is the message of Christianity and 
the role of the church?  
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Additional Questions 

In your own words, describe the difference between Jesus dying for our 
sins and on account of our sins.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Describe some of the ways the doctrine of the atonement has advocated 
“redemptive” violence in our society. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What would a non-violent atonement look like as it affects the liturgy in our 
churches? For Eucharist? Good Friday? For “blood-language” in our 
songs and hymns?  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Saving Jesus Redux Theme Question:  
What element or learning from this session do you think will be most important in 
“Saving Jesus” in the 21st century? 
 


