
On the Doctrine of Atonement

Doctrines of the atonement have often failed to be rooted in the whole biblical story. An
effective one needs to put us in the life of the Trinity in history.

by Robert W. Jenson
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By a “doctrine of atonement” we conventionally understand an account of why Jesus’
death on a Cross is important to us, and specifically for our relation to God. Notoriously,
“atonement” is a deliberate coinage - though an old one, documented to 1513 - meaning
the act of putting things at one, particularly where a previous unity has been broken. The
word in its theological use thus presumes that what happened at Jesus’ death was a
reunion between God and us - which seems a biblically sound assumption. A doctrine of
atonement is then an attempt to say how Jesus’ crucifixion does that.

It is a commonplace to observe that there is no dogma of atonement. Although, in
Christology there is dogma established at all seven ecumenical councils, no council - or
pope or other plausibly ecumenical authority - has ever laid down a dogma of atonement.
If you deny that Christ is “of one being with the Father,” or that the Son and Jesus are but
one hypostasis, you are formally a heretic. But you can deny any offered construal of how
the atonement works, or all of them together, or even deny that any construal is possible,
and be a perfectly orthodox believer. To be sure, if you simply deny that Jesus’ death does
in fact somehow reunite us with God, you are no Christian at all, but that is a different
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sort of deficiency.

Indeed, not even informally is there a generally accepted proposal. There is a instead an
inherited heap of proposals, classically if somewhat heavy-handedly and prejudicially
sorted out by Gustav Aulèn in his immensely influential Christus Victor. To be sure, in the
West, Anselm of Canterbury’s proposal - or rather a perversion of it - is often called “the
doctrine of atonement,” but if we look to the full ecumene we observe that this
identification is mere provincialism, Anselm having had at best mixed reputation in the
East.

Now, some make a virtue of this proliferation of proposals and the absence of formal or
informal consensus around any one of them; others see in it an historical failure and a
challenge to do better. I am among the latter - which may be unwise, but there I am.

Those who make a virtue of our historical irresolution often say that the atonement at the
Cross is so profound a mystery that it can only be evoked by heaping up tropes. So it will
be said that Anselm, with his “objective” doctrine, and Abelard, with his “subjective”
theory, and the ancient fathers who spoke of Christ as Victor over Satan and his powers -
and any further contributors one might find - were not in fact doing what they each
thought they were doing, providing a conceptual account of the Cross’ atoning efficacy,
but rather were putting forward “images” of what happened on the Cross; and that now
looking back we should say that this is just fine, indeed that the more such images heaped
up around the Cross the better. The language of “images” has even become a standard
way of referring to doctrines of atonement.

This move has its attractions, and folk I respect make it, but I have to say that so soon as
someone begins to talk about something being just too mysterious to talk about with
concepts, I get nervous - images have their own grip on reality and are indispensable, but
proposing to get along only with images is problematic. True “mysteries” in the biblical
use of the notion indeed often break our concepts, and may even confront us with truth
whose conceptual description obeys Gödel’s maxim, but mysteries in the biblical sense do
not reduce us to exclusive reliance on images. Thus the Incarnation is indeed a mysterion ,
in that it is in itself an irreducible contingency, transforms other reality, and is to be
known only if God reveals it - and I have just recited three perfectly conceptual and
coherent things theology has said about it. So also the Cross as atonement is a mystery in
that proper biblical sense, which by no means entails that we are excused from clear
conceptual discourse about it and indeed about its mysterious character.

Thus I am instead inclined to say that the historical record simply displays a theological
question which we have so far not been able to answer in a fully satisfying way - which
would, after all, not be the only such case. The notion that Anselm and the Fathers and the
rest were proposing not theories but images or metaphors, and that the more of these we
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heap up the more we celebrate the mystery, seems to me a rather plain case of making a
virtue of a failure. And I am even so rash as to think I have a diagnosis, that I know why
the church’s thinking has so far failed at this point.

So my first endeavor will be to present my diagnosis. Very early, Christian theology of the
Cross made two paired errors - which are of a piece with wider error. The Bible makes
sense of the Cross by narratively and rhetorically locating it in the total history the Bible
tells, and by conceptualizing the linkage. The twin errors I am about to discuss did their
damage in concert by together cutting out the event of the Cross from its location in the
biblical story.

The one error cuts the Cross off from its future in the Resurrection - without which, in the
Bible’s general view of reality, a crucifixion would be anything but beneficial. The pattern
of the primal kerygma of atonement is displayed in Luke’s presentation of the first
Christian sermon: This Jesus you put to death by the hands of sinful men, but God raised
him up; and therefore return to God, life in his Spirit, etc., are open to you. But this is not
the pattern of our inherited post-biblical theories - indeed, so much is this the case that
when theologians steeped in one of the inherited theories encounter this primal biblical
doctrine outside the Bible, they sometimes do not recognize it.

The other mistake was to sever the Cross from its past in the canonical history of Israel.
Without its specific location in Israel’s adventure with God the crucifixion of this one
provincial celebrity, on suspicion of religio-political conspiracy, would hardly have been
noteworthy amid the thousands of such Roman executions, even if he had thereafter
“appeared to many.” Nevertheless the inherited theories discuss the Crucifixion in
essential abstraction from Israel’s history. It is not surprising that they prove in the long
run unconvincing. I will discuss these two ancient theological disasters in the order just
laid out.

First then, the separation of atonement and Resurrection. In one way or another the
historically inherited theories of atonement presume that the action of atonement is
finished when Jesus dies, so that the Resurrection then accomplishes something else, if
indeed often no more than to repair collateral damage done by the Crucifixion. Anselm’s
doctrine is perhaps the most notorious in its ability to do without the Resurrection.

Anselm is, of course, regularly denounced on other grounds. Before proceeding to my
own critique, fairness compels me to come to his defense. Many of those who attack - or
affirm - “the Anselmian theory of atonement” do not seem to have read his text. Anselm
does not say that Jesus’ death satisfies God’s wrath, or that God punishes Jesus instead of
us. Quite to the contrary, Anselm presents Jesus’ death as God’s rescue of creatures who
are on a self-destructive path, which God accomplishes by averting a regime of
punishment and instituting instead a regime of repair.
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Nevertheless, Anselm’s doctrine does have a fatal flaw: the Resurrection is not integral to
the achieving of this result. Both in Anselm himself and in the bowdlerizations of Anselm
which are presented as “the” doctrine of atonement, God and humanity are reconciled
when Jesus dies; the Resurrection simply tidies up. It is very likely that Anselm himself as
a devoted reader of Scripture and as a bishop a regular celebrant of Eucharist simply
assumed that nothing theological interesting works without the Resurrection; however his
theory does not incorporate this.

To grasp the second founding error, we should remember that aforementioned exegetical
commonplace: that the Gospels’ own interpretation of the Cross consists for the most part
in embedding it in the Old Testament narrative. As is well known, hardly a detail of the
Gospels’ passion-narratives fails to invoke some Old Testament text or event. And Pauline
and Johannine theology explained the meaning of the Cross with Old Testament concepts,
used in their original sacrificial and eschatological force.

But post-apostolic Christian theology quickly isolated the Cross from its biblical
embedding in Old Testament discourse at the dogmatic level, if not in preaching or always
in the liturgy. Both the early rules of faith and the baptismal and conciliar creeds that
developed from them skip straight from Creation to the Incarnation, leaving out the whole
of the Lord’s history with Israel. To be sure, Marcion’s proposal to reject the Old
Testament’s God altogether was too much: it was immediately seen that the Father of our
Lord Jesus Christ had to be the Creator, so creation got in. But for all the creeds display,
the Creator could just as well have sent his Son to reunite humanity with himself without
having called Abraham, or having led Israel from Egypt, or having dwelt in the temple, or
having sent Israel into exile and having brought them - sort of - back, or indeed without
having done any of the works told in the Old Testament after the first chapter of Genesis.
Think how the Roman creed goes: “I believe in God the Father Almighty, Creator of
heaven and earth. And in Jesus Christ….”

The omission is not accidental or explicable by circumstance, for it has been pervasive in
other central aspects of the church’s life and theology, not just in the creeds. For a central
location in the life of the church, closely parallel to creedal formation, the Lord
commanded us to give thanks to God in the style of Israel’s table-thanksgivings, sharing
in the thanksgiving by sharing bread and cup, again in Jewish style. And most sorts of
Christians have more or less obeyed. But what we have given thanks for has routinely
omitted the Exodus and the giving of Torah and the sending of the prophets, and indeed
everything that must have figured in the Thanksgiving Jesus himself offered. Most - not
all - eucharistic prayers mentioned creation and the fall - which last, I suppose, is some
improvement over the creeds - and then went straight to Jesus and his Cross.

As to systematic theology, many powerful systems make no use at all of the Old
Testament except as witness to creation and sin, and as religious background for Jesus.
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The systems of classical liberalism, fragments of which still dominate in this country,
often do not even do so much. Indeed, classical liberal theology was in some part powered
by desire to detach Christianity from the Jews and their Scriptures.

This isolation of the Cross from the biblical history by which the Gospels and the rest of
the New Testament make sense of it - from the Resurrection in one direction and from
God’s history with Israel in the other - has inevitably compelled theology to find some
other framework within which to make sense of the Cross. If we come to the Gospels
without an antecedent theory, what do we actually find told about the Cross? The Gospels
tell of a Jewish prophet and rabbi executed by Jewish and Roman authorities, because he
proclaimed and enacted the Kingdom with utter immediacy, and so “made himself the
Son of God,” which for the Jews meant blasphemy and for the Romans translated to
“pitiful would-be rival to the Caesar.” And the biblical witnesses interpret that mostly by
the way they tell the story as an event connected within a longer story. They do so in the
one temporal direction by telling of this event as an event within the whole scriptural
history of Israel, and in the other direction by trumping and concluding the story of
execution with the message of Resurrection. Our inherited theologies of atonement,
however, having severed these connections, must imagine some other framework and
some other event within it.

So Anselm imagined a universal feudal system - in which the good of each personal
member is invested in the mutual giving of honor where due -that construed sin as
disruption of the universal balance of honor, and, construed the atonement as creatures’
rescue from disaster by God’s restoration of the balance. I do not say that the doctrine
which resulted is altogether false or that one cannot in some contexts make use of it. The
vision is detachable from feudalism and bears consideration for its own sake. But it
remains that Anselm’s transaction of honor as imagined has little resemblance to the story
narrated in Scripture, and that a free-floating imagination of this sort is indeed apt to
become one trope among others to be piled at the foot of the Cross.

So Abelard imagined a universal divine moral pedagogy aimed at educating moral
creatures in virtue, particularly in the virtue most lacking among fallen creatures, love.
Then Abelard construed the Cross as the overwhelming display of God’s love, which
breaks our hardened hearts and moves us to love in response. Again, I do not say there is
nothing in this, only that it is again the imagining of an event other than the one the
Gospels narrate: indeed, an evocation of love that could have been accomplished by some
other event altogether than the Cross, and even within the history of some other nation
than Israel. Therefore in the long run it will work out as indeed just a nice metaphor to
heap up with others around the Cross.

Most of the Eastern fathers imagined - not to put too fine a point on it - a myth.
Consequent on the fall of certain angels there had been, they said, continuous warfare

https://web.archive.org/web/20080509135005/http://www.ctinquiry.org/publications/reflections_volume_9/jenson.htm 9/12/17, 4F30 PM
Page 5 of 8



between God and those now satanic powers, of which hidden warfare all the overt turmoil
of earthly history is but the heavily veiled manifestation. In this war the Incarnation of
God the Son and the giving of him over to crucifixion was a brilliant tactical move by
which God gained final victory. Only on the surface was Jesus crucified by Jewish and
Roman authorities; what actually happened was an attempt by Satan to kill what he
thought was a human savior, who turned out to be God the Son himself, on whom Satan’s
power broke.

Now Scripture indeed uses mythic fragments and images in a variety of contexts and
ways also in telling of the Cross. But it never tells a whole myth, and not this one.
Scripture breaks up eastern antiquity’s mythic world view, retaining some of its bits and
pieces for its own quite different purposes. The fathers reversed this and made up a whole
new myth from some of those bits and pieces, as the frame within which to understand the
Cross. The resultant patristic imagery of conflict and victory is powerful and even
spiritually transformative, but theology, born of the urge to demythologize, must
eventually come to regard the patristic imagery as indeed just imagery - which of course
is how we now actually handle it, even when declaring allegiance to “the patristic
doctrine”.

So what must we do instead? A first step is liturgical. We honor the way in which the
atoning Crucifixion is indeed a mysterion in the proper sense, when we note that its
primal construal is recital and enactment of the passion narrative in and by the liturgical
celebration of Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and the Easter Vigil, and by the
condensation of that triple celebration in each Sunday Eucharist. We understand the Cross
as our reunion with God when we ourselves are made actors in the Cross’ story, a story
which in the ancient three-day celebration is indeed complete with Israel and the
Resurrection. The traditional liturgy of the three days incorporates us into the action by
repeated communion, narrates in the readings and prayers Israel’s complete history, and
allows no conclusion, no benediction, until the Resurrection has been proclaimed.

It is undoubtedly this liturgical sequence transcending the limitations of the creeds and of
the doctrines taught in school that kept understanding of the Atonement alive for so many
centuries. And I suggest it is the loss of this liturgy in most of Protestantism, and the
concurrent loss of its Sunday compendium, that has slowly but at the last inevitably
delivered Protestantism over, on the one hand, to the grotesqueries of “blood atonement”
and the like, and, on the other hand, to a doctrine of atonement which may be
summarized: God loves us all regardless, and now let’s get on to the real issues of peace
and justice.

But I have treated of the liturgical knowledge of atonement in my Systematic Theology .
Here I want to consider something else, I want to develop a theoretical construal that in
the systematics appears only in nuce .
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A doctrine of the atonement is supposed to conceptualize our reunion with God. What
needs to be done - a work which is hardly begun in the Systematic Theology - is to show
how the event of the Cross, taken with its biblical past and future, does this. An attempt at
this will make the last part of this lecture. What is needed is a conceptual framework
which does not substitute for the biblical history, but rather exemplifies it. Just such a
framework is at hand.

It is the triune God with whom we need to be reunited. Trinitarian doctrine’s statements of
relations that make up the life of this God - that the Father begets the Son and breathes the
Spirit, that the Son is begotten of the Father and sends the Spirit, that the Spirit frees the
Father and Son to love each other - describe the plot of that biblical story I have been
invoking. And trinitarian doctrine’s identification of Father, Son and Spirit as three in
God, names the carrying dramatis personae of that story.

Thus a particular location within the biblical story is just such a particular location in the
life of God, and a particular set of relations to the three divine persons. A construal of how
the Cross with its past and future unites us with God must say how this event reunites us
in the divine life with each of these divine persons.

For we can be reunited with the triune God only as we are fitted into the triune life. With
some other sort of God matters might stand differently. But the biblical God is no sort of
monad; we cannot be reunited with him as one might reunite two pennies by stacking
them, or even as one might reunite two created persons by negotiating their alienation.
Nor can the specifically triune God sustain any merely causal relation to the world, in any
current use of “causal”; he cannot reunite us with himself by working on us to change us.
The relation of creatures to this God is always their involvement with the three who are
God - or an abysmal possibility, their disinvolvement.

So we must go triune person by person-remembering always that the kind of discourse
that follows is a kind of sloganeering, that “the Father” is the God of Israel, that “the
Spirit” is the power of Resurrection, the power of God’s future, and that “the Son” is the
Son Israel was called to be and who in the Resurrection is that totus Christus that includes
us. If this is not remembered, it may appear that in the following I do what I have rebuked
the tradition for doing, replacing the biblical narrative by a framework invented by
theologians.

We need to be reconciled to the Father, and are, in the Son by the Spirit - and here and in
the following readers should pay heed to the play with prepositions. We need to be
reconciled to the Father because we are at odds with him, at odds with the very one by
whose sheer will we exist. That is, we are in rebellion against the Torah which tells us of
the Father’s will - it is in this patrological connection that talk of disobedience should
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appear in our doctrine of atonement. The Spirit - here the Spirit is the agent - reconciles us
to the Father, by making us one moral subject with Christ, who on the Cross is obedient to
the Father, even unto death. As both Luther and Jonathan Edwards taught, the Spirit so
unites us with Christ that the Father’s judgment, “You are righteous,” is not fiction or a
legal maneuver, but a judgment of observed fact - observable, to be sure, only by the
Father. And it is by Cross and Resurrection that the Spirit accomplishes this unity when
he enables the Son to cleave to us though we kill him and enables us to cleave to the Son’s
risen presence.

We need to be reconciled to the Spirit, and are, by the Son - here he is the agent - before
the Father. We need to be reconciled to the Spirit because we have backed off from the
fulfillment to which he draws us, we have cowered before the utter transformation to
which the Spirit has from creation on prodded us, we have not - in Bultmann’s famous
phrase - been open to the future. Thus it is in this pneumatological connection that talk of
unbelief should appear in our doctrine of atonement. The Son reconciles us to the Spirit
by entering that wonderful and frightening future before us, going through the end of this
world on the Cross and entering the Kingdom through the Resurrection, the while
appealing to his Father to honor his dearly purchased solidarity with us, as in the
Resurrection the Father does. Thus the Son brings us along as he follows the Spirit’s
leading. Indeed, as Paul taught, the Son so reconciles us to the Spirit that the Spirit even
prays to the Father from within us as so much our own voice that we cannot hear him.

We need to be reconciled to the Son, and are, by the Father, in the Spirit. We need to be
reconciled to the Son becaue we have wanted to be individuals - nor is this a uniquely
modern rebellion. We have not wanted to be members of one body together, the body of
Christ, to have our life within the totus Christus , Indeed and consequently we have not
wanted to live within any personal whole other than that which each of us hopelessly tries
to make for him/herself - and it is this christological connection that talk of our being each
incurvatus in se should appear in our doctrine of atonement. The Father, however, sends
the Son into eternal identification with us, even unto Sheol, so that we simply cannot
escape being one with the Son and so with one another. And in the Spirit we willingly live
that identification, for the members of the Son’s body are also his people and his spouse,
which without our will we cannot be.

So we are reconciled to the triune God by acts of each of the three over against the other
two. Thus it may indeed appear that we are reconciled to God by his being reconciled in
himself - but that is a matter for another essay altogether.
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