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Abstract
     This thesis project focuses on preaching a robust theology of the cross.  This work 

was born out of a desire to envision and enable preaching shaped by a theology of the 

cross that acknowledges historic theologies of the atonement, while also being informed 

by contemporary voices that have served to broaden the church’s understanding of 

God’s saving act through the cross of Jesus Christ.    

     A robust theology of the cross seeks to identify those aspects of atonement 

theologies that have been co-opted by oppressive power structures, recognizing the 

deeply problematic ways that theologies of the cross have supported the oppression of 

the weakest and most vulnerable among us.   This project seeks to bring voices into the 

conversation that have often been marginalized in hopes of a more inclusive and faithful 

theology of the cross.   

       The methodology for this thesis reflects research through the exploration of a 

variety of available literary resources, engaging theologians representative of differing 

historic and contemporary views on the cross.  In addition to surveying traditional 

atonement theories that have been fundamental to the church’s understanding 

historically, the contributions of black, liberation and feminist theologians have been 

engaged to develop a deeper understanding and more robust theology of the cross. 

       After engaging with a variety of theologians in search of a more comprehensive 

theology of the cross, this thesis explores the implications of a robust cruciform theology 

for contemporary preaching.  In the final chapter I offer some examples of my own pulpit 

ministry that have been informed by this project.     
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      Through engaging traditional and contemporary theologians, I have come to 

appreciate more fully the overlapping of theological motifs and images of the cross that 

are provided through the biblical narratives.   This work has left me with a clear 

understanding that to claim one particular atonement theory to the exclusion of all 

others hampers any hope of developing a rich and robust theology of the cross.      

      The theological perspectives encountered in this work have had an impact on my 

life and ministry.   The Christus Victor views of Gustaf Aulen have greatly expanded my 

understanding of Christ’s conquering work over against the principalities and powers, 

while the work of Charles Campbell has greatly impacted my understanding of 

preaching’s role in leading congregations toward a posture of resistance against the 

powers.    

     Black, liberation and feminist theologians have offered valuable critiques of 

traditional atonement theories, theories that have often been mishandled by the 

powerful, becoming tools of oppression against the weak and vulnerable.   I believe my 

use of theological language is more faithful and sensitive thanks to their witness.   

      I’ve come to a deeper appreciation of the role solidarity plays in a faithful Christian 

witness.   This work has revealed to me more fully that cross-bearing discipleship 

requires standing in solidarity with those who suffer unjustly, while joining in the struggle 

against all forms of injustice.  I realize now that to stand in solidarity with the One whose 

death on the cross is the supreme act of solidarity with human suffering is to stand in 

solidarity with those who suffer, especially the weakest and most vulnerable.   
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     I now see more clearly that the cross provides a way of seeing.  To see my 

neighbors through the lens of the cross is to see their suffering, to see the results of 

injustice and to see my own complicity with systemic and institutional barriers to life-

giving wholeness and freedom for all people.   

      This project was born out of a desire to engage in a pulpit ministry that enables and 

empowers a cruciform congregational character.  Through this thesis project, I have 

come to believe more strongly than ever that faithful cross-shaped preaching is 

essential to casting a vision that supports a way of seeing and knowing that can open 

the hearts and minds of thoughtful Christian disciples, stirring imaginations to consider 

what it means to take up one’s cross and follow Jesus.    
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 1 

“The Cruciform Pulpit - Preaching Toward a Robust Theology of the Cross” 
    

   Chapter One - Naming the Problem 
 

      “How can the pastor help to create a cruciform congregation?”  I typed these words 

while sitting in my DMin Leadership and New Testament Class on January 3rd of 2018.   

And with that, the seeds of this thesis project were planted.   It is a question I find I am 

still asking, and attempting, to answer.  The question was, and is, born out of my own 

desire to preach a faithful theology of the cross, and my own suspicion that a more 

intentional effort is required of me, and others like me, to engage in true cruciform 

proclamation.   

 

     I - Introduction  

     Let me begin by attempting a working definition of the word “cruciform,” as it relates 

to preaching and congregational life.  Inherent in this term for me is a manner of 

preaching and living that is informed and shaped by a rich and robust theology of the 

cross, a theology that goes beyond the basic evangelical understanding that “Jesus 

died for my sins,” calling for a thoughtful engagement with the implications of cross-

bearing in our day-to-day living.  My interest here is a practice of proclamation that is 

consistent with the life, death and resurrection of Jesus and that embodies the good 

news of God’s redemptive work through the cross of Christ.  I’m seeking a depth of 

preaching that enables a way of seeing one’s neighbor through the lens of the cross, a 

manner of seeing that convicts and condemns old prejudices and reveals complicity 

with injustice.  Cruciform preaching, in my mind, partners with God’s liberating work 
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through the cross, opening hearts and minds to the present and coming kingdom of God 

and calling forth the community to join in the ongoing liberative work of the cross by 

standing in solidarity with the One who entered into solidarity with human suffering in 

order to bring it to an end.    

       Standing in solidarity with the Christ of the cross is to stand in solidarity with those 

who suffer, especially those who suffer due to injustice and oppression, specifically the 

weakest and most vulnerable of the world.  I seek a manner of preaching that enables 

the faith community to see the world through God’s ongoing redemptive work on the 

cross, opening hearts and minds to the movement of the Holy Spirit, calling forth the 

church to embody God’s continual work of reconciling all things through Christ.        

        This paper will ultimately focus more on corrective than critique.   In fact, the 

critique I offer is not based on qualitative research or scientific data.  It is a critique born 

of observation, and through listening to a variety of voices that have served to identify 

and inform the issues at hand.   

        “How can the pastor help to create a cruciform congregation?”  When I typed these 

words in the midst of my note-taking on that January day some years ago, I was 

wondering about the role of the preacher in helping to shape a cruciform character 

within the congregational setting to which he or she is called.   The purpose of cruciform 

preaching is to serve as a vehicle through which congregants may more fully live 

cruciform lives.   I write from the belief that preaching matters, and that it matters 

deeply.  I believe preaching has a cumulative effect on the life of the congregation, and 

subsequently on the lives of congregants.   And though ultimately we look to the 
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mysterious work of the Holy Spirit in the development of Christian fruit and maturity, 

cruciform preaching surely can be a valuable vehicle through which the Spirit moves.   If 

congregations exhibit a faithful cruciform character, I’m convinced that a cruciform pulpit 

will have played a vital role.   

 

      II - Barriers to Preaching the Cross    

      It would be difficult to deny the impact of the prosperity gospel on American religious 

thought.  Kate Bowler has provided an excellent overview in her book, Blessed.  Though 

careful not to belittle faithful Christians who adhere to some aspects of the prosperity 

gospel, her work provides numerous examples of how this theological framework can 

feed into a number of American ideals that can be problematic to the message of the 

cross which can in turn serve as barriers to a robust cruciform theology.    Though not 

without a global reach she points out that the prosperity gospel is closely linked to our 

American character.  She writes that “the prosperity gospel was constituted by the 

deification and ritualization of the American Dream:  upward mobility, accumulation, 

hard work and moral fiber.”1   

      The basic premise of this approach is that God seeks to bless the faithful for their 

faithfulness and that success and affluence, good health and overall happiness can be 

attributed to God’s favor in response to the adherent’s faithfulness and their belief in 

God’s desire to bathe them with blessings.   Of course, this theological practice can be 

problematic when religious leaders encourage sacrificial giving to profitable ministries in 

                                                
1 Kate Bowler, Blessed (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 226. 
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order for God to respond with blessings.   Through the years a good deal of concern 

has been raised when considering the lavish lifestyles of many religious leaders who 

are identified with the prosperity gospel movement.   

      One particular defense of the prosperity gospel that I find interesting is the argument 

that looks to the cross as justification for the accumulation of wealth.  Bowler writes that 

“the prosperity theology turned to the cross as the solution to all human needs.  Jesus’ 

death and resurrection abolished not only sin and disease but also poverty.”2 In this 

manner of interpreting God’s saving act through the cross, poverty is viewed as an evil 

spirit, a spirit to be defeated with its eradication requiring a spiritual solution.  From the 

perspective of the prosperity gospel, according to Bowler, “Jesus reclaimed dominion 

over the earth from Satan when he took the spiritual debt of poverty on the cross,” 

allowing believers to “claim wealth as one of their rights and privileges in Jesus’ name.”3 

     This manner of thinking becomes difficult to support when placed against numerous 

New Testament passages that offer Jesus’ words of warning about an infatuation with 

the accumulation of wealth.   Using John Wesley’s Sermon “The Use of Money” as the 

backdrop, James Harnish, in his book Simple Rules for Money, writes that “most people 

are surprised to discover that Jesus talked about money and possession twice as much 

as he did about heaven and hell, five times as much as he talked about prayer, and that 

nearly half of Jesus’ parables deal with how we manage money and possessions.”4 

                                                
2 Ibid, 95. 
3 Ibid. 95. 
4 James A. Harnish, Simple Rules for Money – John Wesley on Earning, Saving, & Giving 
(Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 2009), 39. 
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     Jesus spends a significant amount of time focusing on the importance of attitudes, 

behaviors and practices regarding money, with a large focus placed on the dangers 

inherent in the pursuit of earthly treasures.5  A good example of Jesus’ teachings about 

the folly of pursuing earthly wealth is “The Parable of the Rich Fool” in the Gospel of 

Luke. (Luke 12:13-21) After warning to “be on guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s 

life does not consist in the abundance of possessions,” Jesus tells the parable of a rich 

man whose land produced abundantly, so much so that he pulled down his barns in 

order to build bigger barns.  With all his grain stored he was satisfied by the wealth he 

had accumulated, only to be called a fool by God because the rich man was about to 

die, and he had foolishly spent his life in pursuit of temporal wealth.  Jesus uses this 

parable as a cautionary tale to any who would spend their lives in pursuit of earthly 

wealth.  “So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich 

toward God.”6 

     The American religious landscape has been fertile ground for the prosperity gospel 

to grow and flourish for the past few decades.   From Jim and Tammy Faye Baker, to 

Kenneth and Gloria Copeland, to Oral Roberts, Robert Tilton, Benny Hinn and Marilyn 

                                                
5 In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus admonishes the crowd not to store up treasures on earth, 
“where moth and rust consume and where thieves bread in and steal; but store up treasures in 
heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal” 
(Matthew 6:19-20).  
6 In addition to “The Parable of the Rich Fool” (Luke 12:13-21) the Gospel of Luke places a 
strong emphasis on God’s love for the poor.  In Nazareth, quoting Isaiah, Jesus proclaims that 
he has come “to bring good news for the poor” (Luke 4:18) offers words of warning to the rich 
and satisfied, speaking of a grand reversal of fortunes in the kingdom of God, with the blessings 
and woes during the “Sermon on the Plain” (Luke 6:20-26) and the “Parable of the Rich Man 
and Lazarus” (Luke 16:19-31).  
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HIckey to the modern era’s most influential and familiar face of the prosperity gospel, 

Joel Osteen, charismatic and celebrity-bathed personalities have attracted an expansive 

American following.7 And whether a Christian believer would self-identify as a proponent 

of the prosperity gospel or not, many components of this manner of thinking continues 

to impact religious thought.   Bowler writes of how the prosperity gospel has even 

entered into the main stream of public thought: 

By the early twenty-first century the prosperity gospel, like its New Thought 
predecessor, had lost its sectarian flavor.  To many, it now tasted as American as 
apple pie.  Phrases such as ‘favor,’ ‘abundant life,’ positive confession,’ and ‘I’m 
blessed!’ popped up in television sitcoms, reflecting a new style of piety that had 
become common fare.8 
 

      And with copies of Joel Osteen’s best-selling self-help books, Your Best Life Now, I 

Declare - 31 Promises to Speak Over Your Life, and his latest release, I Am – Two 

Words That Will Change Your Life Today, no doubt located on the book shelves of 

many church libraries, the prosperity gospel continues to have a wide-spread influence 

on American Christian thought.   The American Church culture is rich with prosperity 

gospel-inspired Christian clichés and bumper sticker theology.  “Blessed to be a 

blessing,” “name it and claim it” and “too blessed to be stressed” are just a few 

examples of phrases that might be spoken in any number of Sunday School Classes on 

any given week.   

       When considering a theology of the cross, proponents of the prosperity gospel 

would be hard-pressed to find support from the Apostle Paul.  Paul’s focus on the power 

                                                
7 Kate Bowler, Blessed (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 79-80.  Bowler points out 
that the prosperity gospel found a welcoming home among many of the leading Pentecostal 
Preachers in the 1980s. 
8 Ibid, 236.  
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of God that is revealed in weakness and made known in God’s saving act through 

Jesus’ suffering on the cross seems principally inconsistent with the prosperity gospel. 

Alexandra Brown notes the problem of a theological approach that seeks to justify 

power, pointing out how it stands in opposition to Paul’s theology of the cross.   

To those who have accommodated the gospel to worldly preferences, who have 
made it into a message of exalted knowledge and spiritual power and by so 
doing have failed to embody the very different power of downward moving, 
suffering love exemplified in the cross, Paul presents a disturbing equation:  the 
folly of the cross is the power of God.  Whoever believes that their calling is 
otherwise constructed has rested faith in the wisdom of human beings and not in 
the power of God.9 
 

     One concern I have with the approach of the prosperity gospel is its extreme 

emphasis on the individual.  The basic appeal for the adherent of this approach, it 

seems, is the personal receipt of abundant blessings.   And though the desire to be 

blessed is understandable, I believe the prosperity gospel has served to reverse our 

attitudes regarding God’s blessings.   Instead of seeking behaviors that can invite God’s 

blessings to be poured out upon us, I maintain that a more appropriate approach is to 

adopt a posture of praise and thanksgiving for God’s abundant blessings that have 

already been poured out upon us in Christ.  I fear that the prosperity gospel can easily 

serve as a stumbling block to a robust theology of the cross because it tends to be very 

me-centered, allowing it to easily thrive in a very individualistic culture that encourages 

the desire for personal gain.  I remember well when Bruce Wilkinson’s, The Prayer of 

Jabez became a very popular resource for Christian Sunday School classes and Bible 

                                                
9 Alexandra R. Brown, The Cross & Human Transformation – Paul’s Apocalyptic Word in 1 
Corinthians (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 30.  
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Study. In this bestselling book Wilkinson “championed an Old Testament prayer as the 

way to petition God for spiritual and material increase.”10 The problem arises when our 

faith approach becomes a justification for self-serving attitudes and actions.  If my 

theology invites and encourages a singular focus on the growth of my own property, 

personal wealth and blessings, then Christ’s call to love and serve my neighbor can 

easily take a distant back seat.11  

      Justo and Catherine Gonzalez, to whom I will return later in this project when 

focusing more specifically on the role of preaching, provided a chapter in Richard 

Lischer’s compilation of essays on preaching, The Company of Preachers.  In the 

chapter on “The Neglected Interpreters,” they point to the problems of an approach to 

faith that is overly individualistic in nature:   

The problem comes when we seem to say that private Bible study is somehow 
better or deeper or more meaningful than corporate study – when we forget that 
the Bible comes out of a community and is addressed to a community.  As a 
result of this individualistic approach to the Bible, there are some in our culture 
for whom private reading to Scripture and prayer are the ultimate forms for 
Christian worship…Radio and TV religious programs give an illusion of 
community, but actually increase the individualism of the listener.12 
 

     In addition to the lack of potential value placed on the community, an overly 

individualistic approach can ultimately support very self-serving religious experiences, 

which can lead to self-centered religious practices.  In our American culture that 

                                                
10 Ibid, 228.  
11 With the Prayer of Jabez (1 Chronicles 4:9-10), many Christians believed they had discovered 
a vehicle for God’s abundant blessings to be poured out upon them.  “Jabez called on the God 
of Israel, saying, ‘Oh that you would bless me and enlarge my border, and that your hand might 
be with me, and that you would keep me from hurt and harm!’”  
12 Richard Lischer, Ed. The Company of Preachers – Wisdom on Preaching, Augustine to the 
Present (Grand Rapids, Michigan / Cambridge, U.K.: William B Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2002), 249.  
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celebrates the autonomy of the individual, religious attitudes that align with that posture 

are often appealing but can easily lead to views and behaviors that fail to see the needs 

of the neighbor, especially if the neighbor is not part of our social, ethnic and religious 

group.   An overly individualistic approach to our faith can blind us to the intrinsic God-

given value of the other.  Critical to a robust theology of the cross is the recognition that 

“the motivation for doing theology is not primarily the individual search for personal self-

fulfillment or immortality but the desire for a transformed world.”13  

      In considering some barriers to the development of a robust theology of the cross, 

the effect of the prosperity gospel on the American Christian Church must surely make 

the list.   And perhaps it wouldn’t be a stretch to suggest that, even in the consideration 

of other potential problems to a robust cruciform theology, the impact of the prosperity 

gospel can boast some degree of influence.  Its web is wide and its reach is deep.   

     For the church-going Christian living in some degree of financial or social comfort, 

perhaps especially those who have gained or received some level of power and 

prestige, it isn’t too much of a stretch to recognize that the preferred manner of Sunday 

morning proclamation might most often be yoked to encouraging words of affirmation 

that align best with the cultural environment of one’s experience, rather than the 

humiliation, suffering and defeat that lies at the root of a crucified God.  When one has 

experienced the benefits of power and privilege and has regularly navigated life from 

                                                
13 Darby Kathleen Ray, deceiving the Devil – atonement, abuse, and ransom (Cleveland, Ohio: 
The Pilgrim Press, 1998), 73. 
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the perspective of society’s dominant norm, the journey toward humiliation and 

weakness is generally not enthusiastically embraced.14 

       Of course it’s not only our affluence, power and privilege, that makes a theology of 

the cross challenging to our American psyche.    The American Dream, though clearly 

not realizable in the minds and hopes of many, remains deeply ingrained in our national 

ethos.   Success and wealth and a good life are available to all who work hard enough 

to achieve it, or so our national mythology goes.   And clearly, that manner of thinking 

has served many people and families well.  There are numerous examples of 

individuals who have overcome tremendous odds to achieve great success in life.   And 

even though everyone is clearly not afforded identical opportunities in life, the American 

ideal of hard work in pursuit of success is grounded in the DNA of our national identity 

as each person’s right to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  Part of the 

challenge comes when certain liberties and opportunities tend to be more readily 

available to the powerful and privileged in society.   

      Theologically speaking when one views the cross through the lens of one’s power 

and privilege, especially while oblivious to that power and privilege, a theology of the 

cross can be minimal or even self-serving.  Of course, it’s also possible for the 

pendulum to over-swing in the opposite direction.  For some, any atonement theology is 

seen as suspect.    

                                                
14 Alister E. McGrath.  Luther’s Theology of the Cross. (Oxford UK & Cambridge USA: Blackwell 
Publishers, Inc, 1985).  McGrath points out Luther’s theology of the cross required that “Before 
man can be justified, he must be utterly humiliated - and it is God who both humiliates and 
justifies” (151). 
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     In deceiving the Devil – atonement, abuse, and ransom, Darby Kathleen Ray argues 

for an approach to atonement theology that allows for an understanding of suffering that 

doesn’t enable the oppressors of the world to justify the suffering of the oppressed, 

while maintaining that the answer is not an outright rejection of an understanding of 

redemptive suffering.   

To do away with the doctrine of atonement is to do away with any theology of the 
cross; it is to ignore the fact that there is meaning in the suffering and death of 
Jesus, that here we learn something genuinely new about God, and something 
devastatingly ancient about human nature.  The alternative is a theology of glory, 
which sees God in power, in happiness and prestige.  Such a theology, insist 
liberationists, may ring true in the First World, where power, prestige, and 
progress are seen as real possibilities, but amidst the poverty, illiteracy, and 
violence of daily life in the Third World, this theology looks suspiciously like 
colonizing Christianity with its Conquering Christ.15 

 
           Especially problematic has been the manner in which the cross has been co-

opted by the powerful as a tool for conquest and a theological justification for the 

infliction of oppressive suffering.  Darby Kathleen Ray speaks to this misuse of the 

cross to inflict human suffering in recalling the atrocities of conquest in the colonization 

efforts led by Christopher Columbus, so often anesthetized in our public-school text 

books.  

For Latin American liberation theologians, the foundational context for doing 
theology is colonialism, past and present.  During the sixteenth-century European 
expansion into Latin America, Christianity was brought to the continent to provide 
religious sanction for political, economic, and cultural conquest.  The two 
symbols of this process were the sword and the cross – signifiers of crown and 
church….It is reported that upon his (Christopher Columbus) arrival on the 
shores of the New World, one of his first acts was to plant a cross….The cross, 
used to symbolize Christ’s triumph over sin and death, brought even more death.  
Leonardo Boff and Virgilio Elizondo note, “12 October 1492 was the beginning of 

                                                
15 Darby Kathleen Ray, deceiving the Devil – atonement, abuse, and ransom (Cleveland, Ohio: 
The Pilgrim Press, 1998), 83. 
 



 

12 
 

 
   

a long and bloody Good Friday for Latin American and the Caribbean.  It is still 
Good Friday, and there is no sign of Easter Day.”16 
 

     Ray points out that the prevailing images of Christ in Latin America, due to the 

ongoing effects and realities of Western colonization, are conquest and liberation.   

While the conquistadors embodied a conquering Christ, for the oppressed indigenous 

peoples, their experience aligned with the conquered Christ as “the One who was 

falsely accused, brutally beaten, and tortured to death; the One with whom the poor and 

marginalized can identify; the One who sanctions their powerlessness.”17  Ray argues 

that this remains a reality in Latin America, with the powerful using the imagery of the 

conquering Christ to justify their power and domination.  “The Conquering Christ 

continues to legitimize the powerful and to sacramentalize systems of domination and 

Latin American and in other parts of the Third World.”18 

      And while the powerful find theological justification for the wielding of power, the 

downtrodden and oppressed often resign themselves to a passive acceptance of the 

injustices perpetrated upon them, influenced by the theological messages that promote 

the Isaiah 53 suffering servant image of Christ, suffering without a word.19  Ray quotes 

Brazilian theologian Joao Dias de Araujo, who suggests that the various depictions of 

the passive suffering of Christ, through art and liturgy, “has been a great generator of 

the fatalism and conformism that are so deeply rooted among the people of Brazil 

                                                
16 Darby Kathleen Ray, deceiving the Devil – atonement, abuse, and ransom (Cleveland, Ohio: 
The Pilgrim Press, 1998), 76-77.  
17 Ibid, 78. 
18 Ibid, 79.  
19 “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; like a lamb that is 
led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he did not open his 
mouth” (Isaiah 53:7). 
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today.”  In Rediscovering The Scandal Of The Cross, Mark Baker and Joel Green point 

to how the cross has been manipulated by the powerful, noting that  

among those who are the bearers of power and privilege in particular social 
contexts, the cross is sometimes deployed as a model for others.  The least, the 
left out and the lost of society are thus urged to welcome the decay of their lives 
or communities, and the abused, the harassed and the ill-used are encouraged 
to submit quietly, for in this way they can “be like Jesus.20 
 

     In the development of a robust theology of the cross, it will be important to guard 

against any approach that seeks to find justification for human suffering, an approach 

that has too often been a theological strategy of history’s oppressors.  Suffering for 

suffering sake is not redemptive.   It is not redemptive if it doesn’t seek to eradicate 

needless and unjust human suffering.   Throughout this process it will be important to be 

mindful of harmful theological approaches, both past and present, that can be 

manipulative and aligned in any way to practices of injustice.   Toward that end, it will be 

vitally important to listen intently to the voices of the oppressed that have often been 

marginalized or discarded. 

 

     III - Cruciform Proclamation and Life 

      I fear that much of American Christianity is practiced with blinders on regarding the 

impact of privilege and power on theological understandings of the cross.  And if that 

fear is credible, then it behooves preachers to assist their congregations to gain a 

deeper understanding of God’s suffering love revealed in the cross, considering the 

implications for our lives while confessing our complicity in propping up institutions that 

                                                
20 Mark D. Baker, Joel B. Green, Recovering The Scandal Of The Cross – Atonement In New 
Testament And Contemporary Contexts (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2011), 37.  
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perpetuate human suffering on the planet’s most vulnerable, working to enter into 

human suffering ourselves for the purpose of being agents of God’s ongoing cruciform 

work of redemption, healing and wholeness.   There are two key threads that will run 

throughout this thesis - standing in solidarity with those who suffer; and seeing our 

neighbor through the lens of the cross.   

 

Cruciform Preaching as Solidarity with Human Suffering 

     Entering into suffering and pain, of course, is not something one does easily.   One 

of my most embarrassing pastoral failures occurred in the early years of my ministry 

vocation.  I was serving as a volunteer chaplain in a local hospital when I was paged to 

come to the emergency department.   As the result of a tragic accident a man had lost 

his life.  My role was to provide a pastoral presence to his surviving partner.   Shortly 

after the news of his death was delivered, I stumbled to find a way to provide some 

degree of comfort to the grieving woman.   I began to ask questions about their 

relationship, inquiring when they met, trying to pivot her mind away from the pain and 

shock of the moment toward happier thoughts.  

       It was my first pastoral encounter with a tragic death and I was clearly over my 

head.   In my bumbling attempts to provide some solace, I convinced myself that I was 

trying to help the woman by keeping her from diving into the depths of her sorrow.   

However, as I have reflected upon that inexperienced and weak pastoral effort through 

the years, I’ve had to confess that my attempts at turning her thoughts toward happier 

days had really been self-serving.   I wasn’t at all comfortable with the level of pain and 
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suffering that was being realized in that moment.  It has taken me years of pastoral work 

to recognize that one does not provide authentic ministry by denying or ignoring pain 

and suffering, but rather by entering into it.   

       Herein lies, at least a part of, the mystery of the cross.  The God who has entered 

fully and completely into humanity, has entered fully and completely into humanity’s 

pain.  And if we will be a continuing embodiment, incarnation, of God’s abiding presence 

and suffering love, we will enter into human suffering for the purpose of standing in 

solidarity, journeying alongside the suffering in the struggle for wholeness.    

      Douglas John Hall sees this as a primary model for Christian suffering in the world, 

the willingness to identify and participate in the world’s suffering as God’s agent, and as 

a testament to God’s ongoing work in the world.  There is no need for Christians to 

create new opportunities for heroic suffering, Hall argues, when there is so much 

suffering currently in the world calling for a compassionate response.  He writes –  

The object, surely, is not to create more suffering, a special sort of religious 
suffering which can be recounted afterwards (always to the shame of the wicked 
world) and celebrated and set down, so to speak, as point for our side!  The 
object, rather, is to identify oneself with the suffering that is already there in one’s 
world, to let oneself be led by the love of Christ into solidarity with those who 
suffer, and to accept the consequences of this solidarity in the belief – the joyful 
belief – that in this way God is still at work in the world, making a conquest of its 
sin and suffering from within.21  
 

    The willingness to enter into human suffering is the cross’ compelling and ongoing 

call to the Christian Church.  But the call runs deeper than merely offering kindness or 

compassion, as valuable as that can be.   Living into a robust theology of the cross, 

                                                
21 Douglas John Hall, God and Human Suffering – An Exercise in the Theology of the Cross 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1986), 145.  
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living lives shaped by a cruciform character, requires entering into human pain and 

suffering for the purpose of becoming agents of God’s healing and wholeness.   As God 

has done on the cross, we stand with those who are suffering in order to stand against 

the problem of suffering.   

       The mystery of the incarnation is fully revealed, reaching its apex, in the cross as 

God’s ultimate act of solidarity with humanity.  Through the incarnation and crucifixion 

God identifies and stands in solidarity with human brokenness, sin and suffering.  The 

incarnate One also works to confront and conquer the evil powers of this world in order 

to address a fallen Creation and bring about a new day of righteousness and justice.  

Fleming Rutledge writes, “The incarnation the Son of God should not be understood as 

a divine benediction of all that is.  It was an incarnation unto the cross, and therefore an 

incarnation that sets a question mark over against the way things are.”22   God enters 

into the human condition, not merely as a compassionate statement of identification but 

as an act of redemption.   And we who will become vehicles of God’s ongoing 

transformative work, will enter into human suffering as God’s co-laborers on the journey 

toward healing and wholeness, becoming participants in God’s ultimate restoration of all 

creation and transformation of the world.   Then, and only then, can we view suffering 

through the lens of a restorative hope, as we bear witness to God’s restorative hope 

unleashed into the world through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.   

     Hall is not isolated in his call for the Church to embody the suffering of Christ through 

a witness of solidarity with the world’s suffering.  In his letter to the Galatians, the 

                                                
22 Fleming Rutledge, The Crucifixion - Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2015), 127.  
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Apostle Paul makes it clear that his only boast is in the “cross of Jesus Christ, by which 

the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (6:14), going on to say, “I carry 

the marks of Jesus branded on my body” (6:17).    

     The fundamental message of Paul was “Christ crucified” (1 Cor. 23).  It was the lens 

through which he interpreted all of Christian discipleship.  And though we may not bear 

the marks of Christ’s suffering in our own body in the same way Paul did, I believe that 

Douglas John Hall and other like-minded theologians offer us tangibles way of bearing 

witness to God’s redeeming work in Christ through the practice of cruciform living. 

      I believe one important aspect of cruciform living is standing in solidarity with our 

crucified God, and our broken neighbor who lives down the road and across the 

world.  Maybe that’s what Jesus had in mind when he told his disciples - “If any want to 

become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow 

me” (Luke 9:23).  

       I learned a valuable pastoral lesson about standing in solidarity with those suffer 

while delivering a sermon on the Sunday after Christmas in 1998.  It was my second 

pastoral appointment, and the suggested Gospel Lesson of the Revised Common 

Lectionary was Matthew 2:13-23.  In this text, sometimes referred to as “The Slaughter 

of the Innocents”, Herod orders the death of all the children two years old or under in an 

around Bethlehem after being thwarted in his attempt to find the child born king of the 

Jews.   In my previous appointment I had served four churches, most of those years as 

a bi-vocational preacher.  I would make the rounds over two Sundays with the same 

sermon, which meant I would preach from the Revised Common Lectionary every other 
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week.  I had not preached this text before.  And honestly, I had no intention of preaching 

it on the Sunday after Christmas in 1998.  The Christmas tree and other sanctuary 

greenery remained, giving the worship space a cheerful and festive atmosphere.   The 

text seemed extremely inappropriate for such a happy time.  On a personal note, I had a 

two-year-old son at the time.   This was clearly a Sunday to select another lectionary 

text! 

       However, Matthew 2:13-23 continued to gnaw at me throughout the week.  It 

haunted me.  And I eventually interpreted the deep dis-ease and discomfort to be an 

indication that it was, indeed, the appropriate text on this particular Sunday for this 

particular congregation, and perhaps for this preacher.   I really don’t remember much of 

what I said that day.  I’m not sure how theologically sound the sermon was.   I do 

remember that I began by sharing with the congregation my discomfort with the text, 

and my futile attempts at avoiding it.   

      However, what I remember most about that sermon was the response of the 

congregation when the preacher said these simple words: “Sometimes Christmas can 

be the cruelest of holidays.”  Almost as if choreographed, tissues and handkerchiefs 

sprung from purses and shirt pockets.  Those simple words gave the congregation the 

license to step from behind their Sunday morning masks, acknowledging the pain they 

had so often kept hidden, especially perhaps during the Christmas holidays.   That 

sermon led to many conversations over the coming days as several parishioners 

stopped by my office to share with me the ongoing inner reflections that had been 

unleashed on that Sunday morning after Christmas. 
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      That experience taught me something important in my role as pastor and as 

preacher.   I came to understand how preaching can be a deeply pastoral act.  And as I 

reflected on that experience I came to recognize how sometimes our most deeply 

shared common ground is at the point of human suffering and pain.  Though the 

experience of each individual who felt moved to tears that morning was no doubt deeply 

personal, it was a moment that was shared throughout the sanctuary.  I think it gave me 

a renewed way of thinking of the incarnation and crucifixion, of the God who entered 

most fully into humanity by entering most fully into human suffering.   It also served to 

deepen my own sense of call to minister effectively and faithfully to the hurting, while 

standing in solidarity with those who suffer, exhibiting a willingness to acknowledge and 

engage human suffering with the hope of working toward its eradication.   

      There is much suffering in the world of course.  So much in fact, that the thought of 

doing something about it can seem overwhelming to us.  It’s just easier not to think too 

much about it.  Perhaps it’s good for us to embrace the notion that suffering, merely for 

the sake of suffering, is not redemptive.   Christ’s suffering on the cross was 

redemptive, because it was on behalf of others.   Suffering that is redemptive, in the 

tradition of the cross, is suffering with those who suffer for the purpose of bringing an 

end to suffering. 

 

Cruciform Character as a Way of Seeing 

     We take an important step toward the cultivation of cruciform character in our lives 

when we finally understand that our welfare is yoked to the welfare of our neighbor, 
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created in the image of God and for whom Christ died of every nation, race, lifestyle and 

creed.    

        To take such a move requires a willingness to step out of our comfort zones and 

relinquish something of our power, in order to be emptied of those ingrained self-serving 

postures that keep us from truly seeing our neighbors as fellow travelers who are of 

equal worth and value.  I have often turned to The Arbinger Institute’s work in the area 

of human conflict to explore how we might more effectively get beyond our own narrow 

experiences and perspectives and begin to see others with fresh and compassionate 

eyes.   Using the business world as an example to support their research findings, they 

stress the importance of truly seeing in the work of transformation, arguing that it all 

“starts with seeing – trying to understand the needs, objectives, and challenges of 

others.”23  A constant theme throughout their work is the need to see others.  It lies at 

the very heart of their mindset work.   

The way we use the term, mindset is more than a belief about oneself.  It refers 
to the way people see and regard the world – how they see others, 
circumstances, challenges, opportunities and obligations.  Their behaviors are 
always a function of how they see their situations and possibilities.24   
 

     I’ve found the work of The Arbinger Institute to be applicable in the life of the church, 

as we’ve thought together about how to navigate the polarizing landscape of hot-button 

social, political and religious debates of our day.  And the simple call to truly seeing 

others as people, rather than as obstacles to overcome or objects to manipulate, I have 

found to be instructive, helpful and fundamentally Christ-like.   

                                                
23 The Arbinger Institute, The Outward Mindset – Seeing Beyond Ourselves.  How to Change 
Lives & Transform Organizations (Oakland:  Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 2016), 84.  
24 Ibid, 15-16.  
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        With the echo of The Outward Mindset still present in my mind, I became 

acquainted with the work of Sharon G. Thornton who argues for a political interpretation 

of the cross for the reshaping of a cross-centered pastoral theology.  In reflecting on 

Robert McAfee Brown’s call for North Americans to respond to the cries of the hurting, 

she writes, “He wrote to signal that for theology to have any real authority and meaning, 

it must begin with the cry of suffering in our midst.  His words were meant to unsettle us, 

so that we would stop, listen and see with more compassion.”25  Thornton’s reflections 

on Brown’s call, coupled with The Arbinger Institute’s call to seeing brought to mind for 

me a formative question – What do we see when we gaze at the cross?  Do we see 

merely the vehicle of own personal salvation in God’s one-time unique work of suffering 

redemption?  Or do we see the ongoing suffering in the world encased in God’s 

continuing work of redemption toward the ultimate end of all human suffering?   

        Such questions lie at the heart of this thesis work, providing the impetus for the 

development of a robust theology of the cross not limited by self-serving interpretations 

that fail to call forth an appropriate response in the face of undeniable human suffering 

in our modern-day world.  If one possible barrier to the development of a deep and 

robust theology of the cross can be identified as our cultural tendency to avoid the 

reality of human suffering to the point of denial, then one possible antidote can be the 

ability to see others through the lens of the cross.   Seeing our suffering neighbor in the 

cross can surely be a pathway toward seeing human suffering through the 

                                                
25 Sharon G. Thornton, Broken yet Beloved – A Pastoral Theology of the Cross (St. Louis, 
Missouri:  Chalice Press, 2002), 2.  Thornton credits Brown with introducing liberation theology 
to North America.   
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transformative lens of the cross.  Such a view doesn’t allow us to deny the reality of 

human suffering, nor does it allow us to avert our gaze away because of our discomfort.  

With the cross as our standard we are able to see our way toward standing in solidarity 

with our suffering neighbor, with the commitment of joining God’s redemptive work to 

end unjust human suffering.  

        Entering into another’s pain, even paying attention to the pain and suffering in the 

world can be a challenge in our culture, especially when our affluence promotes within 

us a posture of self-satisfaction that can serve as a gated wall against the Lazarus’ of 

the world.26  From a position of power and privilege it is easy to turn a blind eye toward 

the darkness that others face in their everyday realities, realities that are far removed 

from the comforts to which we’ve grown accustomed.  Fleming Rutledge points out that, 

“As a general rule, the theology of glory will drive out the theology of the cross every 

time in a comfortable society.  We will often observe that this is particularly true in 

America where optimism and positive thinking reign side by side.”27 

      The development of a robust theology of the cross will require some significant 

degree of self-emptying, especially for those among us who have been the beneficiaries 

of American societal power structures, specifically white heterosexual males.  In recent 

years numerous female theologians have offered helpful critiques on approaches that 

have supported a hierarchical structure of religious male domination.  Elizabeth 

                                                
26 In Luke 16:19-31, Jesus tells the parable of “The Rich Man and Lazarus” in which Lazarus is 
nestled in the bosom of Father Abraham, while the rich man is tormented in Hades in the 
afterlife.  Lazarus spent his life covered in sores at the gate of the rich man, spending his painful 
life effectively ignored by the rich man.   
27 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion),43-44. 
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Johnson borrows the term of “kenosis of patriarchy” from Paula Gunn Allen 

(“Grandmother of the Sun:  The Power of Woman in Native America”) to point to the 

cross as an important corrective.   

Above all, the cross is raised as a challenge to the natural rightness of male 
dominating rule.  The crucified Jesus embodies the exact opposite of the 
patriarchal ideal of the powerful man, and shows the steep price to be paid in the 
struggle for liberation.  The cross thus stands as a poignant symbol of the 
“kenosis of patriarchy,” the self-emptying of male dominating power in favor of 
the new humanity of compassionate service and mutual empowerment.28 
 

     Viewing the cross from different perspectives challenges narrow theological 

approaches that can be self-serving.   It’s the hope of this work that the development of 

a robust, and well-rounded theology of the cross will be achieved through a careful 

listening to the voices of marginalized peoples for whom traditional theological 

approaches have often been oppressive.   

 

     IV – Conclusion - Reclaiming the Folly of the Cross    

     Perhaps one of the barriers to the development and proclamation of a robust 

theology of the cross lies simply in our perceived familiarity with its message.  Maybe 

we would do well to recover the scandal, to hear afresh the folly, to embrace the foolish 

paradox of God’s power embedded in the humiliating weakness in Christ’s suffering 

death on the cross.   

     The cross ultimately defies human wisdom and logic, flying in the face of what 

makes for power and strength in our minds.   Any theology of the cross that fails to 

                                                
28 Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is – The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse 
(New York: Crossroad, 1993), 160-161.  
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challenge culturally shaped definitions and ideals of power and influence, is a theology 

that would not agree with the Apostle Paul’s theology of the cross. 

       Paul certainly doesn’t shy away from the “foolishness” of the Christian message.  

To the church at Corinth he writes, “Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but 

we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but 

to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 

wisdom of God.  For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s 

weakness is stronger than human strength” (1 Cor. 1:22-25). 

      In his comprehensive book on the history of the cross, Robin Jensen demonstrates 

the absurdity with which the ancient world viewed the Christian claims of a crucified 

God.  He offers an example of ancient graffiti, referred to as the Palatine graffito, dated 

from the second century.  He describes it this way:   

Now housed in the Palatine museum, it depicts a crudely drawn crucified figure.  
Seen from behind, the victim appears to have a donkey’s head turned in profile 
and gazing down and to the left at a smaller figure who appears to be saluting it.  
The inscription, “Alexamenos worships his god.”29  
 

      Paul is writing at a time when this type of thinking prevailed in the ancient world.  To 

claim religious allegiance to One who had suffered the humiliating death of crucifixion, a 

sentence reserved for insurrectionists, criminals and slaves, was the very height of folly.   

As Jurgen Moltmann reminds us in The Crucified God, the Palatine graffiti was carved 

long before the cross became acceptable.  “At that time, the cross was not the sign in 

which one conquered, a sign of triumph on churches, or an adornment on the Imperial 

                                                
29 Robin M. Jensen, The Cross – History, Art, and Controversy (Cambridge, Massachusetts and 
London, England: Harvard University Press, 2017), 11-12. 
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Throne, nor was it the sign of orders and honours; it was a sign of contradiction and 

scandal, which often brought expulsion and death.”30   

     Perhaps we would do well to reclaim the folly of Paul’s message about the cross, 

allowing the message of the cross to challenge our perceptions of power and critique 

our comfortable theologies which find justification for the projection of our personalities 

upon God.  We learn from Paul’s theology of the cross that God’s power has been most 

fully revealed in human weakness, and what we value as worldly power is merely dust.   

To know the power of God requires that we approach the mystery of God’s saving act in 

Christ from a posture of weakness that acknowledges our human brokenness, admits 

our human frailties and confesses our human sin.   

        As I seek to develop a robust theology of the cross, I will explore some of the ways 

that God’s saving act through Christ on the cross has been interpreted and applied in 

the life of the church, listening to both historical theories of the atonement and to 

contemporary voices that have sought to critique those theories, pointing out where they 

have been exclusive, problematic and even oppressive.   It is toward those various 

theories, critiques and voices that this thesis now turns. 

                                                
30 Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1993), 34.  
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Chapter Two 
 

Engaging Theological Views of the Cross 
 

      Historic Christian teaching and theology has yielded numerous ways of 

understanding and articulating God’s saving work through the cross.   Scholars and 

theologians have offered a variety of ways that can serve to expand our understanding 

of the message of the cross, and we can benefit from those differing views.   In seeking 

to develop a well-rounded and robust theology of the cross, we do well to glean the 

wisdom provided from a wide assortment of perspectives.   It’s best not to paint 

ourselves too tightly into a theological corner by placing all of our interpretative eggs 

into one confining basket.   Surely the truth of the cross is too vast to be contained in 

any one theory of atonement.    

      Guided by that understanding, in this chapter I will offer a brief overview of some of 

the atonement theories that have served to shape our understanding of God’s saving 

work through Christ.   And though there are numerous theologians who merit in-depth 

engagement when considering a well-rounded theology of the cross, for the purpose of 

this work I have selected three primary voices to consider, Fleming Rutledge, Alexandra 

Brown and Gustaf Aulen.   

 

     Overview of Atonement Theories 

     First however, we will take a brief look at some of the atonement theories that have 

primarily impacted Christian thought through the years.   I will identify five of the more 

prominent theories that have been formative to Christian thought in a variety of ways - 
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satisfaction, penal substitution, moral influence, ransom and recapitulation, before 

offering a more developed examination of the Christus Victor theory put forth by Gustof 

Aulen.  There are, of course, more that could be identified.  In fact, in The Nature of 

Atonement - Four Views, editors James Beilby and Paul Eddy reflect on the variety of 

perspectives that have dotted the theological landscape, pointing to the various images 

and motifs in the Bible that can support numerous, and seemingly competing 

viewpoints.   

John Driver has noted no less than ten motifs around which the New Testament 
atonement images can be clustered:  conflict/victory/liberation; vicarious 
suffering; archetypal (i.e., representative man, pioneer, forerunner, firstborn); 
martyr; sacrifice; expiation/wrath of God; redemption; reconciliation; justification; 
and adoption-family.1 
 

     Likewise Mark Baker and Joel Green, in their discussion of the atonement views of 

Irenaeus and Gregory of Nyssa point out that, though generally aligned with the 

Christus Victor model, they “also included other models or images of the atonement in 

their writings…like the New Testament writers, they understood that a single metaphor 

could never capture all that Christ accomplished on the cross.”2  Similarly, Beilby and 

Eddy point out “that the New Testament provides a plethora of images by which to 

understand Christ’s work, and that each of them provides a valuable window into the 

workings of the atonement.”3   With the acknowledgment that the fullness of God’s 

saving work through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, cannot be limited to one 

                                                
1 James Beilby and Paul R. Eddy, editors, The Nature of The Atonement - Four Views (Downers 
Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2006), 11.  
2 Mark D. Baker, Joel B. Green, Recovering The Scandal Of The Cross - Atonement in New 
Testament and Contemporary Contexts (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2011), 165. 
3 James Beilby and Paul R. Eddy, editors, (The Nature of the Atonement), 21.  
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theory of the atonement, we turn now to a brief survey of some of the theories that have 

contributed to the church’s understanding of the ministry of the cross.   

     One of the primary theories of atonement that lies at the heart of many subsequent 

theories is Anselm’s theory of satisfaction.  The basic idea behind this theory is that God 

has been wronged by humanity’s sin, and because of this wrong, God’s honor has been 

offended.  In order for this offense to be appropriately addressed, God’s honor must be 

restored, or satisfied.   And the degree of the offense requires a level of restoration that 

humanity is incapable of satisfying.   Only Jesus, the perfect One, is capable of 

satisfying the offense to God’s honor.   In this way, Jesus’ willing gift of his life serves to 

restore God’s honor and subsequently reconciles humanity to God.  

      Many scholars point to the impact of the feudal system of lords and serfdom in 

Anselm’s day where loyalty and honor were paramount on his atonement theory as an 

important context from which to understand his satisfaction theory.  Mark Baker and 

Joel Green point out that Anselm,  

used a framework and imagery taken, not from the Bible, but from the feudalistic 
system of his day.  Anselm’s work matches those of the New Testament writers 
in a key methodological way.  Like them, he sought to interpret the cross with 
images easily intelligible to the people of his era.4 
 

       Anselm’s theory of satisfaction has given rise to other views that have informed 

Christian thought around God’s redeeming work in the cross.   Most notably, the penal-

substitution theory understands that Jesus has taken on the penalty of death to which 

humanity has rightly been sentenced.   This manner of thinking aligns with the 

courtroom setting where a sentence of death has been degreed upon humanity for the 

                                                
4Ibid, 157. 
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crime of sin.  Jesus takes humanity’s place, serving as a substitute, taking upon himself 

the death sentence, thereby sparing humanity. 

    The penal substitution theory has been a staple of evangelical thought for 

generations, and there are many proponents of this theory.5  The basic tenet of this 

model lies in the understanding of God’s holiness and judgement.   One of its leading 

proponents, John Stott writes:  

How then could God express simultaneously his holiness in judgement and his 
love in pardon?  Only by providing a divine substitute for the sinner so that the 
substitute would receive the judgment and the sinner the pardon.  We sinners 
still of course have to suffer some of the personal, psychological and social 
consequences of our sins, but the penal consequence, the deserved penalty of 
alienation from God, has been borne by Another in our place, so that we may be 
spared it.6 
 

       Theories in the tradition of the moral influence theory provide alternatives to models 

that focus on the need to placate God’s wrath.7   The moral influence theory, attributed 

to Abelard, stresses the love of God while pointing out how Jesus’ death on the cross  

serves as a model of sacrificial love for his disciples, influencing humanity toward a right 

response to God’s love.   “Rather than a payment to or victory over the devil, or a 

                                                
5 Beily and Eddy (The Nature Of The Atonement) point out that the roots of this theory “are 
discernible in the writings of John Calvin (159-1564)” and that “The penal substitutionary view 
has come to characterize the standard Reformed / Calvinist approach to the atonement.”  They 
also point to “A long line of respected evangelical thinkers” who have “embraced some version 
of it, including Charles Hodge, W.G.T. Shedd, Louis Berkhof, John Murray, Leon Morris and 
John Stott” (17).  
6 John R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Books, 2006), 134.  
7 Beilby and Eddy (The Nature Of The Atonement - Four Views) also make reference to the 
“moral example theory” of Faustus Socinus, some 500 years after Abelard, which sees Jesus as 
offering “us a perfect example of self-sacrifice dedication to God” (19). 
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satisfaction of a debt owed to God, Abelard sees Jesus’ life and death as a 

demonstration of God’s love that moves sinners to repent and love God.”8   

      Fleming Rutledge points out that “During the first centuries of the church, the 

ransom motif was prominent in the writings of the church fathers.  It was proposed that 

the ransom was actually paid to the devil himself.”9  Beilby and Eddy include the names 

of Irenaeus, Origen, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory the Great as proponents of some 

aspect of the ransom theory.10  At the heart of this theory is the understanding that God 

outwitted the devil by allowing Jesus to be crucified.  Effectively striking a deal with the 

devil, God swaps all of humanity for Jesus.  The devil relinquishes control over 

humanity, previously held in bondage to Satan, in exchange for the Son of God.  

However, Jesus’ death does not prove to be a victory for Satan, but his greatest defeat.   

In C.S. Lewis’ classic children’s book, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, the 

ransom theory of atonement is clearly displayed as the white witch gladly relinquishes 

Edmond from her spell in exchange for Aslan, the great lion and Christ-figure.  Aslan 

offers himself as ransom for Edmond.  Per their agreement, Edmond is released, while 

Aslan is left to endure a humiliating and painful death.  The mane of the great lion is cut, 

he is mocked and bound by the witch’s minions, who before would have cowered in his 

                                                
8 Baker and Green, (Recovering The Scandal Of The Cross - Atonement in New Testament and 
Contemporary Contexts), 162.  
9 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion - Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ), 285.  
10 Beilby and Eddy (The Nature Of The Atonement - Four Views),13. The authors also make the 
point that the ransom theory was influenced by early church understandings inherent the 
Christus Victor model with its focus on Jesus’ defeat of the evil powers.  
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presence, and then finally put to death by the white witch.   What appears to be the 

great triumph of the white witch becomes her undoing when Aslan returns to life.11  

       The fifth and final theory I mention in this brief overview before focusing on the 

Christus Victor theory of atonement, is the theory of recapitulation.  Basic to this 

understanding is Paul’s teaching in Romans regarding Jesus as the second Adam, the 

belief that, as Adam is representative of our fallen nature, Christ is representative of the 

new life that is possible in him.12  At the heart of this theory is the hope of living a 

restored and renewed life, set free from the bondage of sin, made possible through the 

life, death and resurrection of Jesus, a renewed life to be realized now.   Rutledge 

writes, “In Christ, Paul is telling us, not only will all this happen in the eschatological 

age, but also the power of what Christ has accomplished for us and the whole creation 

is active in our lives even now as we put our trust in his remade humanity.”13 

  

      Gustaf Aulen  

      It’s important to note that these theories of atonement are not mutually exclusive, 

with each influencing, what Gustaf Aulen maintains is best understood as, the classic 

view of atonement.  The Christus Victor model of atonement has received varying 

degrees of interest since the early days of the church, while gaining renewed interest in 

                                                
11 C.S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (New York: Harper Trophy, a Division of 
Harper Collins, 1950) from the chapters “The Triumph of the Witch” and “Deeper Magic from 
Before the Dawn of Time.” 
12 In Romans 5:12-21, Paul identifies Adam as representative of humanity’s subjection to death 
and sin while Jesus represents justification, grace and righteousness.  In Adam, we were 
bound.  In Christ, we have been set free.   
13 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion - Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ), 537.   
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the twentieth century thanks to Aulen’s work.  Much of the current conversation around 

this motif can be traced to Aulen’s 1931 book, Christus Victor - An Historical Study of 

The Three Main Types of the Idea of the Atonement.   

      Though Aulen can be credited with much of the language of our contemporary 

discussion around Christus Victor, he argues that this idea of atonement is best 

understood as foundational to the church’s views on God’s redemptive work through 

Christ.  In fact he refers to it as the classic idea of the early church fathers.  In 

describing this classical view, Aulen maintains that  

Its central theme is the idea of the Atonement as a Divine conflict and victory; 
Christ - Christus Victor - fights against and triumphs over the evil powers of the 
world, the ‘tyrants’ under which mankind is in bondage and suffering, and in Him 
God reconciles the world to Himself.14 

      
     In the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, a cosmic victory over the evil powers has 

been won, with God effectively reconciling the world.15  Aulen argues that this theory 

was “the dominant idea of the Atonement through the early church period…the ruling 

idea for the first thousand years of Christian history” and represents “the dominant idea 

in the New Testament.”16  

       Aulen is careful in his use of language not to suggest a hard and fast doctrinal 

statement consisting of a fixed set of rational propositions determined to answer every 

                                                
14 Gustaf Aulen, Christus Victor - An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of 
Atonement (Eugene, Oregon: WIPF & Stock, 1931), 4. 
15 The notion of dualism is important to this manner of thinking, and Aulen returns to it from time 
to time.  However, he makes it clearly that the acknowledgment of dualism doesn’t represent a 
co-existing personification of evil that serves as a rival to God.  Rather, he speaks of dualism 
not as an absolute evil, nor as an eternal reality.   Dualism, for Aulen, references anything in 
God’s creation that stands in opposition to God’s will and purposes, anything in need of 
reconciling.    
16 Ibid, 6. 
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potential question regarding the atonement, without the allowance of contradiction or 

opposition.   Comparing the classic idea with what he refers to as the “Latin” 

(Westernized theory attributed to Anselm) and the “subjective” types (aligned with the 

views of Abelard), he critiques the determination of these latter approaches that seek to 

find rational explanations for God’s mysterious work that is often bathed in paradox.   

     Aulen argues that the need for God to receive some satisfaction for being wronged 

was not the idea of the patristic fathers and would not represent a theory of atonement 

consistent with the first thousand years of Christian thought, noting that the idea of 

satisfaction only came to light in the Middle Ages through the teaching of Anselm.  With 

the advent of Anselm’s theory of atonement, Aulen laments, the classic view was 

generally abandoned and has only met with limited moments of resurgence since.17    

       One key component of the classic view, according to Aulen, is the relationship 

between the incarnation and the atonement.18  In lifting up the early church fathers’ 

teachings, he recalls the oft-quoted words of Irenaeus, “Christ became man that we 

might be made divine.”19  The primary focus here is the incarnation, bearing witness to 

the divine initiative on behalf of humankind, the Word becoming flesh in order to do for 

us what we were, and are, powerless to do for ourselves.   This was, and is, an act of 

                                                
17 Aulen points to the influence of Martin Luther for a resurgence of the classic idea of 
atonement during and shortly after the Protestant Reformation.  The resurgence did not 
continue, and Anselm’s theory continued to be the dominate view.   In Aulen’s view, Luther’s 
consistency with the patristic fathers actually made the reformer more catholic than the church 
that resisted his reforms.   
18 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion), 466-467.  Though this connection existed in the early 
church it had not been highlighted prior to the turn of the first millennium according to Rutledge  
She credits Anselm with making this critical connection in a way that “changed the landscape 
permanently. 
19 Ibid, 18.  
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grace, originating in the heart of God, made effective in the presence of God in an act of 

divine emptying.   As the opening lines in the Christ hymn of Philippians 2:6-11 

proclaim, Jesus, “though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as 

something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in 

human likeness.”   Aulen sees Irenaeus, consistent with other church fathers, as 

representative of the classic idea of atonement and fundamentally yoked to the 

incarnation in God’s movement toward humanity for the purpose of reconciliation and 

redemption.  This took place in order to defeat the powers that held humankind in 

bondage.  He argues that the classic idea of the atonement, as attested by the early 

church fathers “Is both clear and monumental.  It sets forth God’s coming to man, to 

accomplish His redemptive work; Incarnation and Redemption belong indissolubly 

together; God in Christ overcomes the hostile powers which hold man in bondage.”20  

And again, “The organic connection of the idea of the Incarnation with that of the 

Atonement is the leading characteristic of the doctrine of redemption in the early 

church.”21  Aulen insists that it’s the only the classic idea of the atonement that 

effectively yokes the incarnation and atonement together.  In his view, Anselm’s theory 

fails to place a proper value on the incarnation, while Abelard’s work lacks sufficient 

focus on the atonement.   

      The divine initiative is crucial to this classic idea of atonement.  Holding both the 

incarnation and the atonement together are vital to that understanding.  “The 

                                                
20 Ibid, 59.  
21 Ibid. 42.  
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Incarnation is the necessary presupposition of the Atonement, and the Atonement the 

completion of the Incarnation.”22  

     Fundamental also to the classic idea, or Christus Victor theory of the atonement, are 

the ideas of reconciliation and victory.  In Christ, God has effectively reconciled the 

world to himself, releasing creation from the powers of evil and darkness that hold 

humanity in bondage by defeating them through God’s saving act in Jesus.  God 

initiates and enacts the reconciliation through Christ, in effect serving as both the 

reconciler and the reconciled.  And the victory motif in the classic view stresses a victory 

won, not in the meeting of legal demands, or through human accomplishment, but 

purely as the fruit of grace.  Aulen makes it clear that in God’s victory against evil on 

behalf of human kind, “there is no satisfaction of God’s justice, for the relation of man to 

God is viewed in the light, not of merit and justice, but of grace.”23 

      Aulen’s call for a reclaiming of the classic view, or Christus Victor theory of 

atonement provides a valuable theological basis in the quest for a robust theology of the 

cross.   There are a number of aspects to this approach that I find appealing.   The 

insistence to hold the incarnation and atonement together provides a guard against the 

tendency to see God’s saving act in Christ as limited to one or the other, enabling a 

faithful theology of the cross to include the fullness of Jesus’ teachings, in addition to 

the Passion Narratives.   It enables God’s saving act for humanity to be viewed through 

the fullness of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, not limiting it to the accounts of 

Good Friday and Easter Sunday. 

                                                
22 Ibid, 151.  
23 Ibid, 146.  
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       Emphasizing the proper movement of God to humanity, recognizing the reality of 

the divine initiative, as well as our ongoing dependence upon the divine in the drama of 

salvation is essential to avoiding a self-aggrandizing theological approach that seeks to 

place too much power in our hands.   Fully embracing such a view enables us to truly 

see salvation as a gift, effectively removing from us any legitimate claim to theological 

boasting, and hopefully serving as barrier to religious arrogance.  One can only hope!    

        I also have a great appreciation for the place of mystery that is allowed in this 

classic idea of atonement.   In Christus Victor, Aulen has sought to steer clear of an 

apologetic for this viewpoint on God’s saving work through Christ.  As such, he has not 

attempted to provide a theological product that seeks to remove paradox or competing 

metaphors and images.   On the contrary, retaining the opposing views, holding in 

tension the contradictory claims and images is essential to living into the mystery of 

God’s reconciling work in Christ.  Aulen writes,  

the Atonement is set forth as the Divine victory over the powers that hold men in 
bondage.  Yet at the same times these powers are in a measure executants of 
His own judgment on sin.  This opposition reaches its climax in the tension 
between the Divine Love and the Divine Wrath.  But here the solution is not 
found in any sort of rational settlement: it is rather that the Divine Love prevails 
over the Wrath, the Blessing overcomes the curse.24 
 

     And again, “Every attempt to force this conception into a purely rational scheme is 

bound to fail; it could only succeed by robbing it of its religious depth.  For theology lives 

and has its being in these combinations of seemingly incompatible opposites.”25  

                                                
24 Ibid, 153.  
25 Ibid, 155.  
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       Aulen makes a strong appeal for a resurgence of the classic idea of the atonement 

that flourished in the early church and experienced a brief revival with Martin Luther 

during the Protestant Reformation.   The fundamental views of the Christus Victor model 

serve to provide a helpful framework in the search for a robust theology of the cross.  

The recognition of humanity’s bondage to sin and need of liberation, a liberation made 

possible by the initiating movement of God to humanity, the emphasis on God as 

reconciler and reconciled, the defeat of the forces of evil, the work of crafting a theology 

that binds the incarnation and atonement together and embraces the mysteries of God 

offer a theological approach that can serve to pivot our gaze where it is most 

appropriately cast, toward God.   

      Before we invite our next theologian to the conversation, it is perhaps good to 

consider one final reminder from Gustaf Aulen.   He makes the point that a resurgence 

of the classic idea of atonement in our day may find different expression than in the 

past.  Emphasizing the ideas inherent in the classic view, and not advocating for a rigid 

set of doctrinal statements, he calls for a reclaiming of its basic elements, namely  

above all, a movement of God to man, not in the first place a movement of man 
to God.  We shall hear again its tremendous paradoxes:  that God, the all-ruler, 
the Infinite, yet accepts the lowliness of the Incarnation; we shall hear again the 
old dualistic message of the conflict of God with the dark, hostile forces of evil, 
and His victory over them by the Divine self-sacrifice; above all, we shall hear 
again the note of triumph.”26 

 
 
     

 

                                                
26 Ibid, 159.  
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      Fleming Rutledge      

     For Fleming Rutledge, the self-revelation of God lies at the heart of a faithful 

theology of the cross, a revelation that can easily be missed by those too enamored 

with a me-centered spirituality born of a strictly individualized religion.  She maintains 

that “There is no more important calling for the church in our time than claiming the self-

identification of the God who is the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”27  Rutledge goes 

on to name the three primary vehicles for God’s self-identification to the world: God’s 

self-revelation as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; in the crucifixion and 

resurrection of Jesus; and the God who is made known as the Holy Trinity, Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit.28  The fullest of these self-revelations of God is found in the crucifixion 

and resurrection.  I was particularly intrigued by her assertion that the problem of our 

deficiency in experiencing the revelation of God is not due to an overly secularized 

society, but rather what she refers to as a “generically religious” culture. “Popular 

religion in America tends to be an amalgam of whatever presents itself.  Discerning 

observers have noted that these new forms of spirituality are typically American; highly 

individualistic, self-referential, and self-indulgent.”29 

       I find her phrase, “generically religious”, to be of particular interest in the 

consideration of a robust theology of the cross, specifically as I ponder the implications 

of preaching toward the cultivation of a more cruciform congregational character. 

                                                
27 Fleming Rutledge, The Crucifixion - Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan:  William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2015), 10.  
28 Ibid, 10-12. 
29 Ibid, 10.  
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Beyond Rutledge’s definition, I wonder if such a term can also represent a kind of 

general malaise throughout congregational life that could be associated with a lack of 

cruciform preaching.30 I’m wondering about the kind of malaise in congregational life 

that can be the result of a theology of the cross that is too narrow, or perhaps the result 

of a chronic avoidance of any messaging around the cross in favor of more positive and 

affirming images.  In 1 Corinthians, the Apostle Paul writes of “the foolishness of our 

proclamation” (1:21), making clear that “we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block 

to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” (1:23).  And though Paul goes on to state that “to 

those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 

wisdom of God” (1:24), I often find myself wondering if the church would do well to 

return to acknowledging the foolishness of the message of the cross.   

       There is a danger, of course, in perceived over-familiarity, whether in dealing with a 

biblical text, theological idea or creedal statement.  The message of the cross has 

surely been susceptible to such perception.   In a twist of irony, perhaps it is precisely a 

perceived sense of familiarity with the message of the cross that has, to some degree at 

least, been partly responsible for a true lack of congregational familiarity with its 

scandalous message.  Rutledge laments that “Much of what is taught and celebrated in 

church life today - creation, incarnation, spirituality - is not always anchored in the 

preaching of Christ crucified.”  She points out that preaching which fails to keep the 

cross at the center of its proclamation can lead to “a triumphalist form of congregational 

                                                
30 Ibid, 14.  Rutledge laments this fact, pointing to “a dearth or preaching and teaching about the 
cross in both mainline and evangelical churches, and the twenty-first-century emergent church 
in its various manifestations also tend to lean away from the cross.”  
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life that is disconnected from pain, deprivation, and the dehumanization that Jesus 

suffered.”31  If the cross is truly at the center of God’s revelation in Christ, if it is the 

message of the cross that serves as the apex of God’s reconciling work through the life, 

death and resurrection of Jesus, then authentic preaching must surely be grounded in a 

rich and robust theology of the cross.  Preaching the cross must not be limited to the 

annual, and often poorly attended, mid-day Good Friday sermon.  Kenneth Leech 

reminds us how Good Friday and Christmas preaching is inextricably yoked together.  

“Bethlehem and Calvary, crib and cross, stand together…Without this central truth of 

God revealed in human flesh, the passion of Christ is meaningless…Christ incarnate, 

Christ crucified, hangs before us as a perpetual sign of the absurd, of the divine 

foolishness, a sign of contradiction in a world of sanity.”32 

      When our religious imaginations have been duly shaped by the vantage point of 

comfortable pews, listening to encouraging messages from lofty pulpits artfully delivered 

by clever and entertaining preachers, supported by well-meaning Sunday School 

teachers, while living relatively good lives around ample covered dish suppers and 

basking in the joy of ecclesial fellowship, it is no wonder why we’ve allowed the scandal 

of the cross to become somewhat less scandalous.  I suggest that this could be 

identified as a general congregational malaise which we might identify as the fruit of a 

perceived familiarity among those living a comfortable and satisfied lifestyle.  A 

familiarity that, we should make clear, is blatantly false.  We don’t really know what we 

think we so clearly know.   

                                                
31 Ibid, 61.  
32 Kenneth Leech, We Preach Christ Crucified (New York: Church Publishing, 2005), 13.  
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       The truth of the matter of course, is that the message of the cross has not become 

less scandalous.  The cross is not in need of critique.  The lack of faithfulness, or even 

downright avoidance, of our proclamation about the folly of the cross stands in need of 

repair.           

     One final note on the problem perceived familiarity.  I suggest that a contributing 

factor to such a false perception lies in the problematic teaching that has tried to assert, 

whether overtly or in a less obvious manner, that a particular theology of the cross has 

effectively had the final word, saying everything that can be reasonably said. T hough 

such attempts may be grounded in an attempt at a steadfast piety, it’s difficult to create 

much space in such limiting attempts that can easily cultivate a degree of religious 

arrogance.  I once heard Dr. Fred Craddock say in a sermon, “I get nervous around 

those people who act as if they’ve walked all around God and taken pictures!”  Any 

attempt to drill down to only one way of understanding God’s saving work through the 

cross to the exclusion of all other views, will ultimately bring about the worst kind of folly 

– the kind of folly that deadens our theological curiosity, hardens our hearts and softens 

our intellect.   

     Like many other biblical scholars and Christian theologians, Rutledge discourages 

any approach that seeks to limit the understanding of God’s saving act in Christ to only 

one theory of atonement.  She laments the dominate role that the “penal-substitution” 

model has had, pointing to the importance of recognizing how the “multiplicity of motifs 

attest to the same truth.”33       

                                                
33 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion) 208.  
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      In response to Gustaf Aulen’s contention that the Christus Victor model of 

atonement has received limited attention since Luther’s brief revival of this classic view 

in the days of the Reformation, we’ll once again look to God’s saving work through the 

cross of Christ with an eye toward its eschatological meaning, viewing it through the 

lens of Fleming Rutledge.  Rutledge frames the Christus Victor model within the larger 

realm of apocalyptic thought.  Referencing a Martin Luther quote offered by Aulen,34 she 

points to how his account of Luther’s reading of the New Testament reflects features of 

apocalyptic, specifically emphasizing God as the acting subject, the cosmic and 

universal nature of the apocalyptic drama, the presence of hostile Powers that must be 

defeated, the conclusive defeat of the Enemy by God’s messianic agent and the arrival 

of something altogether new.35  From the perspective of apocalyptic thought, God’s 

redeeming work through Christ on the cross defeated the Powers of sin and death that 

are representative of the old age and ushered in the new age of God’s reign.  Rutledge 

places the crucifixion at the very heart of apocalyptic thought.  She writes, “The 

irreligious and unimaginable humiliation and crucifixion of the Son of God is therefore an 

apocalyptic event; indeed, it is the apocalyptic event.”36 This is a cosmic victory already 

won that proleptically anticipates the completion of God’s reign in Christ for all of 

                                                
34 Gustaf Aulen (Christus Victor) Luther’s quote, to which Rutledge refers is as follows.  “Christ, 
who is God’s power, righteousness, blessing, grace, and life, overcomes and carries away 
these monsters, sin, death, and the curse…When therefore thou lookest upon this person thou 
seest sin, death, God’s wrath, hell, the devil, and all evil, overcome and dead….this is not the 
work of any created being, but of almighty God.  Therefore He who of Himself overcame these 
have dominion in the world and in all creation, another and a higher power must appear, which 
can be none other than God.” 106.  
35 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion), 362. 
36 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion), 139.  
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humanity.  Aulen provides the following description of the victory that, though 

completed, has yet to be fully realized.  

We have seen how essential to Paul’s thought is the triumph of Christ over the 
hostile powers.  It is not that they are as yet wholly annihilated; he looks to “the 
end”, when all power shall be taken from “His enemies” (1 Cor. 15:24) at the 
advent of the new age.  Yet the decisive victory has been won already; Christ 
has assumed His power and reigns ‘til at last all His enemies are subjected to 
Him.  His victory avails for all mankind:  He is the Head of the new spiritual 
humanity.37    
 

     For Rutledge, the most important apocalyptic piece of Aulen’s Christus Victor motif is 

its dramatization and guarantee of God’s agency.  She points to the incarnation as a 

subversive act against the Powers, pointing to the general understanding throughout 

early Christianity that the incarnation was God’s invasion into Satan’s territory.   

Understanding this more fully enables an Advent posture of waiting that is combined 

with resistance, of standing against the Powers, awaiting God’s coming kingdom as an 

agent of it.   In this understanding, Rutledge points to “suffering and persecution” as 

“signs that the church is effectively resisting.”  She points out that “Discipline and 

vigilance are necessary, because the Enemy is untiring.”38    

      She points out that the Christus Victor motif does not escape critique.  Perhaps the 

most obvious objection is the other-worldly cosmic battle imagery, a battle, as Rutledge 

describes it, takes place “over the head of humanity.”39   Though she reminds us that 

the church has language to address our role in the current battle with the evil that 

                                                
37 Gustaf Aulen (Christus Victor), 70-71. 
38 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion), 386-389.  
39 I’m reminded of a preached word I once heard from an African American preacher, who, 
reflecting on the imagery of the Book of Revelation said, “The dragon is dead, but the tail is still 
wagging.” 
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clearly remains, this can be a potential stumbling block for congregants who are less 

liturgically savvy and who tend to interpret their faith in individualistic ways which are 

subject to the changing winds of circumstance.40   

        Rutledge also offers a word of caution in the identification of the work of the 

Powers, specifically pointing to, what she describes as 

the ever present danger of liberation theology becoming detached from its 
christological and kerygmatic foundations, resulting in one group setting itself up 
over against another in the church, so that one group is envisioned as right with 
God and the other is not - or alternatively, as victims and victimizers, with the 
victims typically cast in the role of innocents.41 
 

     It is essential to understand that the enemy with which we struggle, is not our 

neighbor.  As Paul would remind us, it is not against flesh and blood that we battle, but 

against the principalities and powers which Christ has defeated through the cross.42   

     One final critique offered by Rutledge addresses the potential of a non-response 

from a reconciled and restored humanity.  Since the work of redemption is totally God’s 

work, and since the cosmic defeat is complete, and since the effects of Sin remain 

evident in our lives, there is the potential for a lack of human response.  However, as 

Rutledge rightly indicates, this critique is not unique to the Christus Victor model.   

                                                
40 Ibid, 390.  Rutledge offers a powerful baptismal liturgy from the Episcopal tradition that affirms 
the church’s ongoing struggle against the Powers: “We receive this child into the congregation 
of Christ’s flock, and do sign her with the sign of the cross, in token that hereafter she shall not 
be ashamed to confess the faith of Christ crucified, and manfully [sic] to fight under his banner 
against sin, the world, and the devil, and to continue Christ’s faithful soldier and servant until her 
life’s end.” 
41 Ibid, 391.  
42 “For our struggle is not against of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the cosmic 
powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”  
(Ephesians 6:12)  Ephesians is listed among the disputed letters of Paul.  
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     Rutledge is not merely concerned with advocating for the Christus Victor idea of the 

atonement, but also spends considerable time exploring some of the more well-known 

atonement theories that have served to shape the church’s teaching across the years. 

Though she recognizes parts of Anselm’s thought does not translate well to 

contemporary theology, Rutledge pushes back against the tendency to discredit 

Anselm’s “satisfaction” theory, an effort which has come in a variety of forms.43  She 

maintains that the relationship of his “satisfaction” theory to “penal-substitution” has 

been incorrectly linked and subsequently overstated.44  And to the charge that Anselm’s 

views are supportive of divine child abuse, she points out that Anselm’s theology 

doesn’t support the view that Jesus was forced upon the cross, but rather the crucifixion 

is best understood as “an event in God’s triune life.”45 

      At the heart of her defense for Anselm is the understanding that something is not 

right and needs to be set right.  She sets up her argument by pointing to the importance 

of justice to God, and the seriousness with which God views the desperation of the 

human condition in relationship to the estrangement from God that has been brought 

about by Sin.  Anselm is attempting to understand how God through Christ has worked 

to set things right, emphasizing God’s justice and mercy are both addressed in his 

                                                
43 Ibid, 165.  Rutledge speaks specifically of Anselm’s views on the role of the Jews in Christ’s 
crucifixion, failing to make a distinction between the religious leadership and the broader Jewish 
people.  In this respect, Rutledge reminds her readers, Anselm was “a man of his time.”  
44 Ibid, 159.  Rutledge references the work of David Bentley Hart (Gift Exceeding Every Debt) 
who challenged the notion that Anselm would have been an enthusiastic proponent of “penal 
suffering.”   
45 Ibid, 162.  Here, Rutledge borrows from the work of Robert Jenson (Systematic Theology, vol. 
1 The Triune God) to challenge the charge of “divine child abuse” against Anselm that has 
sometime been leveled by feminist theologians.   
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attempts to reconcile humanity’s helpless predicament through God’s agency.46  Finally, 

Rutledge argues that critiques leveled against the influence of the feudal system on 

Anselm’s theory have been overstated, especially when embedded in the objection is 

the belief that God needs to have God’s honor restored.  She calls for a fresh reading of 

Anselm and points to the value of keeping his “satisfaction” theory as a contributing 

participant in the church’s theology of the cross. 

     She also comes, somewhat, to the defense of the oft-maligned “penal-substitution” 

theory of atonement that has often been the predominant view in many conservative-

evangelical circles, arguing that many of the objections to this theory are the result of a 

good bit of preaching and teaching that has tended to misappropriate Anselm’s 

satisfaction idea.  Preferring the language of “exchange” to “substitution” Rutledge 

offers a survey of the various concerns this theory has aroused in recent years around 

violence, the oppression of women and child abuse.47  In addition, she points to 

critiques that substitutionary atonement paints the picture of a vindictive God, focuses 

too much on punishment and fails to cultivate Christian character.  She also maintains 

that a major error has been its “focus on the salvation of individuals one at a time, with a 

resulting neglect of the Christian community and its vocation.48  However, she is not 

advocating for a theological approach that fails to consider each individual’s call to 

                                                
46 Ibid, 155.  Rutledge points out that, with God working to bring about salvation beyond 
humanity’s ability, Anselm’s satisfaction theory finds common ground with the patristic view of 
Christus Victor.  
47 Ibid, 477.  In referencing On the Incarnation, Rutledge suggests that Athanasius’ frequent use 
of the phrase “in the stead of” is more consistent with the idea of exchange.  
48 Ibid, 503.  
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Christian discipleship, reminding us that “we are both involved and implicated in Christ’s 

work.  Although God brings into being a new community, the idea of substitution has a 

unique power to involve us personally, emotionally, at the gut level.”49  Where a strict 

and exclusive adherence to a theology of substitution has led to a problematic 

individualism, it often takes the form of a kind of privatized piety where the concern for 

salvation fails to extend beyond one’s own limited self-interest.  A self-satisfied personal 

salvation that fails to acknowledge the need to work for God’s justice and reconciliation 

in the world, that has no concern for the mistreated and the oppressed, that has no 

interest in serving as a vehicle of God’s grace and goodness in the world, in other words 

any personal salvation that fails to recognize the social implications of one’s salvation is 

deeply problematic.  

      Though she doesn’t shy away from the significant concerns that have been levied 

against the theory of substitutionary atonement, due to the fact that there are numerous 

biblical references that support this motif, and believing that much of the problem stems 

from narrow interpretive approaches that have sought to exclude other biblical motifs, 

Rutledge calls for a fresh approach.50  Her desire for this new approach is based on the 

hope that the substitutionary model can find a new appreciation that is not exclusive, 

that doesn’t promote unhealthy and problematic behavior and that takes seriously the 

various biblical examples that embody this motif.  She also believes there is common 

ground to be found with the Christus Victor idea.  Specifically, she points to the 

                                                
49 Ibid, 529.  
50 Ibid, 468.  In her conversation on the different interpretations of the Greek words, huper and 
peri (“for us” or “in our place”) she lists the following references – Romans 5:6, 5:8, 14:15, 2 
Cor. 5:14, Galatians 1:4, 2:20, 3:13 and 1 Thessalonians 5:9-10.  
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apocalyptic drama of Christus Victor as “the nonnegotiable context for the substitution 

model,” arguing that the way Christ became the “apocalyptic victor was through the 

substitution”.  She points to the connection between “Christ’s death, the Law (the Torah, 

or ‘the commandment’), and the human condition under the Law.” Finally, Christ on the 

cross as our substitute “was a descent into perdition for him, a deliverance from 

condemnation for us.”51 

     Rutledge’s work around the recapitulation theory of atonement is also instructive.   

She finds this model less controversial than the substitutionary model and argues for its 

ability to incorporate all other atonement views.   She affirms the narrative quality of 

recapitulation’s focus on the representative roles of Adam and Christ and credits it with 

being the most ancient of all the biblical motifs considered by the early church, inspired 

by the fifth chapter of Romans.52   

Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came 
through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned – sin was indeed 
in the world before the law, but sin is not reckoned when there is no law.  Yet 
death exercised dominion from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sins 
were not like the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the one who was to 
come.  But the free gift is not like the trespass.  For if the many died through the 
one man’s trespass, much more surely have the grace of God and the free gift in 
the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, abounded for the many…Therefore just 
as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man’s act of 
righteousness lead to justification and life for all.  For just as by the one man’s 

                                                
51 Ibid, 531-532.  
52 Ibid, 536-536.  Rutledge names recapitulation as the oldest of the biblical themes to occur 
consistently in the writings of the Church Fathers. She draws from the work of J.N.D. Kelly 
(Early Christian Doctrines, 367-77) who states that “Running through almost all the patristic 
attempts to explain the redemption there is one great theme which provides the clue to the 
fathers’ understanding of the work of Christ.  The is the ancient idea of recapitulation which 
Irenaeus derived from St. Paul, presenting Christ as the representative of the entire race.  Just 
as all men were somehow present in Adam, so they are….present in the second Adam, the man 
from heaven.” 
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disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the 
many we be made righteous (Romans 5:12-15, 18-19). 
 

     Rutledge points to the work of Irenaeus as fundamental in articulating the idea of 

recapitulation, noting that he moved easily among various atonement models.  In the 

Incarnation, Jesus  

began anew the long line of human beings….so that what we had lost in Adam – 
namely to be according to the image and likeness of God – we might recover in 
Christ Jesus….God recapitulated in himself [‘summed up in himself’] the ancient 
formulation of man, that he might kill sin, deprive death of its power, and vivify 
man…..He [Christ] therefore completely renewed all things, both taking up the 
battle against our enemy, and crushing him who at the beginning had held us 
captive in Adam.53 
 

     Rutledge finds great strength in the recapitulation model, but she acknowledges the 

emphasis in Irenaeus’ thought is interested more with the incarnation than the 

crucifixion.  Though he doesn’t avoid the subject of Jesus suffering, Rutledge notes that 

Irenaeus shows little concern with the manner of Jesus’ death.  She also points out that 

he is not alone.  “The scandal, the hideousness, the obscenity, and above all the shame 

and dereliction inherent in the manner of Jesus’ death have been passed over in silence 

more often than not.”54  This is critical for Rutledge, critical for Christian preaching and 

teaching as she laments the historic lack of emphasis on the humiliation and 

degradation of the cross.  She argues that “The repugnant, brutal, and dehumanizing 

aspect of crucifixion must be included in any study of the meaning of the cross of 

Christ.”55  Though cautioning against a sensationalizing of the imagery (Mel Gibson’s 

                                                
53 Ibid, 540.  Rutledge is drawing here from Irenaeus’ Adversus haersus  3.18.1, 3.18.7 and 
5.21.1  
54 Ibid, 549.  
55 Ibid, 564.  
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2004 film, “The Passion of the Christ” comes to mind), she points to the value of a 

deepening theology that strives to connect the horrors of crucifixion with the desperate, 

debilitating and destructive consequences of the nature of Sin.  “In order for God truly to 

overcome the very worst, the Son underwent the very worst. ‘What is not undergone is 

not overcome.’”56  

     I find this to be of particular value in the quest to preach a robust theology of the 

cross.  The ability of the message of the cross to speak deeply to the darkest and most 

shameful places of the human condition is essential in helping the human heart be open 

to the transforming message of God’s redemptive love.  Here, I find connection with one 

of the most powerful metaphors of Christ’s atoning work for me, the God who enters 

deeply into human suffering and stands in solidarity with it.  And though it can be 

extremely comforting to consider the God who suffers with us physically, I believe it is 

critical to also claim God’s solidary with us in those places of shame and humiliation.  In 

my pastoral work I’ve come to believe that sometimes the deepest wounds are the ones 

no one else can see.  Paul Laurence Dunbar speaks to this powerfully in his insightful 

poem, “We Wear the Mask.” 

We wear the mask that grins and lies, 
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes –  
This debt we pay to human guile; 
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile 
And mouth with myriad subtleties. 
 
Why should the world be over-wise, 
In counting all our tears and sighs? 
Nay, let them only see us, while 
   We wear the mask.  

                                                
56 Ibid. 564. Here Rutledge offers a paraphrase of the well-known words of Gregory of 
Nazianzus. “What is not assumed is not healed.”  
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We smile, but oh great Christ, our cries 
To Thee from tortured souls arise. 
We sing, but oh the clay is vile 
Beneath our feet, and long the mile; 
But let the world dream otherwise, 
   We wear the mask.57 
  

     At the heart of the recapitulation idea is the identification of Jesus as the 

representative of all human flesh, the understanding that through his act of obedience 

he effectively reclaims humanity from the binding power of sin, previously represented 

by the disobedience of Adam, becoming the first fruits of God’s new creation.  “As far 

back as Irenaeus and further still to Paul and John, Christian thinkers have understood 

that God in Christ somehow incorporated the entire history of the human race in his one 

truly human (vere homo) person and, in doing so, made us participants in his eternal 

victory.”58 

      In the recapitulation, or representative model, Rutledge specifically finds common 

ground with the theory of substitution, (Christ taking our place) and Christus Victor 

(Christ overcoming the evil powers by invading the Enemy’s territory).  It is a reminder 

of that to which she often returns in her discussion of the various atonement theories 

that have informed the church through the years; the recognition that there is value in 

engaging the wide variety of biblical motifs and images as we consider the vast mystery 

of God’s saving work through Christ on the cross.  Christian theology is not well-served 

when one model is given the weight of doctrine to the exclusion of all others 

                                                
57 Paul Laurence Dunbar. “We Wear the Mask.” Taken from 101 Great American Poems – The 
American Poetry and Literary Project. (Mineola, New York:  Dover Publications, Inc.,1998), 43.  
58 Fleming Rutledge (The Crucifixion), 553.  
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      Alexandra R. Brown       

      Our attention turns now to the work of Alexandra Brown, and a consideration of 

apocalyptic themes in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians.  Brown argues that Paul’s word of 

the cross has been informed by apocalyptic thought.  Though not adorned with the 

kinds of images that generally characterize apocalyptic literature, he interprets the cross 

in ways that can rightly be identified in this way.59  She points out that “Paul’s language 

about the cross is a specific kind of apocalyptic language….(he) adapts the essential 

theological perspective…..the perspective characterized by expectation for a future 

reign of God, confirmed by present revelatory experience.”60  J. Christiaan Beker points 

to Paul’s training as a Pharisee as the core of his immersion in Jewish Apocalyptic, 

arguing for some degree of consistency in his apocalyptic mindset as both Pharisee and 

missionary for the gospel.  Brown would agree with Beker that it’s possible to see the 

effects of apocalyptic thought throughout Paul’s writings.  “The truth of this assertion is 

evident from the Pauline letters, because apocalyptic persists from the earliest letter (1 

Thessalonians) to the latest (Philippians).  Apocalyptic is not a peripheral curiosity for 

Paul but the central climate and focus of his thought, as it was for most early Christian 

thinkers.”61  At the heart of Paul’s apocalyptic approach to the cross is the recognition 

                                                
59 Alexandra R. Brown, The Cross & Human Transformation – Paul’s Apocalyptic Word in 1 
Corinthians (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 3.  Brown points to the work of Richard Strum 
“Defining the Word ‘Apocalyptic’” in Apocalyptic and the New Testament, Essays in Honor of J. 
L. Martyn, ed. Joel Marcus and Marion Soards), who offers three basic characteristics or motifs, 
to identify the presence of apocalyptic thought, “(1) the idea of two aeons, (2) the embattled 
sovereignty of God over time and history, (3) the revelation of an imminent eschaton.” 
60 Ibid, 13.  
61 J. Christiaan Beker, Paul the Apostle – The Triumph of God in Life and Thought (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1980), 144. 
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that, in the cross God has acted decisively to bring the old order under submission, 

challenging worldly norms and expectations of power and wisdom, ushering in a new 

age where God’s reign is revealed in counter-intuitive and counter-cultural ways.  There 

is both an eye to God’s ultimate reign, and the call to live currently into God’s reign 

ushered in through the cross of Christ.  For Brown, Paul’s apocalyptic approach has 

both epistemological and ethical implications, informing both a way of knowing and 

being in the world.  She points to 1 Corinthians as “a text that is fundamentally 

concerned to promote a new way of being in the world, namely, a way characterized by 

unity and reconciliation, by eliciting a new way of knowing ‘according to the cross.’”62 

     An example of this apocalyptic mindset that undergirds Paul’s message of the cross 

can be found in 2 Corinthians 5:16-19. 

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even 
though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer 
in that way.  So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; everything old has 
passed away; see, everything has become new!  All this is from God, who 
reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of 
reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not 
counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 
reconciliation to us.63  
 

      Here, Paul is identifying some of the implications of God’s apocalyptic act through 

the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  Through the cataclysmic impact of the cross, 

the old age has fallen away and given rise to the dawn of a new day.   And though the 

fullness of this new age has yet to be fully realized on the earth, the followers of Christ 

                                                
62 Ibid, 12.  
63 Alexandra R. Brown (The Cross & Human Transformation), 14.  Brown uses this text as an 
example of how the followers of Christ live into the “already” and “not-yet” transitional movement 
from the present evil age to the new age brought about by God’s reign in Christ. 



 

54 
 

 
   

are to bear witness to God’s reign through reconciled relationships.  The cross does 

indeed enable a new way of seeing.   As referenced earlier in this thesis, viewing one’s 

neighbor through the lens of the cross dramatically changes the way we can see the 

other.  The cross enacts a seismic shift in human interaction and relationships.   Paul 

says as much here.  Thanks to the dawning of the new age in Christ we have become a 

new creation.   And not only us, but our neighbor is also now a new creation.  Because 

of the cross, we have been given new eyes to see.  And given new eyes, we now have 

a new way of being and knowing, a new way of being in relationship with God and with 

our neighbor.   In this new creation, we are invited to participate in God’s ongoing work 

of reconciling the world through Christ.   Mystery of mysteries, we have become 

partners with God! 

       In 1 Corinthians 1:17 Paul writes, “For Christ did not send me to baptize but to 

proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not 

be emptied of its power.”  The power of the cross is not of human origin and as such is 

not representative of human power.  For Paul, to believe that the message of the cross 

was somehow dependent on his eloquence would have been to vastly misinterpret the 

cross’ power, as well as its power source.  The cross did not stand in need of Paul’s 

eloquence, nor does it stand in need of the eloquence of modern-day preachers.  It calls 

for our best and most faithful efforts to be sure, but its message stands irrespective of 

one’s oratory skill.     
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        Brown places Paul’s words here alongside the Christ Hymn of Philippians 2:5-11, 

specifically pointing to kenosis imagery.64 She points to the irony of seeing these two 

images side-by-side.  On one hand, Christ empties himself in order to take on human 

flesh.  On the other hand, to suggest that the cross is somehow dependent upon human 

flesh is to effectively gut its message that flies in the very face of human power.  The 

cross finds its power in the self-emptying God, and to know something of the power 

inherent in its message, requires a self-emptying from us, a full and complete 

reorienting of the way we perceive power.  The cross serves as the apex of the 

inauguration of God’s kingdom on earth in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  In 

apocalyptic imagery the old day has passed away and the new day has dawned.   

     1 Corinthians 1:18 lies at the heart of Paul’s cruciform teaching and understanding.  

“For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us 

who are being saved it is the power of God.”   Here, Brown makes an interesting 

observation.  While the juxtaposition of “perishing” and “saved” is clear enough, she 

points to the somewhat unnatural pairing of “foolishness” with “power” suggesting that 

the coupling of “wisdom” with foolishness or “weakness” with power would have been a 

more usual and understandable pairing.  She states,  

In making the substitution “power” for “wisdom,” Paul has said something new 
and epistemologically offensive about salvation.  It is now not the wisdom of the 
wise that “saves,” despite the high value of wisdom in the traditions of both Jews 
and Greeks; in fact, this wisdom is equated with “emptiness.”  Rather, what 
saves is the “power of the cross,” a formulation that is nonsensical in the 
perspective of worldly wisdom.65 

                                                
64 “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of 
God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself.”  
Philippians 2:5-7a 
65 Alexandra Brown (The Cross & Human Transformation), 75.  
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     Paul’s use of opposites continues to illustrate the vast difference between the new 

creation birthed in Christ and the old age it replaced.  Now, the old ways of knowing and 

see have been supplanted. 

Where is the one who is wise?  Where is the scribe?  Where is the debater of this 
age?  Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  For since, in the 
wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom.  God decided, 
through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe.  For 
Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, 
a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the 
called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  
For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is 
stronger than human strength (1 Corinthians 1:20-25). 
 

     The message of the cross stands in stark contrast to every acceptable standard of 

human thought, expectation and practice.  Brown writes, “Through the logos, the cross 

continues to break powerfully into the old world ‘dominant system of conviction’ 

wherever it is proclaimed.”66  In the cross, God has toppled the old systems at play.   

The cross calls for a complete reorientation of how power and wisdom is understood 

and practiced.  And this runs deeper than simply a new manner of interpretation.  “By 

refusing to play the world’s power game, God has begun already in Christ to invade 

territory held by worldly powers.”67  In the cross, power has now been redefined and 

redistributed.  In this new apocalyptic age, real power is found in the weakness revealed 

in the message of the cross.    

                                                
66 Alexandra R. Brown (The Cross & Human Transformation), 75.  Brown borrows from Gerd 
Theissen (Psychological Aspects of Pauline Theology) for the phrase “dominant system of 
convictions.” 
67 Ibid, 154.  
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      For Paul, the present implication of this apocalyptic work of God through the cross 

of Christ is the transformation of the human mind.  “Do not be conformed to this world, 

but be transformed by the renewing of your minds” (Romans 12:2).  This is not merely a 

rethinking of one’s opinions or an adjustment of previous held positions, Paul is calling 

for a total reorientation of the mind.  This is a new way of consciousness that calls forth 

a new manner of seeing, providing a new lens through which to interpret God’s work in 

the world, a cruciform lens through which to view one’s neighbor.  This is a manner of 

seeing that recognizes the folly of trusting in human accomplishment, a conscious way 

of thought that refuses to boast in human achievement or ability.  For Paul, 

transformation of the mind is best described as having the mind of Christ.  In 

juxtaposing himself against those who trust in human wisdom, Paul borrows from Isaiah 

40:13 when he proclaims, “‘For who has known the mind of the Lord so as to instruct 

him?’  But we have the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:16).   

     Brown identifies the phrase “mind of Christ” as an “apocalyptic disclosure,” pointing 

to the implications inherent here, that for Paul “the term carries more than intellectual or 

even spiritual meaning.”68  To have the mind of Christ is to have one’s consciousness 

grounded in, and shaped by, the cross.  In the preface of the Christ hymn, Paul writes, 

“Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5).  Here, having 

the same mind of Christ is linked to Paul’s call for the church to be of “one mind.”69 

Brown points out that, in both Corinthians and Philippians “the cross event is closely 

                                                
68 Ibid, 141. 
69 Philippians 2:1-4 “If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any 
sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete; be of the same 
mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.” 
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associated with a state of mind.  To be of the ‘one mind’….is to be cognitively identified 

with Christ’s death on the cross.  To have the ‘mind of Christ’ is to have a cruciform 

mind.”70  This lies at the crux of the matter.  To have a cruciform mind is to know God 

through God’s saving work on the cross, which is completely antithetical to any worldly 

way of knowing.    

     Fundamental to Luther’s theologia crucis was the understanding that God was most 

fully revealed through the cross.   However, the revelation was only partial because it 

remained hidden from human wisdom in the folly of its message of a crucified God.  

Drawing upon Moses’ limited vision of God in his view from the cleft of the rock (Exodus 

23:21-23), Luther believed that the fullness of human knowledge concerning God could 

only be found in the cross, yet “like Moses, we can only see God from the rear; we are 

denied a direct knowledge of God, or a vision of his face…The cross does indeed 

reveals God – but that revelation is of the posteriora Dei.”71 

     It is only with the mind of Christ, that we are able to see the truth of God that lies 

hidden in the absurd folly of the cross.  With new eyes to see through the lens of the 

cross we are able to view God’s new creation brought about by the apocalyptic 

reordering, the paradigmatic cosmic and earthly shift through the life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus.  It is only with this new way of seeing, this new way of thinking 

and being, that we are able to enter into right relationship with God and neighbor.  

Having the mind of Christ convicts us of any semblance of religious arrogance, and the 

message of the cross prevents us from claiming any deeper knowledge or 

                                                
70 Alexandra R. Brown (The Cross & Human Transformation), 145.  
71 Alister E. McGrath (Luther’s Theology of the Cross), 149. 
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understanding of God than Christ-like humility will allow.   When our seeing, thinking 

and being is shaped by the cross, we can begin to see and respond to the God who is 

most fully revealed in the cross.  Brown writes, “One who receives this mind perceives 

anew who God is, that is, the self-giving God of the cross, and is thus reoriented toward 

reconciling service to God and the world.”72  Herein lies the hope of the impact of 

Christian discipleship, the hope that drives the desire to cultivate cruciform character in 

the church. 

 

     Conclusion 

     The views of Aulen, Rutledge and Brown provide a solid and expansive foundation 

for a robust theology of the cross.  Aulen’s revival of the classic Christus Victor view of 

atonement reminds us of God’s conquering work against the powers and principalities 

through the cross of Christ.  Rutledge helps us to recognize the folly of adhering to only 

one theory of the atonement at the exclusion of others, offering compelling arguments 

which draw value from a variety of biblical images and motifs.  And Brown’s stressing of 

the apocalyptic nature of Paul’s teaching enables a theology of the cross that reveals 

the inbreaking of God’s new creation through God’s saving work in Christ.  

     Through the years, many voices have served to shape the church’s understanding of 

the mystery of God’s saving work on the cross.  Various models of the atonement 

theories have contributed to general views regarding a theology of the cross.  Some of 

those views, as we have mentioned, have been more dominant than others.  Thus far in 

                                                
72 Alexandra R. Brown (The Cross & Human Transformation), 146.  
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this thesis we have been reminded of the need to remain open to various biblical motifs 

and images that shape our understanding, refraining from confining our theology to one 

theory to the exclusion of others.   

        To this point, we have engaged theologians who are representative of mainstream 

religious thought.  We turn now to a vital component in our quest to cultivate a robust 

theology of the cross.  Our attention shifts now to marginalized voices in search of 

critique, wisdom and a broadening of our theology of the cross.
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Chapter 3 
 

Expanding the Conversation 
 
 

    In the quest to cultivate a robust theology of the cross our focus now extends beyond 

traditional atonement theories, pivoting toward those voices that have too often been 

silenced or ignored by dominant theological views which have influenced the 

mainstream religious landscape.  Though this project makes no claim to include all 

silenced and marginalized voices worthy to be to be heard in this forum, we turn our 

focus now to theological perspectives that are representative of black, liberation and 

feminist theologies.   

 

     Black Theology 

     In a discussion of black theology, the reality and problem of white oppression cannot 

be avoided.  Black theology in America traces its origins to the theology that sustained 

the faith of black Christians who bore the heavy burden of slavery.   And indeed, though 

our country has moved beyond the unimaginable pain of slavery, as well as the eras of 

lynching and Jim Crow, the reality of racial injustice, institutional racism and racial 

prejudice remains an undeniable part of our political, cultural and religious landscape.   

       One of the premier voices of Black Theology is James Cone.  Cone views his 

theology through the lens of the black experience of oppression in America at the hands 

of the dominant white power structure.  Revisiting Cone’s theology of black liberation 

brings to mind for me the first time I encountered his teaching.  It was through a long-

distance theology course offered by Gordon Conwell Theological Seminary.  What 
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struck me most in the audio tape provided for the course, was the after-lecture question 

and answer segment of the class.  I don’t remember the questions, nor do I recall the 

answers.  What struck me was the rising anger in the voice of James Cone.  It seemed 

with each question his ire grew.  I didn’t understand the reason for his agitated response 

at the time.  

      I couple that experience with my seminary work at Hood Theological Seminary in 

Salisbury North Carolina, a seminary sponsored by the AME Zion Church.1  Hood prides 

itself in being one of the most racially diverse accredited seminaries among the 

Association of Theological Schools.  I remembered the rising anger in the voice of 

James Cone one day in class in the midst of a fairly painful discussion about race 

relations.  As I listened to my African American and Caucasian classmates share their 

experiences of racial tension, it seemed to me that my white classmates seemed 

generally clueless to me, and at times somewhat insensitive, to the black experience in 

America.  Remembering the Q and A session from those earlier Gordon Conwell audio 

tapes, I began to better understand the source of Dr. Cone’s frustration and anger.  It 

became apparent to me that, when you’ve grown up white in America, you may not 

even know the right questions to ask sometimes regarding matters of race.  When 

you’re oblivious to the privilege your race has afforded you, your questions can reveal a 

degree of ignorance about your own bias that can be maddening to someone who has 

lived under the ugly weight of racism their entire lives.   When I went to my next class 

                                                
1 Just as a point of clarity, I took a few classes at the Charlotte satellite campus of Gordon 
Conwell before learning that Hood Seminary had been approved by the Methodist Senate.  I 
then transferred my credits to Hood where I received my MDiv.  
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that day at Hood, I told my homiletics professor that my previous class had taught me 

an important lesson.  I learned that when you’re a middle-aged white male, and the 

discussion of race relations in America comes up, the best thing you can do is to keep 

your mouth shut.  And listen! 

     The anger of James Cone is evident in his writings on black theology.  Admittedly, 

for a white person, his biting words are not easy to hear.  But the discomfort in hearing 

them does not minimize the need for his words to be heard by white American 

Christians like me.  In fact, it makes hearing them all the more important.  Cone’s 

theological perspective is born of the black experience in response to white oppression.  

His theology is interwoven with the black experience of oppression so intricately that he 

views, with great suspicion, any expression of Christianity that has served to form the 

theology of white Christians.  He further critiques any attempts of white theologians to 

understand correctly the claims of black theology, rejecting any attempts of white 

Christians to impose their privileged views on the black community.  He writes, 

“Inasmuch as white American theologians do not belong to the black community, they 

cannot relate the gospel to that community.  Invariably, when white theology attempts to 

speak to blacks about Jesus Christ, the gospel is presented in the light of the social, 

political, and economic interests of the white majority.”2    

       For Cone, there is no authentic conversation about God apart from the black 

struggle for liberation.  Fundamental to any theology of liberation is the understanding 

                                                
2 James H. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, Twentieth Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll, 
New York: Orbis Books, 1986), 23.  
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that God stands on the side on the vulnerable and the weak, the outcasts and the 

oppressed.    

     When Constantine made Christianity the official state religion of Rome in the fourth 

century, the corruptive tares of imperial power were sown among the wheat of Christian 

theology, paving the way for Christianity to be shaped by those who have historically 

manipulated the gospel to serve the needs of the powerful, even perverting the gospel 

at times to serve as justification for oppressive acts.   White Christianity’s complicity with 

state-sponsored slavery, segregation and the withholding of basic human and civil rights 

for black Americans has made all appeals of white Christianity suspect for Cone.  For 

Cone, “Black theology is concerned only with the tradition of Christianity that is usable in 

the black liberation struggle.”3 

      Cone makes a distinction between the “white” and “black” Christ.  He writes, 

The task of explicating the existence of Jesus Christ for blacks is not easy in a 
white society that uses Christianity as an instrument of oppression.  White 
conservatives and liberals alike present images of a white Jesus that are 
completely alien to the liberation of the black community.  Their Jesus is a mild, 
easy-going white American who can afford to mouth the luxuries of ‘love,’ ‘mercy,’ 
‘Long-suffering,’ and other white irrelevancies.4 
 

      Understandably rejecting the co-opted Christ of the powerful, Cone underscores the 

importance of seeing “Jesus as the Oppressed One whose earthly existence was bound 

up with the oppressed of the land.”5   

     The distinction between the “white” and “black” Christ also became apparent to 

German Lutheran Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer during the formative time he spent in the 

                                                
3 Ibid, 35.  
4 Ibid, 111.  
5 Ibid, 113. 
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United States black community of Harlem.  In reflecting on this influence for 

Bonhoeffer’s theology, Reggie Williams writes that his “academic goals for his time in 

America resulted in his learning of the connection between a racialized humanity and a 

racialized Christianity, with its white and black Christs.”  Williams goes on to 

characterize a theology surrounding the white Christ as representative of “the 

theological muscle of the power structure of the color line and its global manifestations: 

colonization, imperialism, nationalism, and white terrorism in America.”6  These are 

exactly the expressions of Christianity that James Cone found worthy of condemnation 

and rejection.   

       Though not arguing for a literal black Christ, J. Deotis Roberts recognizes the value 

for black theology to embrace a black Christ immersed in the black experience.  He 

writes, 

The visualization of Christ as black may enable the black person to have a real 
encounter with self and God through Christ.  The black person has in the black 
Messiah a savior.  He or she discovers his or her own dignity and pride in a self-
awareness that is rooted in black consciousness.  Christ conceived in a black 
image is one of us and in a real sense becomes our Lord and our God.7 
 

     Roberts points out that the need for a black Christ was especially vital for those who 

suffered under the cruel weight of slavery.  “The Christ of the slave master is not an 

adequate Christ for freed blacks who affirm their dignity and freedom as children of 

God.”8  With the imagery of the white Christ that lies behind the historic mistreatment of 

                                                
6 Reggie L. Williams, Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus, Harlem Renaissance Theology and An Ethic of 
Resistance (Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2014), 40-41. 
7 J. Deotis Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation – A Black Theology (Louisville, Kentucky:  
Westminster John Knox Press, Second Edition, 2005), 72.  
8 Ibid, 71.  
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blacks by white Christians, the black Christ provides a valuable statement of identity, 

value and solidarity for black Christians who have suffered at the hands of white 

oppression.    

       One of James Cone’s greatest contributions to the subject of this thesis project is 

the parallel he artfully, and painfully, draws between the crucifixion of Jesus and the 

brutal murders of blacks during the dark days of the lynching era in the United States.    

In Jesus’ death on a cross, Cone sees a parallel with the inhumane treatment of blacks.   

As with Jesus’ crucifixion a lynching was a public spectacle, often promoted and well-

attended.  Like Jesus, the lynching victim was humiliated, stripped and beaten, 

degraded and dehumanized, all with the approval of the state.    He maintains that “the 

crucifixion was clearly a first-century lynching,” pointing out that “between 1880 – 1940, 

white Christians lynched nearly five thousand black men and women in a manner with 

obvious echoes of the Roman crucifixion of Jesus.”9  His point is compelling and the 

connection he draws is difficult to deny.  Numerous accounts and descriptions of first 

century crucifixions could easily apply to the practice of torture and murder during 

America’s tragic history of lynching.  Martin Hengel points out that crucifixion was 

inflicted by Rome on the lower classes of society, that it satisfied the lust for revenge 

                                                
9 James H. Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2011), 
30-31.  Cone describes the phenomena of the public lynching spectacle this way - “By the 
1890s, lynching fever gripped the South, spreading like cholera, as white communities made 
blacks their primary target, and torture their focus.  Burning the black victim slowly for hours was 
the chief method of torture.  Lynching became a white media spectacle, in which prominent 
newspapers, like the Atlanta Constitution, announced to the public the place, date, and time of 
the expected hanging and burning of black victims.  Often as many as ten to twenty thousand 
men, women, and children attended the event” (9).  
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and cruelty of the masses, was usually associated with other forms of torture, was a 

specific expression of inhumanity and evil, serving as a “form of execution which 

manifests the demonic character of human cruelty and bestiality.”10  His description of 

the horrific practice of Roman crucifixions could easily be applied to the inhumane 

horrors of the American lynching era.   

         The cross provided a significant point of solidarity for persecuted blacks, giving 

them a deep connection with the suffering Christ.  However, the value of the cross for 

black theology in the midst of horrific persecution moved beyond the connection of 

suffering as common ground with Christ.   Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was the champion 

of civil rights and Cone points to his theology of the cross as crucial to King’s Christian 

and civil rights leadership.  Cone stressed that for King, “the cross represented the 

depth of God’s love for suffering humanity,” seeing “the cross as a source of strength 

and courage, the ultimate expression of God’s love for humanity.”11 Consistent with 

black liberation theology, King’s understanding of God’s liberating work through Christ 

on the cross was shaped by the struggle for the liberation of blacks.  “His view of the 

cross was shaped by his reading of the Bible through the black religious experience, 

and his ‘personal suffering’ in his fight for justice.”12   

     Fundamental to living into a robust theology of the cross is the taking up of one’s 

cross.13  Far beyond the theological framing of atonement theories, the cross demands 

                                                
10 Martin Hengel, Crucifixion (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1977), 87.  
11 James H. Cone, (The Cross and the Lynching Tree), 85.  
12 Ibid, 86.  
13 Luke 9:23 “Then he (Jesus) said to them all, ‘If any want to become my followers, let them 
deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me.’”  Jesus’ call to take up the cross 
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a response.  Cone drew an interesting contrast between King and Reinhold Niebuhr, 

which is perhaps emblematic of the challenge for white theologians to fully grasp the 

depths of black theology.  King’s theology of the cross was a lived theology within the 

realm of black oppression, an area Cone laments, Niebuhr was reluctant to adequately 

address in practical ways.  Though he wrote of the evils of prejudice, he was inevitably 

formed by a dominating world view influenced by white power which marred his ability to 

empathize fully with the condition of black oppression.  In drawing the comparison Cone 

points out that, 

Martin King lived the meaning of the cross and thereby gave an even more 
profound interpretation of it with his life.  Reinhold Niebuhr analyzed the cross in 
his theology, drawing upon the Son of Man in Ezekiel and the Suffering Servant in 
Isaiah; and he did so more clearly and persuasively than any white American 
theologian in the twentieth century.  But since he did not live the meaning of the 
cross the way he interpreted it, Niebuhr did not see the real cross bearers in his 
American context.  The crucified people in America were black – the enslaved, 
segregated, and lynched black victims.  That was the truth that King saw and 
accepted early in his ministry, and why he was prepared to give his life as he bore 
witness to it in the civil rights movement.14 
 

     At the heart of any robust and authentic theology of the cross lie the implications for 

human practice.  What does the cross require?  If the focus of our theology of the cross 

is limited to heavenly aspirations, then the implications for human activity are limited.  

However, if we understand the cross as a liberating event which demands a concrete 

response from the followers of Jesus, we hear a call to partner with God’s ongoing 

liberating work in the world.  We understand that God entered into human suffering in 

                                                
is also recorded in Matthew 16:24 and Mark 8:34. I’m partial to Luke’s version, which calls for 
the need to take up one’s cross “daily.”  
14 James H. Cone, (The Cross and the Lynching Tree), 73.  
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order to bring an end to it, and subsequently that black theology has much to teach us 

about the implications for a lived theology of the cross.    

      J. Deotis Roberts calls for a black theology that provides an “understanding in faith 

and ethics adequate for the liberation mission of the black church.”15  He makes it clear 

that liberation and reconciliation lie at the heart of black theology.  The primary work of 

Christ is the liberating of the oppressed from the dehumanizing and life-draining realities 

inherent in oppression.  Likewise, the work of Christ is seen as reconciling all people to 

God, and people of all races together in a bond of mutuality and equality.   

     This truth is illustrated in Robert’s theology of the cross.  He makes it clear that “the 

ministry of the cross is reconciliation,” seeing in the black Messiah the one who “enters 

into our black experience,” suffering in solidarity to bring about liberation and 

reconciliation.  This is a reconciliation to God and neighbor made possible through 

God’s redemptive work through the cross of Jesus.  “Black men and women, reconciled 

to God through the cross of Christ, but who through their suffering, their own cross-

bearing, share the depth of his suffering, are purified, mellowed, and heightened in 

sensitivity and compassion.”16 

      Fundamental to black theology is the understanding that God stands on the side of 

the oppressed, identifying with the weakest and most vulnerable among us.  Cone saw 

this specifically at work in the racial inequalities and practices of oppression recorded in 

American history, as well as current problems of systemic racism in American society.   

                                                
15 J. Deotis Roberts, A Black Political Theology (Louisville, Kentucky:  Westminster John Knox, 
1974), 124.  
16 J. Deotis Roberts, (Liberation and Reconciliation – A Black Theology), 81.  
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For Cone it was clear, God stands on the side of the oppressed blacks, over against the 

purveyors of white oppression.   

       In considering a right response to God’s saving work through Christ on the cross, 

it’s evident to me that any attempt at living a robust theology of the cross requires a 

willingness to identify and address practices and attitudes, both religious and political, 

that support and perpetuate systems of injustice and oppression.   A cruciform pulpit 

can be a dangerous place.   I wonder how often I’ve helped to perpetuate a comfortable 

and comforting cross without demands.  If our theology of the cross is limited to simply 

understanding that our individual sins are forgiven because of God’s redeeming work 

through Jesus’ death on the cross, and that through faith in that saving act we are 

assured the blessings of heaven when we have escaped this imperfect life, then we can 

too easily accept the injustices of this world as merely the inescapable fruit of a sinful 

and fallen humanity.   

     Cone sees the cross as the inescapable burden that must be borne by all who join 

the struggle for freedom.17  Karen Baker-Fletcher, reflecting on the decision of Mamie 

Till-Mobley in 1955 to have her son’s casket open so the world could see the grotesque 

horrors of lynching murders, pointed to her “Christ-like willingness to risk her own life by 

making every effort to bring her son’s lynchers to justice” as an example of cross-

bearing that is “willing to risk your own life in the process in the call for justice.”18  James 

                                                
17 Cone (The Cross and the Lynching Tree), 151.  
18 Karen Baker-Fletcher, “More than Suffering – The Healing and Resurrecting Spirit of God”. 
Womanist Theological Ethics.  Katie Geneva Cannon, Emilie M. Townes and Angela D. Sims 
editors.  (Louisville, Kentucky:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 159.  Baker-Fletcher 
points out that the body of Emmett Till was viewed in an open casket for four days by thousands 
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Cone points out that the mother of the brutally murdered Emmitt Till saw the connection 

between her son’s lynching and Christ’s crucifixion, recalling her words, “Lord you gave 

your son to remedy a condition, but who knows, what the death of my only son might 

bring an end to lynching.”19      

       At the heart of black theology is the belief that God stands on the side of the 

oppressed, seeing in the cross the God who has entered specifically into the suffering of 

oppressed blacks.  Fundamental to this theology of the cross is solidarity and liberation, 

solidarity with those who suffer and the struggle to liberate them from it.  Cone sees in 

the cross the God who has placed God’s self “in the midst of crucified people, in the 

midst of people who are hung, shot, burned and tortured.”20  Martin Hengel strikes a 

similar tone, pointing out that “the earliest Christian message of the crucified messiah 

demonstrated the ‘solidarity’ of the love of God with the unspeakable suffering of those 

who were tortured and put to death by human cruelty.”21 

       It was the understanding of God’s redemptive work through the suffering of Jesus 

on the cross that enabled oppressed blacks to hold fast to their faith, to not give up 

hope, and to hear a call to action in the struggle for liberation.  Cone asserts that “it was 

Jesus’ cross that sent people protesting in the streets, seeking to change the social 

structures of racial oppression.”22 

                                                
and served as a significant moment striking at the heart of America’s conscience, representing 
his mother’s refusal to accept the cultural cross of oppression, and taking up the cross of Christ 
in a courageous fight against injustice.    
19 Cone (The Cross and the Lynching Tree), 67.  Cone puts the number of those who viewed 
the open casket of Emmett Till at six hundred thousand.   
20 James Cone (The Cross and the Lynching Tree), 26.  
21 Martin Hengel (Crucifixion), 88.  
22 James Cone (The Cross and the Lynching Tree), 28.  



 

72 
 

 
   

      Born out of the experience of racial oppression, their theology of the cross allowed 

blacks to live boldly into the hope of God’s ultimate redemptive work in the cross, 

enabling them to embrace the steadfast belief that “The final word about black life is not 

death on a lynching tree but redemption in the cross – a miraculously transformed life 

found in the God of the gallows.”23  

        Born out of the oppressive conditions of slavery and lynching, cultivated through 

Jim Crow days of segregation laws, the denial of civil rights and the continual realities of 

racial inequality and oppression in American society, black theology finds in Jesus’ 

death on the cross a tangible expression of God’s loving solidarity, opposition to 

oppression and injustice in all its forms, and finally a divine source of liberation that calls 

for human involvement.   Cone sees in the paradox of the cross, a “symbol of death and 

defeat” that God has turned “into a sign of liberation and new life.”  As such, “the cross 

is the most empowering symbol of God’s loving solidarity with ‘the least of these.’”24 

 

     Liberation Theology  

      From a theology of liberation born out of the black experience of white oppression, 

we turn now to explore liberation theology that grew out of a Latin American response to 

                                                
23 Ibid. 23.  I’m struck here by the phrase, “God of the gallows”.  It brings to mind a powerful 
image from Elie Wiesel’s, Night, which is an account of his personal experience of the horrors of 
living in a Nazi concentration camp.  He describes the gruesome death of a young boy this way 
– “And so he remained for more than half an hour, lingering between life and death, writhing 
before our eyes.  And we were forced to look at him at close range.  He was still alive when I 
passed him.  His tongue was still red, his eyes not yet extinguished.  Behind me, I heard the 
same man asking:  ‘For God’s sake, where is God?’  And from within me, I heard a voice 
answer:  ‘Where He is?  This is where – hanging here from the gallows….’” Elie Wiesel, Night 
(New York:  Hill and Wang, A Division of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1958), 65.  
24 James Cone (The Cross and the Lynching Tree), 156.  
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the horrors and degradation of European colonialism and that continues to struggle 

against global inequities perpetrated by the powerful.  At the heart of a theology of 

liberation, birthed out of human need in Central America is the recognition, as with the 

case of black theology, that God stands on the side of the oppressed and marginalized, 

with a special emphasis on the poor and impoverished.  As we pivot our focus now to 

the liberation theology born in Latin America, we will especially look for the implications 

of a cruciform theology for the impoverished.   

     In identifying the poor, Leonardo and Clodovis Boff suggest two primary categories – 

the socio-economically poor, those who “are deprived of the necessary means of 

subsistence – food, clothing, shelter, basic health care, elementary education and 

work,”  and the evangelically poor, those who align themselves with their impoverished 

brothers and sisters, who “establish solidarity with the economically poor and even 

identify with them, just as the historical Jesus did.”25   

     Liberation theology is built on the understanding that God stands on the side of the 

poor, and to be in relationship with God requires being in relationship with the poor.   To 

walk in communion with Christ is to walk in communion and solidarity with the poor.   

The judgement of the nations, or the parable of the sheep and goats, recorded in 

Matthew 25:31-46 is a critical text.  As Jesus is found in the hungry, the thirsty, the 

stranger, the naked, the sick and imprisoned, “the least of these,” he is incarnate in the 

                                                
25 Leonardo Boff, Clodovis Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology (Maryknoll, New York:  Orbis 
Books, 1994), 46-48.  
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26poor.  Boff points out that “only those who commune in history with the poor and 

needy, who are Christ’s sacraments, will commune definitively with Christ.”27   

     The theme of God’s siding with the poor over the rich is on display in Mary’s Song of 

Praise (Luke 1:46-55) after the birth of Jesus has been foretold to her by the Angel 

Gabriel.  “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; 

he has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:52-53).  

      Mary is a key figure in Latin American liberation theology.  And it is precisely her 

lowly estate and the ordinariness of her life that elevates her to such a place of 

veneration, enabling her to be a figure for whom the ordinary people find commonality.   

Boff explains,  

She is Mary from Nazareth, a woman of the people, who observed the popular 
religious customs of the time (the presentation of Jesus in the temple and the 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem [Luke 2:21 and 41]), who visited her relatives (Luke 
1:39), who would not miss a wedding (John 2), who worried about her son (Luke 
2:48-51; Mark 3:31-32), and who followed him to the foot of the cross, as any 
devoted mother would have done (John 19:25).  Because of this ordinariness, 
and not in spite of it, Mary was everything that faith proclaims her to be for God 
did ‘great things’ for her (Luke 1:49).28  
 

     In many respects identifying with Mary is an identification with the suffering of Jesus 

on the cross for the poor and impoverished of Latin America.  As Jesus suffered and 

died in solidarity with the poor, mistreated, abused and broken people of Central 

America, so Mary represents for the people a venerated figure representative of the 

                                                
26 While Matthew’s Beatitudes (Matthew 5:1-11) offer a more spiritual rendering - “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit” and “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,” Luke 
interprets Jesus as the One who brings good news to those who were experiencing real 
physical poverty.   
27 Ibid, 45.  
28 Leonardo Boff, Clodovis Boff (Introducing Liberation Theology), 57.  
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sorrows of the poor and downtrodden, often becoming the name-sake for the people’s 

suffering.  Boff maintains that “There is no part of Latin America in which the name of 

Mary is not given to persons, cities, mountains, and innumerable shrines.  Mary loves 

the poor of Latin America.”29 

     In reflecting on Jesus’ words from the cross to the beloved disciple and Mary (John 

19:26-27), Boff recognizes Mary “as Eve, the mother of all the living, the mother of the 

sons and daughters of God.”30  Seeing Mary in this relational way, enables liberation 

theologians in the Americas to see Mary as a corrective to the conquerors coercive use 

of the cross that has been propagated in oppressive ways as a means of domination 

and control which remains a lived reality for many of the poor and impoverished men 

and women of Latin America.   For Boff, the implications of Jesus’ words from the cross 

not only change the relationship between the beloved disciple and Mary but serves to 

extend the brotherhood and sisterhood of all humanity to the maternal figure of Mary.  In 

this way, Mary joins the solidarity of suffering with Jesus.  This sentiment is beautifully 

displayed in the closing words of Boff’s prayer offered for the stations of the cross,  

“Mother of Nazareth, Mother of Guadalupe, Mother of the Americas, reunite all your 

children, all the inhabitants of the earth, so that we may be one people and one family of 

many faces and colors. Amen.”31   

                                                
29 Ibid, 58.  
30 Leonardo Boff, “Station XII Jesus on the Cross Gives His Mother to His Disciple”, Way of the 
Cross, The Passion of Christ in the Americas , Edited by Virgil Elizondo (Lanham, Boulder, New 
York, Oxford:  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1992), 89.  
31 Ibid, 92.  



 

76 
 

 
   

       In ways very similar to the connection James Cone draws between Jesus’ 

crucifixion and the lynching of blacks, Jon Sobrino identifies the victims of murderous 

oppression as today’s crucified.  He writes,  

Today Golgotha has many names: Sumpul in El Salvador; Huehuetenengo in 
Guatemala; and the children starving to death in Ethiopia and many other 
countries. The native inhabitants of these sites are the crucified people, making up 
in their flesh what is lacking in the passion of Christ himself.32  
 

      Jose Oscar Beozzo points to Christ’s solidarity with the suffering of Latin America, 

seeing modern day afflictions as new expressions of his crucifixion.   

Lord, it is true, 
you are crucified anew, 
in El Salvador and Nicaragua, 
in wars of low intensity 
that kill by night and effectively 
those who fight for peace. 
 
On the cross, Lord, they are nailing 
the peasants of Mexico, 
in the fields of marijuana, 
menaced by the narco squad 
and rounded up by the police. 
In Bolivia they are crucifying 
Quechuas and Aymaras 
driven from the high plateau 
to the forest land below.33 
 

      Key to a faithful theology of the cross for Sobrino is the recognition of the ongoing 

crucifixions suffered by the weak at the hands of the strong, the continual sufferings 

                                                
32 Jon Sobrino, “Station XIII Jesus Dies on the Cross”, Way of the Cross, The Passion of Christ 
in the Americas, Edited by Virgil Elizondo (Lanham, Boulder, New York, Oxford:  Rowman & 
Littlefield, Inc., 1992), 95.  
33 Jose Oscar Beozzo “Station X Jesus Is Crucified” Way of the Cross, The Passion of Christ in 
the Americas (Lanham, Boulder, New York, Oxford:  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
1992), 75.  
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inflicted by oppressors on the oppressed.  Liberation theology offers a challenging word 

to first world Christianity which seems far removed from the plight of the impoverished 

of Central America.  For one thing we are challenged to consider the degree to which 

the comforts we enjoy are complicit with a painful past of conquest responsible for 500 

years of oppression, horrors out of which Latin American liberation theology was 

birthed.  Sobrino offers biting words about our inability to acknowledge and address the 

suffering that is still so evidenced.  “If we are not moved by today’s crosses in all their 

crudeness and cruelty, what is the point of being moved by the cross of Jesus which we 

no longer see?”34 

     Of course, human suffering extends far beyond Latin America.  And any attempt at a 

robust theology of the cross must surely include a sincere attempt to use the cross as a 

way of seeing.  The cross calls us to see the plight of our neighbor, like the unfortunate 

traveler in the Parable of the Good Samaritan, to not distance ourselves on the other 

side of the road, but to notice, to see, and in seeing draw near to help.  The cross calls 

us to see the neighbor as a sister or brother, calling us to be a neighbor to those in 

need.  Susan Grove Eastman draws an imaginative parallel from the cross-shaped 

forehead ashes received on Ash Wednesday, to the frontal lobe of the brain that 

controls behavior. “The mark of the cross as an inscription on the frontal lobe, and not 

merely as a visible sign on the forehead, shapes perceptions and actions rather than 

                                                
34 Ibid, 95.  
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merely appearances. It is not primarily about how one looks to others, but how one 

looks at others.”35 

      The global need can seem overwhelming.  Even trying to address the needs of our 

neighbors down the street at times can be daunting.  But whatever the way of the cross 

means, it must at least be a way of seeing that cannot be unseen, a way of seeing that 

creates a burden of love that will not allow us to remain on the other side of the road, 

that will not allow us to remain in the indecisive comfort of our own attempted ignorance 

which justifies inaction.  One of the three dimensions Dorothee Soelle identifies in 

reflecting on the implications of cross-carrying is “making the invisible visible.”  She 

argues that the call to take up the cross is not an abstract idea but a concrete reality.  

The cross provides a way of seeing that includes those often hidden from view of the 

comfortable, a way of seeing that acknowledges the humanity of those regularly treated 

in dehumanizing ways, that sees the dignity of the defamed and demeaned and that 

moves us toward solidarity in suffering on behalf of others.  The cross convicts us of our 

comfortable blindness, enabling us to see how our welfare is yoked to the welfare of the 

suffering other.  Soelle writes, “To make visible the people who are invisible and who 

have been hushed up belongs to the continual process of revelation.”36   Jon Sobrino’s 

prayer at the conclusion of his meditation on the stations of the cross is haunting. 

Forgive us, O Lord, for not wanting to see the millions of poor people crucified by 
the injustices of this world; for not wanting to see the cross as the mirror image of 
our deepest reality. 

                                                
35 Susan Grove Eastman. “Ashes on the Frontal Lobe: Paul’s This-Worldy Apocalyptic 
Imagination”, Pauline Epistles, Society of Biblical Literature (1980), 17. 
36 Dorothee Soelle (Choosing Life), 55-58. The other two dimensions she names are “breaking 
with neutrality” and “sharing a vision.” 
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Lord, grant us remorse and repentance.  Help us to change.  Grant that we may 
share the pain of those who are dying on the cross right now and transform their 
sorrow into a dynamic force that can change and redeem our destructive world 
from its coming death.  Help us to be instruments of new life and never 
instruments of death.  Amen.37 

 
       Dorothee Soelle points out that “Christ sees the world with the eyes of the 

victimized,” and consequently understands that Jesus’ command to “‘Take up your 

cross and follow me’ means: join the battle.  Give up your neutrality.”38  She laments the 

tendency of the middle class to remain in the comfort of neutral non-commitment, 

recalling Kierkegaard’s critique of such “endless reflection,” that easily leads to “eternal 

indecision.”39  Like Kierkegaard, she identifies this inability to courageously choose to 

join the struggle of the oppressed as its own kind of bondage, reminding us that we 

cannot avoid choosing where we will stand, whether with the oppressed or the 

oppressor, because ultimately “Neutrality is impossible.  The person who doesn’t make 

up his mind has made it up already.”40   

     Any theology of the cross which fails to wrestle with the demands of the cross must 

be viewed with a strong degree of suspicion.  Any understanding of God’s saving work 

in Christ that ignores Jesus’ cross-bearing demands is a self-serving projection of our 

desires for a comfortable Christianity free from suffering and struggle.  Theodore 

Jennings sees in Jesus’ cross-bearing call, a summons to a life willing to suffer on 

behalf of the suffering.  It is not a call to suffer for suffering sake, but a call to live a life 

                                                
37 Jon Sobrino (“Jesus Dies on the Cross” Way of the Cross), 99.  
38 Dorothee Soelle, Choosing Life (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers), 55.  
39 Ibid, 52.  
40 Ibid. 53.  
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that stands in solidarity with the oppressed that can easily place us in a position of 

suffering and even martyrdom. 

When Jesus called upon his understudies to ‘take up their cross,’ he was calling 
on them not to be passive victims of the systems and structures of oppression, 
exclusion, and condemnation, but to become agents who confronted those 
structures in such a way that their own lives would be placed in jeopardy.  That is, 
the most obvious sense of bearing the cross is that of joining with Christ in the 
exposure to martyrdom.41 

 
      This is perhaps one of the profound challenges for the proclamation of a cruciform 

gospel in settings where privilege is far more evident than any self-awareness of that 

privilege.  Those environments are ripe for the growth of theologies of the cross that are 

limited to spiritual, other-worldly implications that fail to address adequately questions of 

power, justice and oppression.  Leslie Newbigin makes it clear however, that “The 

privilege of the Christian life cannot be sought apart from its responsibilities.”  He calls 

the church out of comfortable pews and into the active struggle in solidarity with, and on 

behalf of, the suffering and oppressed.  He maintains that, “The place of the church is 

thus not in the seats of the establishment but in the camps and marching columns of the 

protestors,” and that to “follow Jesus on the way of the Cross must mean to be on the 

side of those who suffer from the powers of the established order and not of those who 

wield these powers.”42  Scot McKnight stresses the implications of a lived theology of 

the cross on the community of faith, envisioning the daily denial of self that is necessary 

in shaping a cruciform character.    

                                                
41 Theodore W. Jennings Jr.  Transforming Atonement, A Political Theology of the Cross 
(Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 2009), 106.  
42 Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks, the Gospel and Western Culture (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan:  William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1986), 124-145.  
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A life shaped by the cross is a life bent on dying daily to self in order to love God, 
self, others, and the world.  And a life shaped by the cross sees in the cross God 
becoming the victim, identifying with the victim, suffering injustice, and shaping a 
cruciform pattern of life for all who would follow Jesus.  The cross reshapes all of 
life.43 
 

     Liberation theology is a theology that calls for action.  In the cross the people find 

comfort in the One who died in solidarity with human suffering.  But the message of the 

cross doesn’t end in the comfort of solidarity.  For the cross to carry good news to those 

who are suffering there must also be the message of liberation.  The cross issues a call 

to join in the struggle of human suffering in order to fight against the injustices inherent 

in that suffering.  And in the struggle, the cross offers a perpetual word of hope that the 

liberating work of Christ will ultimately bring human suffering to an end.  Leonardo Boff 

points to Jesus as the One who “seeks to defend the rights of all, but especially the 

rights of the poor, the lowly, the sick and the alienated.”44  In pondering the relevance 

for Jesus’ crucifixion today, he finds deep meaning in the recognition that “The whole 

life of Christ was a giving, a being-for-others,” pointing to his willingness to live his life 

fully on behalf of others.  He notes the ultimate meaning of Jesus’ life and death is 

found in that “he sustained the fundamental conflict of human existence to the end,” 

believing that, “For Jesus, evil does not exist in order to be comprehended, but to be 

taken over and conquered by love.”45 

 

   

                                                
43 Scot McKnight, A Community Called Atonement (Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 2007), 69. 
44 Leonardo Boff, Jesus Christ Liberator, A Critical Theology for Our Time (Maryknoll, New York:  
Orbis Books, 1972), 284.  
45 Ibid, 118-119.  
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    Feminist Theology 

    Traditional Christian theologies surrounding the cross have been viewed as 

particularly problematic by feminist theologians.  Concerns have been raised about the 

patriarchal nature of Christian thinking and practices that have proved to be oppressive 

toward women, with specific concerns raised concerning the violence lurking behind 

atonement theories believed to be responsible for the victimization of women and 

children.  Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker speak for many feminist 

theologians when they maintain that “Christianity is an abusive theology that glorifies 

suffering.”46  While many feminist theologians call for a significant theological 

reorientation regarding the cross, there are some who call for a complete abandoning of 

traditional Christian symbolism due to its heavy influence on patriarchal prejudice.  Mary 

Daly is perhaps one of the most well-known proponents of such a move.    

         Daly challenges the foundational Jewish and Christian belief that human beings 

are created in the image of God, pointing to this as a projection of a patriarchal bias that 

has fueled oppressive theologies toward women.  Subsequently, she is able to align 

herself with atheistic expressions of feminist thought intent on “iconoclasm – the 

breaking of idols” especially when it seeks to abolish “internalized images of male 

superiority, on the plan of exorcizing them from consciousness and from the cultural 

institutions that breed them.”47  This view extends to the historic theological claims of 

                                                
46 Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker.  “For God So Loved the World”, Christianity, 
Patriarchy, and Abuse – A Feminist Critique.  Joanne Carlson Brown and Carole R. Bohn, 
editors (Cleveland, Ohio:  The Pilgrim Press, 1989), 26.  
47 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father – Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1973), 29. 
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the incarnation, challenging the notion of a male savior.  Daly asserts, “The idea of a 

unique male savior may be seen as one more legitimation of patriarchal religion’s 

‘original sin’ of servitude to patriarchy itself.”48  For Daly, the male savior only serves to 

widen the gulf between women and God, imposing upon them a patriarchally created 

idealized role as the subservient victim, with its expectations of “sacrificial love, passive 

acceptance of suffering, humiliation, meekness, etc.”  She laments that “since women 

cannot be ‘good’ enough to measure up to this ideal, and since all are by sexual 

definition alien from the male savior, this is an impossible model,” which means women 

are “plunged more deeply into victimization.”49 

     The reality of abuse suffered by women, especially to the extent that the abuse has 

found religious justification, is a deep concern that lies at the heart of feminist theology.  

Brown and Parker believe that traditional views of the cross and predominant Christian 

practices have been culpable in the abuse and oppression of women.  They argue that 

“Christianity has been a primary – in many women’s lives the primary – force in shaping 

our acceptance of abuse.”50  Viewing historic atonement theologies as particularly 

responsible, they maintain that “Christian theology with atonement at the center still 

encourages martyrdom and victimization.  It pervades our society.  Our internalization of 

this theology traps us in an almost unbreakable cycle of abuse.”51   

                                                
48 Ibid, 71.  
49 Ibid, 77.  
50 Brown and Parker (“For God So Loved the World”, Christianity, Patriarchy, and Abuse – A 
Feminist Critique, Brown and Bohn Editors), 2.  
51 Ibid, 3.  
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      Brown and Parker reject outright the notion of the need for any theology of the 

atonement.  Stating that there is “no need to be saved by Jesus’ death from some 

original sin,” but rather pointing to the need to be “liberated from the oppression of 

racism, classism, and sexism, that is, from patriarchy.”  They suggest a view of Jesus 

as “one manifestation of Immanuel but not uniquely so,” that “no one was saved by the 

death of Jesus,” and that “suffering is never redemptive.”52  They also maintain that “to 

sanction the suffering and death of Jesus,” even to see it as an act of solidarity that 

joins the struggle against human suffering, “only serves to perpetuate the acceptance of 

the very suffering against which one is struggling.”  They argue that “The glorification of 

anyone’s suffering allows the glorification of all suffering.”53 In many ways, Brown and 

Parker offer views influenced by, and in agreement with, Mary Daly.   

      Other feminist theologians have shown greater willingness to retain Christian 

language, symbolism and tradition, while still offering strong critiques of the problematic 

interpretive approaches to Christianity they find in need of addressing.  Like many 

theologians who speak with a deep feminist sensibility, Elizabeth Johnson points out 

that the suffering imagery inherent in Christian theology around the life and death of 

Jesus has too often been used in oppressive ways toward the most vulnerable, 

especially women and children.  She points out that whenever suffering is held up as 

the ideal for proper Christian piety, the weakest and most vulnerable are often 

victimized and called upon to accept their suffering as a Christ-like gesture.  Many 

feminist theologians remind us that to speak of the redemptive quality of suffering is 

                                                
52 Ibid, 27.  
53 Ibid, 23.  
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deeply problematic when it reinforces abuse and violence.  It this way traditional 

theologies of the cross have been identified as unhealthy, and even dangerous, for 

women and children who are the victims of domestic, societal and religious abuse.  And 

while Johnson warns that “the dark side of such language is its potential to play into 

women’s passive victimization by glorifying suffering,” she sees value in a theology that 

stresses the God who suffers actively with victims of violence, the God “whose glory is 

the human being and, specifically, women, fully alive,” allowing the symbol of the 

suffering God to become empowering and life-giving for women.54 

      Instead of dismissing the cross itself, Johnson rejects oppressive theologies of the 

cross that have served to support a patriarchal system of victimization.  She writes, 

Above all, the cross is raised as a challenge to the natural rightness of male 
dominating rule.  The crucified Jesus embodies the exact opposite of the 
patriarchal ideal of the powerful man, and shows the steep price to be paid in the 
struggle for liberation.   The cross thus stands as a poignant symbol of the ‘kenosis 
of patriarchy,’ the self-emptying of male dominating power in favor of the new 
humanity of compassionate service and mutual empowerment.55 
 

She rightly credits feminist theologians with challenging previously unquestioned 

patriarchally-based assumptions of the alignment of God-ordained power with cultural 

and religious power dynamics.  She points to interpretive practices that have correctly 

highlighted the gender-inclusive nature of Jesus’ public ministry, reminding us “how the 

gospel story of Jesus resists being used to justify patriarchal dominance in any form.”   

In a departure from the thinking of Mary Daly, regarding the problematic nature of the 

                                                
54 Elizabeth A. Johnson, (She Who Is – The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse), 
271.   
55 Ibid, 160-121. Johnson borrows the term “kenosis of patriarchy” from Rosemary Radford 
Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 137.  
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Savior’s gender, Johnson believes that the male-ness of Jesus made his inclusive 

practices and his love-based teachings even more counter-cultural.  She points out that, 

“If in a patriarchal culture a woman had preached compassionate love and enacted a 

style of authority that serves, she would have most certainly have been greeted with a 

colossal shrug.”56 

     Arnfridur Gudmundsdotir is numbered among those who readily point to the need for 

a reordering of interpretive approaches to historic hermeneutical Christian teaching and 

practice, while refusing to reject historic claims of Christ’s divinity and God’s efficacious 

work on the cross.  While acknowledging that historic teachings around the suffering of 

Christ often cast undue burdens of unnecessary suffering on women at the hands of 

men, casting them in a martyr’s role, she suggests that “is radically different when 

women’s oppression and their faith against its causes is understood as a participation in 

God’s work against evil.  Then the cross of Christ represents God’s concerned and 

active presence in our human condition instead of a passive presence.”  Again, with 

Johnson and others, she looks to the interpretations of the cross, rather than the cross 

itself, as problematic and oppressive.  She points out that “If God’s loving nature is 

revealed in Jesus’ work and words and God is truly involved in the suffering and death 

of Jesus on the cross, then, despite examples of abused interpretations of the cross, 

theology of the cross can truly become a theology of hope for all suffering people.”57 

                                                
56 Ibid, 160.  
57 Arnfridur Gudmundsdotir, Meeting God at the Cross (New York:  Oxford University Press, 
2010) 128. 
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       Though cognizant of the legitimacy of concerns raised by feminist theologians 

regarding patriarchally-informed theologies that have served to “justify women’s 

suffering,” she finds in the cross a viable symbol which has allowed women “to 

experience Jesus’ solidarity with them not only in their suffering but also in their fight 

against unjust suffering.”58    Rather than setting the cross aside, she believes a faithful 

theology of the cross is possible that can serve as both solidarity in suffering and the 

struggle against it.  She argues for “a feminist reconstruction of a theology of the cross” 

in order to “show the patriarchal distortion of traditional Christology” and to “retrieve 

concealed dimensions in the classical interpretation of the person and work of Christ.”59    

She points to the message of the cross as both passive and active, maintaining that the 

“passive aspect demonstrated Jesus’ solidarity with women in their suffering,” while the 

active aspect is “found in his empowering of women in their struggle for liberation.”60 

     Gudmundsdotir argues that it is not the cross itself that should be seen as abusive, 

but rather the ways it’s meaning has been abused by oppressive forces.  Like its 

perversion in the hands of the Ku Klux Klan as a symbol of white superiority justifying 

the mistreatment of blacks, and the planting of the cross in Latin American soil by 

conquering colonizing bands, it is the theologies surrounding the cross that have served 

to impose a posture of suffering on women and children which is subsequently the 

problem.  While referring to the theology of the cross as an “abused,” rather than an 

“abusive” theology, she still acknowledges the critiques of Mary Daly and others, who 

                                                
58 Ibid, 116.  
59 Ibid, 118.  
60 Ibid, 118.  
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see in the cross the “glorification of suffering,” pointing to the oft-quoted condemnation 

of the cross as “divine child abuse,” and the belief among some feminist theologians 

that “patriarchal Christianity has not only justified but actually prompted the abuse of 

women and children.”61 

      Gudmundsdotir offers a feminist approach to a theology of the cross which affirms 

the belief that God is fully present in the suffering and death of Jesus, is deeply affected 

by the death of Jesus, and is consequently affected by all human suffering.   This, for 

Gudmundsdotir, is the passive nature of the cross, the God who suffers in solidarity with 

the suffering of humanity, the God who is particularly present in the lives of the most 

vulnerable and oppressed.  However if God is seen purely as a God who suffers there is 

no redemptive quality to be found.  God’s suffering is not only a suffering with, but a 

suffering in order that, those who are suffering can find the strength and courage to 

struggle against the oppressive forces that bind them.   This is especially important for 

women and children who have endured suffering because of religious teachings that 

have encouraged it.  Gudmundsdotir sees this to be of vital importance for the church, 

so that the church can be a redemptive community that embodies the attributes of 

God’s passive and active suffering in the cross, enabling the church to reject oppressive 

theologies while empowering victims of violence to find both solace and strength in the 

cross.  She believes a reconstruction of the theology of the cross that resists oppressive 

patriarchal tendencies can serve as both a source of courage and renewed strength, 

giving abused women the “hope of liberation from their suffering, when God, who 

                                                
61 Ibid, 118-120.  
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sustains them, eventually transforms their suffering and eliminates the forces of evil.”62  

Still, she calls on the church to be ever mindful of the problematic interpretive 

approaches that have caused women to suffer abuse in the name of faithful Christ-like 

submission and suffering.  “The fact that the cross has been used to justify, or even 

glorify, suffering as a consequence of self-sacrifice, obedience, and passive submission 

to any form of abusive behavior should never be forgotten.”63 

     While Darby Kathleen Ray agrees that it’s important for the church to acknowledge 

the ways in which theologies of the cross have proved to be deeply problematic for the 

world’s most vulnerable, she also resists the temptation of many feminist theologians to 

reject the cross.  Ray asserts that, 

To do away with the doctrine of atonement is to do away with any theology of the 
cross; it is to ignore the fact that there is meaning in the suffering and death of 
Jesus, that here we learn something genuinely new about God, and something 
devastatingly ancient about human nature.  The alternative is a theology of glory, 
which sees God in power, in happiness and prestige.64 
 

     Ray points out that, while a theology of glory can easily resonate with first world 

privilege, for those who are numbered among the weak and vulnerable, those living in 

the midst of third world realities or who have experienced inequality and oppression due 

to race or gender, such a theology fails to speak to the hope of liberation.    

      In seeking to cultivate a theology of the cross that can speak faithfully to the 

concerns raised by contemporary feminist theologians, Ray stresses the importance of 

seeing the cross as a vehicle for a reconciled relationship with God and neighbor.  At 

                                                
62 Ibid, 142.  
63 Ibid, 143.  
64 Darby Kathleen Ray (deceiving the Devil – atonement, abuse, and ransom), 83.  
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the heart of this restored and reconciled relationship is the negation of the evils inherent 

in a hierarchical system of patriarchal abuse and oppression which lies at the heart of 

problematic practices of Christianity.  The corrective to an unhealthy hierarchy is a 

healthy community, based on mutuality.   Ray points out that many feminist theologians 

prefer the language of “eros” to speak to this restored relationship of mutuality.  “Eros, 

or embodied love characterized by mutuality, is understood to be the criterion of 

relationship; that is, it is not merely any relationship that is reconciling, redemptive, 

healing, but only those based on a gentle reciprocity between partners.”  To see the 

cross as God’s reconciling and restorative work in this manner, allows for both an 

understanding and appreciation for solidarity with suffering and liberation from it, 

embodied in a life-giving and affirming community of mutual respect, love and 

understanding.  “Atonement, or reconciliation, takes place in and through ‘right 

relationship,’ through the establishment of relations of justice, empathy, and respect.”65 

     Sally Purvis embraces the theme of “eroticism” which she defines as “the power of 

life,” pointing to the fundamental role of restored relationships in the building of 

authentic communities that embody God’s love in transformative ways.   She maintains 

the contemporary feminist view that the power of life “offers the best hermeneutic of 

Paul’s understanding of the power of the cross,” offering “a powerful resource for the 

normative features of contemporary Christian community.”66  She argues that central to 

Paul’s vision of a cross-shaped community is a reorientation of how power is 

                                                
65 Ibid, 105.  
66 Sally B. Purvis. The Power of the Cross – Foundations for a Christian Feminist Ethic of 
Community (Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 1993), 69.  
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understood and expressed.  While all theologies of liberation bear witness to the 

inherent problems caused by abuses of power, whether embodied by white superiority 

and racism, colonizing invaders or oppressive patriarchal systems, the power of the 

cross seeks to deconstruct life-limiting and oppressive power structures while creating 

communal expressions of mutuality where power resides in the transformative love of 

God revealed in the cross. 

    Key to this understanding, for Purvis, is the rejection of “power as control.” And this is 

only possible when we allow the cross to pose a “serious hermeneutical challenge to 

our understanding of power and reality as it did for Paul.”67  She focuses on the role of 

the faith community to embody a message of the cross that is life-giving and centered in 

God’s love.  She argues against a theology of the cross that justifies control and 

enables oppressive power by individuals or groups, rather she calls for a theology of the 

cross that encourages an openness to the power of life, trusting in the power of love.  

While some feminist theologians have sought to dismiss the message of the cross 

altogether due to problematic theologies co-opted by religious power structures which 

have historically been oppressive to women, a number of feminist theologians like Sally 

Purvis argue for a reinterpretation of the cross rather than a rejection of it.   

       Her views are grounded in the communal relationships of mutuality, the fruit of 

cruciform congregational character.  It is a reminder that a theology of the cross only 

has meaning if it is a lived theology.  If our views about the cross are simply the stuff of 

academic papers or doctrinal discussions, then the message of the cross is relegated to 
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the misty recesses of time, something akin to mere religious artifacts we unearth from 

the tomb just before the annual Easter egg hunt.        

      Purvis sees control as a central aspect of coming to terms with the message of the 

cross.  In our world control is wielded by the powerful.  As such, it can easily be a tool of 

manipulation.  To have control over others is to have the ability to bend them to our will.  

She points out that God’s power revealed through the cross stands in opposition to 

worldly assumptions of power and practices of control.  She argues that “The power of 

the cross, the power of God, the power of life, the power of love simply is not amenable 

to our categories of experience if those categories emanate from the expectations and 

values of control.”68        

       “Violence did its worst, and love and life went on.”69  Purvis’ words about God’s 

victory embodied in the cross can serve as a reminder to us of the mystery of God’s 

love, a love that was not vanquished in the crucifixion of Jesus, a love that continues to 

be embodied in the church.  Though often fragmented, easily bruised and in continual 

need of confession and repentance, the church remains the Spirit-birthed body of Christ 

in the world, serving as an ongoing testimony and living witness to the presence of the 

resurrected Lord.  

       Purvis’ reflections on the cross offer a good and hopeful reminder to us as we 

navigate our world that is so often fraught with suffering, deeply divided, and continually 

blanketed with darkness.  Just as violence, manipulative control and oppressive power 
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could not defeat God’s redemptive work in Christ on the cross, the evil principalities and 

powers will not be able to subvert God’s restorative plans for all of creation.   

      In the pursuit of a robust theology of the cross, theologians from the traditions of 

black theology, liberation theology and feminist theology provide helpful critiques and 

vital perspectives, exposing the various ways theologies of the cross have been used in 

oppressive and destructive ways, while providing helpful and hopeful correctives to 

abuses perpetrated in the name of God.  Their voices remind us of the problematic 

ways religious language can be used, calling us to find our own right response and the 

right response of the faith community to unjust suffering, partnering with the God 

revealed in the cross who stands in solidarity with those who suffer, joining in the 

struggle against the principalities and powers responsible for unjust human suffering.   
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Chapter 4 
 

Implications for Preaching 
 
 

     In thinking about the mystery, work and art of preaching, often one of the most 

valuable experiences for me is sitting in the pew while visiting another congregation 

while on vacation.  I’m sure my experience is not unlike that of other preachers.  In my 

return to the pew on a Sunday morning, I find myself wondering why the preacher made 

a particular move in the sermon, critiquing the use of illustrations, thinking how I might 

would have handled a text differently, and sometimes fighting against my mind’s 

stubborn determination to think about lunch.    

     I find value in returning to the pew from time to time because it reminds me of the 

relationship between the pulpit and the pew, recalling to mind for me the need to 

acknowledge and honor the congregational gift offered to the preacher on any given 

Sunday, the gift of sitting reasonably still while making valiant attempts at attentiveness 

for 15 – 20 minutes.  The occasional perspective from the pew reminds me of the 

pulpit’s value, inviting fresh scrutiny for my own approach to preaching while calling for 

greater attentiveness to the preaching moment, more thoughtful preparation in search of 

greater depth, more faithfulness in prayer.  It’s good for me to be reminded occasionally 

of the sacred and covenantal relationship that yokes the pulpit and the pew in the 

preaching moment.  

     The desire for faithful and thoughtful preaching, empowered by the Holy Spirit, lies at 

the heart of this chapter.  Having considered both classic and contemporary approaches 

to understanding God’s saving work through the cross of Jesus, my attention now turns 
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to the implications for preaching a robust theology of the cross.  This chapter will 

explore prophetic and poetic aspects of preaching.  I’m especially interested here in 

preaching’s use of evocative language, narrative and metaphor that can serve to 

recover dormant memories and help to reveal the kingdom of God.  I’m interested in 

exploring a manner of preaching that exposes the life-diminishing work of the 

principalities and powers while providing a way of envisioning God’s present and 

coming reign.    

     I begin with a haunting question posed by Richard Lischer.  In the Introduction prior 

to a chapter from Justo and Catherine Gonzalez in his historical survey on preaching he 

asks, “To what extent do our sermons reflect the cultural value of those in power?  What 

groups are silenced by our sermons?”1 Justo and Catherine Gonzalez challenge the 

practice of biblical hermeneutics often undertaken by the dominant American Christian 

tradition that fails to hear interpretive voices from the margins.  Calling for a degree of 

“theological suspicion” that questions long-held ingrained understandings informed by 

powerful forces, they encourage preachers, especially those who serve the “average 

North American White Church,” to enter into “the pain and struggle of the hermeneutic 

circle” in search of his or her own liberation while doing “theology out of that struggle.”2   

     Their call for preachers who have known the benefits of power and privilege to seek 

greater and deeper understanding through engaging theological perspectives that 

challenge long-held views of the powerful, resonates with my desire to cultivate a robust 

                                                
1 Justo L. Gonzalez and Catherine G. Gonzalez,  “The Neglected Interpreters”. The Company of 
Preachers – Wisdom on Preaching, Augustine to the Present, Richard Lisher editor. (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan / Cambridge U.K.: William R. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002.), 248.  
2 Ibid, 252-253.  
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theology of the cross.  This lies at the very heart of this thesis work.  They lament that 

“for too long the theological and ecclesiastical establishment of the North Atlantic has 

been doing theology as if the rest of the world did not exist,” reminding us that “the 

gospel today, as in the times of Jesus, as ever, comes to us most clearly in the painful 

groans of the oppressed.”3 

     I believe a truly cruciform pulpit that seeks to proclaim a robust theology of the cross 

requires authentic engagement with those who have been harmed or excluded by 

power-laden and abusive theologies.  This level of engagement seeks an understanding 

that invites solidarity and enables advocacy. One vital expression of such proclamation 

is found in prophetic preaching.    

 

     Peter Storey  

     A number of years ago I had the opportunity to participate in a joint program of the 

Western North Carolina and Florida Conferences of The United Methodist Church, “The 

Institute of Preaching.”  One of the books assigned was sermons preached by Peter 

Storey at the height of apartheid in South Africa.  Rejoining my cohort members after 

reading the book I asked, “Was it just me, or did reading Peter Storey’s sermons make 

your sermons feel really small?”  Storey preached costly discipleship as he embodied it.  

He spoke with a courage that made my sermons seem a good bit less than courageous, 

offering a prophetic word bathed in apocalyptic hope.  His sermon for Holy Communion 

                                                
3 Ibid, 264.  
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preached at the beginning of a wave of violence that would ultimately claim forty 

thousand lives, is a good example of his prophetic and poetic voice.4   

        Drawing from the Geoffrey A. Studdert-Kennedy poem, “The Suffering God,” 

Storey built the foundation of his sermon around the belief that “the cross was not only a 

‘once for all’ sacrifice – it was a window into the heart of a God who continues to suffer 

with suffering people everywhere.”5  While offering timely and biting critiques of the 

abusive power structures of the day, Storey weaved throughout his sermon the 

continual image of the cross being raised by different groups at Jesus’ crucifixion.  In 

Pontius Pilate, Storey drew a parallel to the power structures of his day determined to 

cling to their power by any means possible.  He pointed out, “The violence that has 

killed so many right here on our streets and in hostels nearby is part of an ongoing 

campaign by those in power in our land to hold grimly to their position.  If they can 

divide they can continue to rule.  They crucify again.”6 In the unholy alliances forged 

between powerful whites and “their black proxies,” Storey drew comparisons to the 

common ground discovered by Pilate and Herod in Jesus’ death as a representation of 

how the cross in South Africa was being raised by “the powerless who made peace with 

their oppression,” lamenting that “it is the surrogate rulers who have carved out 

                                                
4 Peter Storey, “Proclaiming the Lord’s Death – the Ongoing Cross”, With God in the Crucible – 
Preaching Costly Discipleship (Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 2002), 133-138.  Storey records that 
this sermon was preached on August 19,1990 in response to violence that broke out between 
African National Congress and Inkatha supporters.   
5 Ibid, 134.  
6 Ibid, 135.  
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positions of comfort and found themselves in a demonic alliance with the oppressive 

system.”7 

     Pointing to the role played by the chief priest Caiaphas in Jesus’ crucifixion, Storey 

confronted the complicity of the religious structures that failed to condemn the 

oppressive system of apartheid.  His words extend beyond his own moment in history, 

encompassing any historical, political and social context that has found the witness of 

the church wanting, pointing out that “We need to face the fact that we, as Christians, 

have often lent our faith to the support of systems of power.”8  He challenged the apathy 

that has often plagued the church in times when injustice warranted a strong rebuke 

from the community of faith, identifying “indifference” as “the real opposite of love.”9 

      Throughout his sermon, Storey offered the image of the raised cross as a symbol of 

humanity’s sin.  By skillfully using the cross to make a connection between the forces 

that crucified Jesus and apartheid oppression, he offered a compelling prophetic word 

to the controlling political powers and to the church.  But he did not stop with 

confrontation.  He pointed to the cross as a symbol of God’s solidarity with human 

suffering, confrontation with sin, and liberation from sin and suffering.  He 

acknowledged that, in addition to being raised by humanity's sin, the cross was raised 

“because God determined to come amongst us, to stand with us, to suffer with and for 

us.  Jesus died not only as a victim but as a participant in something deep and 

profound.”10 

                                                
7 Ibid, 135-136.  
8 Ibid, 136.  
9 Ibid, 137.  
10 Ibid, 137.  
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     I assert that Peter Storey’s preaching can be identified as cruciform in nature. The 

sermon referenced above is a good example of prophetic preaching that is powerful, 

poetic and creative, effectively making a concrete connection between the biblical world 

and the contemporary context of the preaching moment.  His ability to use the imagery 

of the cross to bring both a word of judgment and a word of hope serves as a testament 

to how the message of the cross can continue to speak forcefully to injustice and human 

suffering today, while exhibiting a rich and robust theology of the cross.   

      In The Word Before The Powers – An Ethic of Preaching, Charles Campbell shares 

an open letter from Peter Storey addressed to “Friends in the United States” after the 

911 terrorist attacks in 2001, in which he very succinctly identifies some of the 

challenges preachers face in the United States: 

American preachers have a task more difficult, perhaps, than those faced by us 
under South Africa’s apartheid, or Christians under communism.  We had obvious 
evils to engage; you have to unwrap your culture from years of red, white and blue 
myth.  You have to expose and confront the great disconnect between the 
kindness, compassion and caring of most American people, and the ruthless way 
American power is experienced, directly and indirectly, by the poor of the earth.  
You have to help good people see how they have let their institutions do their 
sinning for them.  This is not easy among people who really believe that their 
country does nothing but good, but it is necessary, not only for their future, but for 
us all.11 
 

      Storey’s letter points to some reasons for resistance to preaching that seeks to 

confront deep-seated political and cultural biases formed by privilege and aligned with 

power.  Main line Christianity in America has been deeply influenced by individualized 

                                                
11 Charles L. Campbell, The Word Before The Powers – An Ethic of Preaching (Louisville / 
London:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 106. Source – 
http://www.divinity.duke.edu/newsbox/WTC/Crisis-Storey.html; accessed on October 15, 2001.  
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approaches to religion which make it difficult to see past one’s own personal piety.  

While personal beliefs and holiness are important considerations for Christian 

Discipleship, an overly-individualized approach to faith can fail to see the reality of 

existing systemic evil, resulting in the consequent blindness toward victims of 

institutionalized oppressive practices.  When politics and patriotism become the guiding 

features of one’s religious beliefs, American ideology and nationalistic biases get 

projected onto God.  And when God effectively becomes American, hearts are 

steadfastly hardened against overt critiques and correctives that strike at our national 

identity.    

 

      Charles Campbell  

      This is one of the ways that preaching can become complicit in supporting the work 

of the powers which lurk behind individual and institutional forms of evil and expressions 

of injustice.  Charles Campbell believes that a primary role of preaching is found in the 

work of “exposing” and “envisioning,” “exposing the deadly ways of the powers and 

envisioning God’s new creation.”12  

       Cruciform preaching seeks to shine the light into the shadows, unmasking, naming 

and identifying the work of the powers, the very principalities and powers disarmed 

through the work of Christ on the cross, the powers that are subject to Christ while 

continuing to make their presence known through every act and movement of human 

cruelty.  The work of preaching is to expose the powers, countering their claims of false 

                                                
12 Ibid, 105.  
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power and wisdom, while enabling the ability to see a new kingdom-based reality.  

Here, preaching does the work of exposing, an exposing that “takes away the ‘mirrors’ 

by which the powers delude us into thinking they are divine, life-giving regents of the 

world.  The powers are exposed as emperors without any clothes.”  This kind of 

preaching requires the ability to “cut through ignorance, denial, and numbness” and to 

“speak the truth in creative and powerful ways.”13  

     Walter Wink echoes the work of visualizing and naming the powers as essential to 

enabling resistance to them.   The ability to see and identify the imprisoning powers is 

the first step toward seeing God’s liberating truth.  Wink points to the unveiling of the 

powers as an “indispensable precondition” that can serve as a “protest against 

domination,” enabling us to “break the spell of delusion,” setting the stage for us to gain 

a “vision of God’s domination-free order.”14  

      The cross provides the fundamental prism through which to reveal and expose the 

principalities and powers.  Just as the cross enables a way of seeing our suffering 

neighbor, it also provides a way of seeing the source of that suffering.  The cross 

enables a way of seeing the attitudes and behaviors that lie at the heart of unjust 

practices and systemic inequality, unveiling the evil powers that, though defeated by 

Christ on the cross, have yet to be vanquished in the human experience.   

       But how then are the powers to be exposed?  Are they to be named outright, in the 

manner of a Peter Storey who courageously spoke truth to the power of apartheid?   

                                                
13 Ibid, 106.  
14 Walter Wink, Engaging the Powers – Discernment and Resistance in a World of Domination 
(Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1992), 103-104.  
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Are they best identified in politically charged social issues?   Or are they best revealed 

in more subtle ways, more in the tradition of the subversive parable whose seed of truth 

took time to germinate?   

      Campbell cautions against limiting one’s focus to specific social issues in preaching, 

for fear that this may fail to adequately expose the deeper work of the powers that lie 

behind imprisoning falsehoods and life-diminishing acts of injustice.  He offers some 

practical suggestions for how preaching might serve to expose the work of the powers. 

One way of unmasking the powers is through memory.  “Human captivity to the powers 

often results from ignorance and denial about the realities of the past.”  He points out 

that “People in privileged positions, in particular, simply do not know or have managed 

to deny the history of suffering that the powers have produced.”15  Many school children 

in the United States could easily recite the words, “Columbus sailed the ocean blue in 

fourteen hundred and ninety two” with no awareness of the atrocities inflicted upon the 

conquered Latin American population victimized by the European settlement.  Perhaps 

one way of exposing the powers is through offering counter-narratives to self-serving 

and long-held national and religious myths.  

      One of the more intriguing ways that preaching can expose the powers is through 

“radicalizing moments.”16 These are moments of self-discovery offered by the preacher, 

to indicate those times when the influence of the powers has been exposed in the 

preacher’s own life.  These are confessional moments when the preacher 

                                                
15 Charles Campbell (The Word Before the Powers), 110.  
16 Ibid, 114.  Campbell borrows the phrase “radicalizing moments” from Christine Smith, 
Preaching as Weeping, Confession, and Resistance, 8.  
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acknowledges old prejudices being challenged, recalling moments of personal 

conviction that have led to transformation.  This approach can lessen the congregation’s 

desire to raise a defensive wall.  Campbell point out that,  

Sharing such experiences is important for the preacher, not only because they can 
help expose the powers but because through them the preacher stands with the 
congregation, implicated in her own complicity with the powers and vulnerably 
recounting those moments when her vision was changed.17 
 

     Of course, identifying and naming the powers is only part of the preacher’s role in 

leading the congregation in a posture of resistance against the powers.  In addition to 

naming, the preacher works to assist the congregation in envisioning God’s new day 

that has dawned in Christ.  Campbell makes it clear that “in preaching, exposing and 

envisioning go hand in hand; exposing the powers’ ways of death is necessarily 

accompanied by envisioning the new creation that is breaking into the world and coming 

in fullness.”18  

      Returning once more to the theme of the cross as a way of seeing, it is through the 

cross that we are able to envision the kingdom of God that was inaugurated in the life, 

death and resurrection of Jesus, the now but not-yet kingdom that will come in its 

fullness upon Christ’s return.  The preacher serves as a guide, pointing the 

congregation to the new creation birthed in the wake of Christ’s defeat of the 

principalities and powers on the cross, inviting the congregation to see with the eyes of 

faith what is not readily knowable through physical sight.   

                                                
17 Ibid, 114-115.  
18 Ibid, 120. 
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       Through the cross, the preacher exposes the work of the principalities and powers 

that seek to deny and diminish, to divide and destroy, casting a vision for the new 

creation brought into being through God’s redemptive work on the cross.  Cruciform 

preaching invites a way of seeing that enables a renewed solidarity with human 

suffering through an invitation to take up one’s cross and effectively join in the struggle 

to end all unnecessary human suffering.    

 

     Walter Brueggemann  

     Is this work best suited for the prophet or the poet?  According to Walter 

Brueggemann, the answer is yes!   The poet speaks in ways that both enable the 

congregation to see the reality of what is, and to envision the reality of what can be.  For 

Brueggemann, preaching is dangerous speech that has the power to awaken us from 

the malaise of perceived familiarity and to open our eyes to new possibilities: 

The poet/prophet is a voice that shatters settled reality and evokes new possibility 
in the listening assembly.  Preaching continues that dangerous, indispensable 
habit of speech.  The poetic speech of text and of sermon is a prophetic construal 
of a world beyond the one taken for granted.19 
 

     Brueggemann argues that the “preacher speaks among people who yearn to have 

their lives shaped and characterized by the intrusion of God.”20  Part of the challenge for 

the preacher, he laments, is the dullness of hearing that comes from a perceived over-

familiarity with God, a familiarity often shaped by the projection of one’s own personality 

and beliefs.  Faced with this reality, the preacher is charged with the need to find fresh 

                                                
19 Walter Brueggemann, Finally Comes The Poet – Daring Speech for Proclamation 
(Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1989), 4.  
20 Ibid, 137.  
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and creative manners of speech to open tired and dulled ears.  For Brueggemann, the 

key to effective speech lies in the poetic/prophetic voice.  He points out that the 

“preacher must dare to speak what is already believed but so little understood, so little 

embraced, so little trusted, so little practiced.”21  Brueggemann maintains that poetry 

has the power to “shake the empire,” enabling the poet to enter “like a thief in the night” 

in order to give new life.  Poetry can serve as subversive and “dangerous speech” which 

can open the human heart to an “alternative possibility.”22  

     Other notable theologians have weighed in on the power of poetry to engage, unveil 

and to enable sight.  James Cone reflected on the power of the poet to enable seeing 

through prophetic proclamation when he acknowledged that, 

Poetry is often more helpful than prose in expressing our hope.  Through poetic 
imagination we can see the God of Jesus revealed in the cross and the lynching 
tree.  Those who saw this connection more clearly than others were artists, poets 
and writers.23   
 

     Reinhold Niebuhr lamented about the lack of poetic imagination in the pulpit.  He 

maintained that “Only poets can do justice to the Christmas and Easter stories and 

there are not many poets in the pulpit.”24 

    Cruciform preaching will have both a poetic and prophetic component that exposes 

and envisions.  The preacher who will be informed and guided by a robust theology of 

the cross will seek to prepare hearts and minds throughout the congregation to hear a 

                                                
21 Ibid, 141.  
22 Ibid, 142.  
23 James Cone (The Cross and the Lynching Tree), 92.  
24 Reinhold Niebuhr, D.B. Robertson, editor.  Essays in Applied Christianity (New York:  
Meridian Books, 1959), 29.  
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familiar word in fresh ways, developing a level of trust with the congregation that allows 

for a lowering of the walls of defense, making a way for conviction and confession when 

confronted by our own complicity with, or complacency towards, the work of the 

principalities and powers.  Cruciform preaching is a call to resist the powers and 

principalities, a call to live into God’s new day that has dawned in Christ.    

    The cruciform pulpit will offer a robust theology of the cross through seeking 

alignment with God’s strength and wisdom, adopting a posture of proclamation that is 

deemed foolish and weak by worldly standards, offering a manner of preaching that flies 

in the face of worldly power, seeking to thwart the ongoing work of the powers that lie at 

the heart of every human abuse of power.     

     A commitment to this manner of preaching also requires a keen sensitivity to the 

ways that historic atonement theologies have been problematic, along with a deep 

awareness of the ways that Christian theology in general has often been oppressive, 

victimizing the weakest and most vulnerable among us.  To preach in this way is to 

encourage the followers of Jesus to take up the cross and follow, to enter into solidarity 

with the One who came in solidarity with human suffering in order to bring it to an end.  

And to enter into solidarity with Christ is to enter into solidarity with those who suffer 

unjustly today.  It is to join in the struggle on behalf of all who suffer.   Cruciform 

preaching calls us to stand on the side of the oppressed and against all forms of 

injustice.  
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Chapter 5 
 

Implications for My Preaching - Three Sermons 
 
 
     “How can the pastor help to create a cruciform congregation?”  This is the question 

that lies at the heart of this work.  This continues to be the question that informs and 

shapes my approach to preaching.  Included in this final chapter are three recent 

sermons I’ve preached that have been informed by this thesis project.  

       In “The Cradle and the Cross,” I sought to invite reflections around the total work of 

Christ to a congregation filled with visitors who had just watched our annual Christmas 

pageant.  It was an attempt to expand the focus of Christmas Eve to encompass the full 

saving work of Christ through the incarnation and crucifixion.  I sought to offer a 

theology of the cross that was clear and hopeful, and suited for both frequent and 

infrequent church attendees.  

       In “The Other Christmas Story,” I attempted to reflect on the work of the cross to 

disarm the principalities and powers.  This scripture provided an opportunity to see the 

role of the cross in the struggle of oppressive powers that cause human suffering.  My 

hope was to challenge the congregation to consider our need to stand on the side of the 

oppressed, rather than the oppressor. 

     In “Foolishness Revisited,” I examined Paul’s theology of the cross as a window 

through which we can evaluate the folly of our own views about power and wisdom.  I 

also invited us to reclaim something of the foolishness of the cross in an attempt to 

awaken us from our perceived over-familiarity that has perhaps served to dull us. 

      I close with a poetic reflection, “Searching for a Word from the Lord.” 
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Christmas Eve  
Luke 2:1-20 – “The Cradle and the Cross” 
 
    We had a bit of controversy in Highlands last year concerning the town Christmas 

tree.   Perhaps you recall it.   A cross that sat atop the tree at the annual tree-lighting 

ceremony on the Saturday after Thanksgiving at Founders Park was strangely absent 

just days later.   For many, this was interpreted as yet another attempt at the 

secularization of Christmas, and indeed the ongoing de-Christianization of society.    

     Town leadership explained that it had more to do with the problem of placing a 

topper on a newly planted tree than any covert attempt at pushing Christ out of 

Christmas.  Still, for a few days it stirred the hearts of many in our little mountain town. 

      It was interesting to hear some of the conversation surrounding the episode.  Some 

Christians were quite bothered at the removal of the cross.  Other Christians suggested 

there were other injustices in the world that were more an affront to the nature of God.   

Some of the conversation centered around the place of the cross at Christmas.  After 

all, what does the cross have to do with Christmas? 

       Of course, the cross is the predominant symbol for Christianity in every season of 

the year.  Still, we often think of the cross primarily around Easter.  Before Easter 

Sunday, on Good Friday, we remember the crucifixion of Jesus with the cross clearly 

front and center in our Christian worship.  The cross takes center stage in the scriptures 

we read, the hymns we sing and the sermons we hear.  We’re much more apt to think of 

Bethlehem’s Star than Calvary’s Cross in December.   

       But I wonder.  I wonder if perhaps we would do well to reflect a bit more on the 

connection between the cradle and the cross.  For its clear enough, that in God’s 
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redeeming work through Christ – Christmas and Easter are irrevocably and undeniably 

bound together.  Perhaps we would do well, as we bask in the mysterious beauty of 

“God with us” in the birth of Jesus, that we immerse ourselves deeply in the fullness of 

God’s redeeming act through the whole of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.   

       As we’ve gathered on this night, we have celebrated God’s mysterious love 

incarnate (in the flesh), in the person of Jesus.  The children have blessed us in ways 

that only children can.  And we’ve heard in new and fresh ways the good news of his 

appearing.  And at the close of our service we will bask in the sacredness of this holy 

night in the perfect beauty of a candlelit sanctuary, and we will all hopefully return to our 

homes still carrying in our hearts the glow of goodness and innocence and laughter, 

while finding tomorrow morning filled with excitement.  With presents to open, food to 

share and memories to make, I am wont to proclaim the blessing of Charles Dickens’ 

Tiny Tim, for I am indeed hopeful that God will bless all, everyone.   

     And if we are to truly bask in the mysterious beauty of Christ’s birth in Bethlehem, we 

will somehow catch a glimpse of God’s redeeming love that lies at the very heart of the 

story we have heard tonight.  Since the days of the early church, theologians have 

sought to understand the meaning of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem and his death and 

resurrection in Jerusalem.  Some thoughtful theologians have helped us to understand 

how Bethlehem and Jerusalem are forever yoked in God’s redemptive and reconciling 

work.1  

                                                
1 Kenneth Leech, We Preach Christ Crucified (New York: Church Publishing, 1994),13.  In 
speaking of the connection between Jesus’ birth and his death on the cross, Leech asserts that 
“Bethlehem and Calvary, crib and cross, stand together.  It is the Word made flesh who hangs 
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     Through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, God has disarmed the evil powers 

of this world that would hold humanity in bondage.  In his birth, God became flesh in 

order to redeem it.  In his death, God broke the chains of sin and death that had 

effectively bound humanity, liberating us from the powers that would diminish our 

humanity and destroy us.  

      Tonight then, is about the God who came, who took on the evil powers to destroy 

them, who plumbed the depths of human suffering in order to ultimately bring suffering 

to an end, the God who became broken in order to make us whole.  The God who came 

in weakness to reveal true strength, the God who, through the foolishness of the cross, 

revealed the futility of our own wisdom.  

         Tonight we marvel at the God who was born and died and rose again, the God 

who came to us in the extremes of human vulnerability, redeeming, restoring, renewing, 

reclaiming and recreating humanity in Christ, confronting and upending worldly 

perceptions of power and wisdom.  

      As we gather on this Christmas Eve hope is the air we breathe.  For adults in the 

room, perhaps watching the children’s Christmas pageant tonight brought back 

memories of your own childhood.  I can’t attend a children’s Christmas pageant without 

remembering my own past career as a bathrobe-wearing shepherd.  Maybe your mind 

has gone back to another day – to days of innocence and wonder, days of imagination 

and unquestioning faith.  Sometimes adults need help seeing with the eyes of faith.   

Children can help with that.  And for those with eyes to see and ears to hear, God’s 

                                                
on the tree…..Without this central gospel truth of God revealed in human flesh, the passion of 
Christ is meaningless.” 
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redemptive work that was birthed in Bethlehem and revealed on Calvary’s hill, offers an 

unfailing and indestructible hope.    

      Tonight we marvel at the mystery of God’s redeeming love.  We celebrate divine 

light invading human darkness.  And in receiving the gift of God’s love, we hear the call 

to live as agents of God’s love.   Since God entered into our brokenness to make us 

whole, entering into our suffering in order to one day bring an end to it, we are called to 

join in the ongoing work of the cross to end human suffering, confronting evil at every 

turn, standing against injustice in all its forms.  In response to God’s redeeming work, 

revealed in the stories of Christmas and Easter, we are called to live as vehicles of 

God’s grace and mercy and justice in the world.  

      And the gift of this night is the gift of liberating love – love that will not let us go, love 

that has set us free from the bondage to sin and death, love that has entered into a 

broken world, gathering the fragments of our lives to make us whole.  We are saved and 

set free through suffering and sacrificial love, saved by love incarnate in Jesus’ birth and 

revealed most fully in his crucifixion.  Martin Luther, the great Protestant reformer, 

believed that God has been most fully revealed to us through the cross.2 

      Perhaps you know something of suffering and sacrificial love.  It’s easy to love when 

its easy.  When the sun is shining and life is free of pain, when there are no trials, no 

charred landscapes to traverse, no deep valleys to survive, no thick wilderness to 

navigate.  Love, at its deepest and most profound and most Christ-like, is love that will 

                                                
2 Alister E. McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross (Oxford, U.K. and Cambridge, U.S.A.: 
Blackwell, 1985), 149.  McGrath points to Luther’s view, that though the cross was the central 
vehicle through which God has revealed himself to humanity, the revelation is only partial and 
“must be regarded as indirect and concealed.”  
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not let go, especially when it would be easier to walk away.  When we love with a 

broken heart, without condition, we are near to the very heart of God.  

       And behold I tell you a mystery.  The Word that became flesh at Christmas, 

continues to be revealed in human flesh, even in the likes of us through the mystery of 

the Holy Spirit.  For every time light invades the darkness, whenever hope topples 

despair, anytime there is forgiveness and reconciliation, wherever old wounds are 

healed, whenever love conquers hate – the Word is made flesh and dwells among us.   

      Tonight we marvel at so great a love.  We give thanks for the Christmas story that 

warms our hearts and lifts our spirits.  And we remember that the birth of Jesus set in 

motion God’s redemptive and reconciling work most fully revealed in the crucifixion and 

resurrection, a work that will find its culmination in his glorious return.  We remember 

that the cradle and the cross are irrevocably intertwined.  We remember that Christmas, 

like Easter, opposes every life-draining power that would bind us, confronting every sin 

that seeks to diminish our humanity and turn us away from God.  Christmas bears 

witness to the arrival of Emmanuel, God with us, God in our midst, God our savior, 

redeemer, reconciler.   

      Let us leave the church house with joyful hearts tonight, secure in the bounty of 

God’s mysterious love lavished upon us in Christ.  May every sin of every heart cower 

condemned before the cross, may every burden of every heart in every pew this night 

be nestled within God’s providential care.  May we know the forgiveness, freedom, 

renewal and restoration of God’s redeeming love revealed in surprising places, like the 

cradle and the cross.   
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     And, having received God’s reconciling, redeeming and suffering love, may God 

empower us to become agents of God’s ongoing reconciling work that entered into 

creation through the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  May God grant us his 

peace, his mercy and his grace as we celebrate Christ’s birth.  May God’s love abide in 

our homes and abound in hearts.    

       And so, in the words Tiny Tim, indeed, may “God bless us, everyone!” 

       In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

First Sunday after Christmas 
Matthew 2:13-23 – “The Other Christmas Story” 
 
     Matthew is the only gospel writer who tells us this story, this painful story of the 

death of innocent children, this horrific story of deadly power being wielded against the 

innocent and the vulnerable, against those who easily fall prey to abusive and corruptive 

power, who are easy targets for evil oppressive power.  This is a hard story to read, a 

hard story to hear, especially with Christmas lights still twinkling in our eyes. 

      The first time I remember preaching this text was the Sunday after Christmas in 

1998.  My initial plan was to choose a reading other than the suggested gospel lesson, 

so as to avoid this painful story.   However, after being haunted by the text for several 

days it became apparent to me that the only way to get some peace was to yield to its 

painful imagery and preach it.  Which I did. 

       Over the years I’ve learned that there are just some sermons that are difficult to 

avoid.  And these generally are the sermons that come with some degree of burden in 
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the soul, the sermons that feel as if they demand attention from the preacher, sermons 

in need of voice.    

      When this sermon was preached in 1998, the primary focus for this preacher was 

the difficulty of the text on the Sunday after Christmas.  Having bought fully into the 

Norman Rockwell imagery of holiday perfection, it seemed inappropriate to speak of 

such heinous acts in the afterglow of Christmas cheer.  After all, hadn’t we just gathered 

in the church house to proclaim the good news of Jesus birth?  Hadn’t we lit candles 

and sang “Silent Night,” leaving the sanctuary with a warm and comforting sense of 

God’s light overcoming the darkness?  Hadn’t we hugged our families, exchanged gifts, 

shared food and made memories to last a life time?  What business did this text have 

burdening our lightened spirits?  Why should we allow such a text to trouble us in the 

early hours of Christmas? 

        Over the years, I’ve come to see different truths revealed in this text – truths about 

power and its abuse, about the lengths the powerful will go to in order to protect power.  

I’ve come to believe that this painful story serves to remind us that, not only did God 

intervene in human history in order to disarm and destroy the evil powers and 

principalities, but also to expose them.  And every institution that wields power is subject 

to its seduction, and consequently subject to its abuse.  It’s true of governments, it’s true 

of the church, its true of corporations, it’s true in workplaces and in families.  Wherever 

there is power there is the propensity, and perhaps we can even go so far as to say the 

probability, for power to be abused.  And let us always remember that to favor the 

strong over the weak, to stand on the side of the oppressor rather than the oppressed, 
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is to be found standing on the wrong side of God’s good creation when Christ returns in 

glory. 

       When the wise men come seeking the child “born king of the Jews” and they inquire 

of King Herod, we immediately recognize there is a problem.  In Jesus, Herod sees a 

political rival and a threat to his power.  And he will stop at nothing to vanquish any 

perceived threat to his throne.  History even tells us that Herod was so paranoid, so 

afraid of any perceived threat to his power, he had members of his own family executed.   

        Once the evil principalities and powers become the foundation for earthly power, 

then evil and oppressive expressions of that power are sure to manifest themselves.   

The bad news is that this kind of power has pierced the hearts of many throughout 

human history.  The good news is that this kind of power, propped up by the 

principalities and powers Christ came to confront and ultimately conquer, will not forever 

reign.  Tyrants are temporary.  Though others would rise in his place, Herod, who tried 

to kill Jesus and ordered the death of innocent children, eventually died clearing the way 

for the return of Mary, Joseph and Jesus from Egypt.  Human institutions are temporary.   

The Roman Empire that crucified Jesus would eventually collapse.  

       Real power, lasting power, divine power, transformative power, revealed in Jesus’ 

birth and in his death offers an eternal counter-narrative to worldly temporal power 

structures.  The power of God is the power of love that is stronger than hate, a 

transmission of light that is greater than the darkness.  The power of God is revealed in 

the self-emptying, self-giving love embodied in the baby born in Bethlehem to become 

the Christ of the cross.  Institutions of earthly power will fade away, but God’s word is 
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eternal.  The reign of Christ has no end.  And one day we will all give account as to 

where we have chosen to stand, confessing where we have cast our lot, making it clear 

among whom we have been numbered.  I believe in that day God will want to know 

whether we have stood with the powerful or the weak, whether we have aligned 

ourselves with the oppressors or stood against them on behalf of the oppressed, 

whether we have supported oppressive systems and institutions, or whether we have 

been Christ-like advocates for the most vulnerable among us.    

         It would be impossible not to recognize that Herod-like tendencies have existed 

and continue to exist in the world today.  The weak and the vulnerable have been at the 

mercy of tyrants throughout human history.  Still, if God really did come in weakness to 

break the bondage of evil, if the foolishness of the cross is really intended to reveal to 

us the folly of our wisdom, if it is as the Gospel of Luke, the Old Testament prophets 

and numerous Christian theologians make clear that God does indeed stand on the side 

of the weak, vulnerable and oppressed, then to be aligned with God’s purposes in the 

world requires that we resist aligning ourselves with power run amuck, with every 

abusive expression of power.3  

                                                
3 James H. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books).  
Fundamental to Cone’s theology of liberation is the recognition that any Christian theology must 
be a theology of the oppressed.   He argues that since “white theology has consistently 
preserved the integrity of the community of oppressors, I conclude that it is not Christian 
theology at all” (9).   Similarly, Lesslie Newbigin makes the claim that truth is hidden from the 
powerful and is solely a “privilege of the powerless,” arguing that to walk the way of the cross 
requires being “on the side of those who suffer from the powers of the established order” and 
not on the side of those who wield power.” Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks, The 
Gospel and Western Culture (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1986), 125.  
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         Herod sought to destroy the baby born to be king.  And in so doing, the 

indiscriminate collateral damage born of his paranoia, fear and hatred struck at the 

heart of the weak and the most vulnerable.  Children, innocent children.  The story of 

the slaughter of the innocents is one of the most heart-wrenching and tragic in all of the 

Bible.   It proleptically points to the crucifixion of Jesus, the sinless One.  This is what 

evil does.  This is the response of the principalities and powers when their territory has 

been invaded by God’s kingdom.  This is what it looks like to be drunk with power and 

obsessed with keeping it, regardless of its human toll.   

        Matthew also wants to make a connection between Jesus and Moses.  For 

Matthew, Jesus is the new Moses, the new lawgiver.  And Herod’s attempts at killing 

Jesus are reminiscent to Pharaoh’s attempts to kill Moses and all the other Hebrew 

male babies.  Remember the story in the Book of Exodus?  Because the Hebrews were 

gaining in number, Pharaoh ordered that all the male Hebrew babies be thrown in the 

Nile.  When Moses was born, his mother hid him for three months before putting him in 

a basket in the river where he was found and raised by the daughter of Pharaoh.    

Writing for his predominantly Jewish / Christian audience, Matthew makes other 

connections between Jesus and the Old Testament.  Rachel’s cry for the murdered 

children makes her the voice of lament for all victimized children, calling to mind her 

death on the way to Bethlehem, giving birth to Benjamin.  We remember her oldest son, 

Joseph, who was known as the dreamer, when we hear Matthew’s description of how 

Joseph was visited by angels on four different occasions surrounding the birth narrative 

of Jesus.  In the flight to Egypt we recall the Exodus of the Children of Israel, and the 
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land that was once a place of bondage, now becoming a place of refuge.4  And we are 

reminded again of evil’s inability to prevent God’s purposes from being fulfilled.  

       The good news is that God’s work of salvation in Christ will not be thwarted.  God’s 

purposes will be fulfilled.  Herod couldn’t stop it.  Pilate couldn’t keep it from happening.  

The evil powers and principalities cannot contain it, the darkness cannot overcome it, 

the worst the gates of hell have thrown against God’s redemptive love will always be 

futile.  In reflecting on the crucifixion of Jesus, theologian Sally Purvis wrote, “Violence 

did its worst, and love and life went on.”5 

        May God enable and empower us to embody the good news we proclaim at 

Christmas, the good news we are called to embody to all people created in God’s image 

and for whom Christ died.  And may the hurting and the afraid, the oppressed and the 

vulnerable, the outcast and the abused always find a friend, a co-laborer, an advocate 

in the church, the body of Christ in the world.   

     In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.   

 

 
I Corinthians 1:18-2:5 - “Foolishness Revisited” 
 
     In the 11th chapter of Genesis the people were migrating from the east, and they 

came upon a plain in the land of Shinar.  They settled there  They said to one another, 

“Come, let us make bricks, burn them thoroughly.”  So they had brick for stone and 

                                                
4 I’m indebted here to the work of Ulrich Luz, New Testament Theology – The Theology of The 
Gospel of Matthew, Cambridge:  University Press, 2011 (28).   Luz points out the irony of 
Egypt’s role reversal as Joseph, Mary and the baby are fleeing the wrath of Israel’s king, finding 
refuge in the land that once held the children of Israel in bondage.   
5 Sally Purvis, (The Power of the Cross), 77.  
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bitumen for mortar.  Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower 

with its top to the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves.”   

     “Let us make a name for ourselves.”  

     A number of years ago, as I was preparing to leave my first pastoral appointment, a 

man approached me at a church district event.  He was a political leader, not an elected 

official, but very involved on the state level in our two-party system of government.  My 

District Superintendent had given him my name as their possible new pastor.  He invited 

Kathy and I to come and look at their church facility which was located by a popular 

lake.  There was anticipated growth in the area and he believed that his church was 

about to explode.  My District Superintendent had suggested to him that I might be the 

right person to lead his congregation at that particular time.  

     I was honored by the attention this fairly influential man in the state was paying me 

and honored by my District Superintendent’s confidence in me.  I was also thrilled at the 

prospects of being part of the anticipated church growth.  And as the man was telling 

me about the endless possibilities that lay ahead, he said it.  “Whoever becomes our 

next pastor is really going to make a name for himself.”  

     As soon as I heard those words, my mind went back to the 11th chapter of Genesis, 

and the people who wanted to build city and great tower extending to the heavens so 

that they could “make a name for themselves.”  His words frightened me.  His words 

haunted me.  Because even though I didn’t want to believe it to be true, I knew deep 

down that the idea of making a name for myself was really quite appealing.  And it 

scared me. 
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     And the Lord looked down upon the people who wanted to make a name for 

themselves.  And the Lord confused their language.  They began to speak in other 

tongues, so that the building project was never finished.  Therefore, neither the city nor 

the tower were completed.  And it was called Babel because the Lord confused their 

language, and the people were scattered over the face of the earth.   

     We might say their wisdom was thwarted.  How many times has something akin to 

that happened to us?  We inch ever so slightly toward feeling a bit puffed up, putting 

perhaps a bit too much stock in ourselves, believing that we have more answers than 

other people have.  And if we’re not careful, we begin to place a bit too much trust in 

ourselves.  It can happen to individuals, it can happen to the church, to a nation.  If 

we’re not careful, we can begin to take a bit too much stock in our own wisdom and 

power. 

     One day Jesus told a parable - a man was beaten and left for dead by the road.  

Religious leaders came by - first a priest, but when he saw him he passed by on the 

other side of the road.   Then a Levite, a member of the priestly tribe, came by.  He, 

likewise, kept a safe distance and remained on the other side of the road.  It was only 

when a lowly regarded Samaritan came by that the beaten man found a compassionate 

neighbor.  He came to the man, put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn and 

took care of him.  Conventional religious wisdom would have had the priest or the Levite 

as the hero of the story, not the despised Samaritan.  For the religious people who 

heard Jesus tell that story, their teeth were set on edge. 



 

 121 

    Have you ever had your wisdom thwarted?  You thought you had the good guys and 

bad guys figured out, you thought you had successfully categorized the clean and the 

unclean, and effectively separated the weeds from the wheat only to find you that you 

weren’t as right about things as you thought, that you weren’t as right about people as 

you thought?  

     Have you ever had your wisdom thwarted?  How many times have we thought we 

had the Bible figured out, that we understood what it clearly meant?  How many times 

have we had great confidence in our biblical interpretations and then something 

happens that challenges our way of thinking, our way of understanding, and we begin to 

question, maybe not God so much but our own understanding of God.  And sometimes 

the Bible doesn’t help.  Sometimes its message seems to shift beneath our feet. 

     An “eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”  That’s plain enough.  It’s in the Book! 

Right there in the Book of Exodus - “life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for 

hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe” (Exodus 21:23-24). 

We’ve got that.   Give back to your advisory exactly what you have received from him or 

her.  You take a hit, you give a hit.  Pretty clear.   

     But then there’s the Sermon on the Mount, and we hear Jesus say, “You’ve heard it 

said before an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, but I say to you, do not resist an 

evildoer.  But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also, and if anyone 

wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you 

to go one mile, go also the second mile” (Matthew 5:38-41).  
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     Have you ever had your wisdom thwarted?  Have you ever thought you had your 

theology all figured out, only to have it called into question, by Jesus?  I’ve come to 

believe over the years that Jesus can be a great up-setter of entrenched theology.  Get 

it all figured out, and then Jesus happens.   

     Here in 1 Corinthians, Paul is offering his most complete theology of the cross.  And 

he couches it around what he calls the “foolishness of our proclamation.”  And the 

foolishness of the proclamation is found in the ridiculous message of a crucified God.  

The idea that the Messiah would be crucified on a Roman cross, a fate reserved for the 

lowest of society, a death of disgrace and humility, the notion of a deity worthy of 

worship dying on a cross was the very height of absurdity.   

     Paul writes, “we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews.”  Of course it’s 

a stumbling block to Jews!   Remember Paul in Galatians?  “Christ redeemed us from 

the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us - for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone 

who hangs on a tree’” (Galatians 3:13).  He’s referring back to the Book of 

Deuteronomy, a teaching that any good Jewish person would readily know.  “When 

someone is convicted of a crime punishable by death and is executed, and you hang 

him on a tree, his corpse must not remain all night upon the tree; you shall bury him that 

same day, for anyone hung on a tree is under God’s curse” (Deuteronomy 21:22-23).    

     Whatever the messianic expectations would have been for the Jewish people, you 

can rest assured that death on a cross was not included.  Humiliated, disgraced, 

cursed.  This is nothing short of horrific and unspeakable scandal.   
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     “We proclaim Christ crucified,” Paul said, “a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness 

to Gentiles.”  Absolutely it was foolish.  Kings did not die this way.  This was not the 

prescribed manner of death for royalty or the brave.  This was the manner of execution 

for slaves, the downtrodden and lowest of society.  Black Theologian James Cone calls 

the crucifixion of Christ a first century lynching.6  

     There is a piece of art that was discovered in the 19th century that dates back to the 

second century.  It depicts a crudely drawn crucified figure with what appears to be a 

donkey’s head on the victim turned to the side.  The inscription beneath reads 

“Alexmenos worships his God.”  It’s piece of pagan art that gives us a glimpse at how 

the message about a crucified God would have been the very height of absurdity and 

scandal.7  

     The Apostle Paul reaches back to the Old Testament Prophet Isaiah.  The word of 

the Lord comes through the prophet (29:13-14), confronting the people for their hollow 

worship practices - “they draw near with the mouths, and honor me with their lips, while 

their hearts are far from me.”  Their worship is hollow ritual, done from memory.  And 

God says, “I am going to do amazing things - shocking and amazing - The wisdom of 

their wise shall perish, and the discernment of the discerning shall be hidden.” 

     Paul recalls that ancient word about God’s confounding the wise as he offers his 

message about the cross - a message that defies logic on every single level.  “It is 

                                                
6 This is the focus throughout Cone’s thought-provoking work, The Cross and the Lynching 
Tree.  Martin Hengel (Crucifixion) points out that crucifixion was a punishment for slaves (51-
63). 
7 Robin M. Jensen (The Cross – History, Art, and Controversy), 11-12.  
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written,” Paul writes, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the 

discerning I will thwart.” 

      “Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a 

stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, 

both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”   

     And we readily proclaim, in agreement with Paul, Christ is the power and wisdom of 

God.  And we readily profess that the power and wisdom of God is revealed in the 

weakness and foolishness of the cross.     

     The church owes a great deal to the reformer Martin Luther.  Luther wrote 

extensively about the cross - He believed that God was most fully revealed through the 

cross of Jesus.  And yet the fullness of his revelation is only partial, hidden.  He likened 

it to the Old Testament story in Exodus 33:23 when God reveals himself to Moses, 

putting Moses in the cleft of the rock while allowing him only a partial glimpse of God’s 

glory, effectively seeing God’s back side.  And Luther believed that the revealing of God 

in the crucifixion of Jesus is like that.  Though it is God’s fullest revelation, he believed, 

it is a hidden and partial revealing of God’s glory.8   

     In this way God defies our best human logic, God upends our understanding of 

wisdom and power.  God reveals God’s self in surprising ways in order that we 

approach the great mystery of God from a posture of humility, not trusting in our well-

formed theologies, not seeking to put God in our carefully constructed theological box.  

                                                
8 Alister E. McGrath (Luther’s Theology of the Cross), 149. 
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     As many of you know I’ve spent a good bit of time over the past few months working 

on my thesis project that centers around the cross.  And as I’m listening to both classic 

and contemporary voices in search of a robust theology of the cross, I’m becoming 

more acutely aware that it’s not possible to say all there is to say about the cross, that 

words cannot fully convey the rich meaning of God’s saving act in Christ, that no matter 

how many books are written or thesis projects attempted, we will never be able to 

exhaust the fullness of its meaning. 

     And as I think about Paul’s theology of the cross and the “foolishness of his 

proclamation” about the cross, and as I think about how the cross stands in opposition 

to our worldly understanding of power and wisdom, I’m inclined to believe that there is 

something to be said for revisiting the foolishness of it all.  Because I think if we can 

reclaim the absurd proclamation of a crucified God, we will once again be forced to 

acknowledge the stark limits of our theological capabilities.  And if we are able 

acknowledge how little we know, perhaps we will come to place a little less stock in our 

theological opinions, learning to depend more fully on the mysterious ways of God.   

     In his book, We Preach Christ Crucified, Kenneth Leech writes that “the task of the 

preacher is to hold up Christ as a symbol of folly and scandal.”9     

     I think Paul would agree.  Find yourself at the foot of the cross and every inclination 

you’ve ever had to boast about your religious accomplishments or faithfulness falls to 

the ground. Bow before the mystery of the cross, and you will realize that you have 

come before the cross with empty hands.    

                                                
9 Kenneth Leech (We Preach Christ Crucified), 14.  
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      I have an idea.  What if we were to lay down our best theologies, our wisest 

reflections, the most cherished interpretive approaches of our faith that have been 

shaped by the teachings from our childhood, molded by Sunday School teachers and 

informed by preachers, understandings that have come through careful Bible study and 

years of thoughtful reflection, what if we were to acknowledge that our beliefs and our 

opinions shall never elevate us to a place of full and complete knowledge, what if we 

recognize the best we can do is to hold to an understanding that will always be 

profoundly limited and woefully inadequate?  What if we lay the best we have, the best 

we can hope for in our understanding at the foot of the cross? 

     Let us pray. 

     O Lord take our wisdom, it is indeed laughable.  Take our best strength, our power is 

puny.  Teach us again about your wisdom, your power, revealed yet hidden in the cross 

of Jesus Christ.  Remind us again of your redemptive love that will not let us go.  Recall 

to us again your grace that is beyond measure.  Yoke us to your ongoing mysterious 

cruciform work in the world to address needless human suffering.  And through the 

cross bind us to our neighbor of every description, color, creed and orientation.  Plant 

again the cross at the center of our being.  Teach us again its message of redemption 

and solidarity, its confrontation with sin and evil in all its manifestations.  Envelope us in 

its mystery.   Give us a glimpse of your wisdom in the foolishness of it all - draw near to 

us with your power as we bow our heads, acknowledging our weakness before the 

cross.    
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     Make us a community informed by the cross, not trusting in ourselves but trusting in 

you, a church formed and shaped by the cross, not seeking to serve ourselves but to 

serve others in your name.  Cultivate in us a cruciform character, make us aware of our 

silly biases, show us the folly of our most stubbornly held opinions and the limits of our 

most trusted theologies.  Help us to lay it all down at the foot of the cross - strip it all 

way, Almighty God - until all we have…is Jesus.  

     In the Name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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“Searching for a word from the Lord” 
  
I went seeking recently 
   for a word from the Lord. 
I wasn’t looking for Christian cliches. 
You know how I feel about those! 
 
Sometimes I just don’t need, 
  I’m not in the mood 
  for perky platitudes  
  or pithy proverbs.  
 
Sometimes I just need  
   a word from the Lord, 
   spoken out loud, 
   or a quiet stirring in my soul. 
   A word to confront my sin, 
   or to give me hope.  
 
A word from the Lord.  
A word of truth. 
A word of purpose. 
A word that sustains 
   and strengthens. 
A word that convicts, 
   shapes 
   and prunes. 
A word with weight 
 and promise 
 and power. 
A resurrecting word. 
 
The word of the Lord! 
 
So, I gathered all the day’s events, 
   stuffed them into my back pack 
   and off I went. 
 
I had some wounded-ness, 
  a bit of disappointment, 
  some regret and sadness. 
 
Feeling a bit on the outside 
   looking in. 
   Nose pressed against the glass. 
My sense of belonging  
   more partial than full.  
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What might the Lord say about that? 
 
I don’t always find it 
  when I go looking for it. 
Sometimes the word of the Lord 
  is allusive, 
  hidden.  
 
Sometimes doing religious things helps. 
Sometimes it doesn’t.  
Sometimes the Bible yields great fruit. 
Sometimes the pages seem dry and brittle.  
 
The journey can go on for days. 
Looking, searching, listening, praying.  
Sometimes my soul cries out -  
“Lord, hast thou not a word for me today?” 
 
Silence. 
 
Silence. 
 
And so, tired from my journey, 
my exhausting, 
fruitless journey. 
I removed my backpack 
sat down on a hill 
and leaned my weary back… 
 
….against a cross. 
 
And ceased my search. 
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