Essential Tenets

Week 4b

JESUS CHRIST – INCARNATION OF THE ETERNAL WORD
You happen to be visiting your favorite out-of-town relatives over the Easter weekend. You go with them to the service on Sunday morning. Their PC(USA) church has an interim pastor preaching (see G-14.0513b). During the service, you are taken aback to hear that believing in the bodily resurrection of Jesus is not necessary to be a Christian. Then, you hear the following: 

"Christianity is an abusive theology that glorifies suffering." Substitutionary atonement looks a lot like "divine child abuse. . . God the Father demanding and carrying out the suffering and death of his own son" so that God can forgive our sins. I would join to their voices that of womanist theologian Delores Williams. Williams, in Sisters in the Wilderness, has brought to our attention that the substitution and sacrificial suffering do not play themselves out as "good news" for people accustomed to roles of surrogacy and sacrifice and suffering.

If it is the case that our interpretation of the cross has become a glorification of suffering, then it seems to me we have badly misrepresented the meaning of the cross. Theology goes awry from time to time.

Perhaps we should begin again at the beginning. We affirm with I Corinthians 5, "God was in Christ reconciling the world." This story is not about God punishing or causing or requiring the suffering of some other. It is rather about God in Christ, a co-sufferer in solidarity with human beings, in a way that offers healing and emancipatory hope. The crucifixion is a social and political response to the challenge that the life that Jesus lived presented to principalities and powers. Dorothee Soelle, in her book Suffering, has pointed out that there is nothing distinctive in crucifixion; people are, in a sense, "crucified" everyday. What is distinctive is in the life that Jesus lived, in love of God and neighbor, a life that seems to call us to stop the crucifixions! It is time to reclaim the cross--not as a glorification of suffering but as a scene of "dangerous remembrance, empowering resistance, and emancipatory hope"

What would happen if our doctrine of the atonement took the life of Jesus the Christ, in its redemptive power, more seriously? Consider for a moment the birth narratives and how incarnation -- as such -- is in itself redemptive. It is this divine embrace of our lives in the incarnation that accomplishes our salvation. The incarnation would be enough!

After the service, you are sharing an Easter brunch with your still favorite relatives. They say to you, “That sounded a little strange for an Easter sermon. What does that mean about the bodily resurrection of Jesus? Does it matter if he was actually raised from the dead?”

Using Scripture, the Book of Confessions and the Book of Order:

1. What are the theological issues involved?

2. What are the relevant Scriptural, Book of Confessions and Book of Order passages?
3. How might you respond?
