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Introduction

In the early 1990s, immediately upon my graduation from seminary, our family moved to Bangladesh where I took up work with the Christian Reformed World Relief Committee, the deaconal agency of our denomination.  Bangladesh was then, and remains today, a small country with huge issues, mostly concerning poverty and its attendant symptoms of hunger, illness, environmental degradation, and an inability to cope with frequent “natural disasters”.  Our role with CRWRC was to help village based cooperative groups acquire the skills and resources necessary for integrated community development.  Through education, skills training, loans, and other interventions, we hoped that children would live longer and healthier lives, families would be less impoverished, women would be empowered, and so on.  We wrote home often to supporting churches celebrating modest gains of better crops and fatter babies.  Our supporters, however, were more interested in knowing how many converts we had “won”, and how many “souls” were “coming to the Lord.”  And when we explained that Bangladeshi law, to which we submitted, prohibited us from engaging in preaching and evangelism, people did not give up their idea that our labour should bear “spiritual fruit” – in fact some now believed our “mission” was even more subversive, clandestine, and dangerous.  In their minds, the legitimacy of working with the poor was to be found in their “spiritual” conversion, not in measurable improvements to their physical wellbeing.  After all, as one person asked, “what’s the point of extending a life that is doomed to hell?”

This personal account introduces us to an ongoing tension that exists throughout the evangelical mission community concerning the relationship between the “spiritual” work of evangelism and the “physical” work of social and economic development. This issue has received a great deal of attention over the years (some would say too much!), both in large global ecumenical forums as well as small denominational board rooms.  By all accounts a great deal of confusion has been cleared up and many conceptual gaps have been bridged.  Nevertheless tensions and misunderstandings remain, suggesting that ongoing theological reflection is required.  My concern in this essay is to bring this important missiological discussion into dialogue with particular insights from atonement theology in the hopes that the encounter of these two sets of ideas can generate some light.  Specifically, I will suggest that the tension between evangelism and development stems, at least in part, from an overemphasis on one atonement metaphor, namely Satisfaction theory, to the near exclusion of others.  Secondly, I will introduce the concept of “transformational development”, an innovative conceptual framework that offers the discussion of development and evangelism a more helpful model; thirdly, I will try to show how various atonement motifs each contributes to a deeper understanding of the church’s mission to the poor, thus urging a theology that embraces a plurality of atonement ideas.

The Problem
The problem can be stated first in terms of social disaster.  Each day upwards of 30,000 children die of preventable hunger and malnutrition and related causes.  In graphic terms that is the equivalent of Jumbo Jet liner crashing every 15 minutes.  Unprecedented disparity exists between the world’s rich and poor, with over 1.5 billion people existing in conditions of absolute poverty.  Every day there are 600 new cases of AIDS infections in South Africa alone; in Mexico city there are estimates of nearly 2 million street kids.  Millions of people worldwide live in refugee camps, mostly because of wars fought over scarce resources and lingering tribal conflicts.  As I write this paper, the news reports the slaughter of unarmed children by the Lord’s Resistance Army in Northern Uganda.  The forces of economic globalization threaten to marginalize even more people in the years ahead as more and more economic power is concentrated in the hands of entities that become harder and harder to regulate.

This is the world into which the Church is commissioned to announce the good news of  Jesus Christ, and it begs for a missiology that is comprehensive, whole, and transforming.  But what exactly is the good news for the poor? 

Here we arrive at the theological problem.  In his comprehensive work Transforming Mission, David Bosch traces the history of the church’s self understanding of its mission and the meaning of salvation.  The early church had a very broad understanding of salvation and used a variety of metaphors and motifs to describe its their experience of Jesus Christ.
 The gospel of Luke speaks of salvation “in respect of a very wide spectrum of human circumstances” including the termination of poverty, inclusion of the marginalized, healing for the sick, deliverance for the possessed, empowerment for the weak, forgiveness for sin, and more.
.  The Apostle Paul employed the language of “reconciliation” to denote the new possibilities for human communion with God and one another, drawing attention to both the political (Jesus is called Kyrios and Soter in the face of the public confession that Caesar is savior and Lord) and social consequences (the book of Philemon) of that.
  In addition there were motifs of liberation from oppression, cleansing from defilement, enlightenment from ignorance and more.  

Gradually however, and for a variety of reasons, the understanding of salvation shifted.  The Byzantine church latched on to the idea of “pedagogical progression”, a gradual uplift through education.  The Western church, on the other hand “stressed the devastating effects of sin as well as the restoration of the fallen individual by means of a crisis mediated by the (sacraments of the) church.”  In this context Christ’s substitutionary death on the cross came to be seen as of central importance, an emphasis that was best articulated by Anselm of Canterbury at the turn of the 12th century in his Cur Deus Homo.  Sin, said Anselm, consists of not giving God the honour that God deserves with the consequence that good and proper order is lost. In order to restore balance and order, Christ satisfies the honour of God by offering the perfect gift of his life, thus paying a penalty that humankind owed, but was unable to pay.  “Salvation was the redemption of individual souls in the hereafter, which would take effect at the occasion of the miniature apocalypse of the death of the individual believer.”
 This particular view of the atonement, with subsequent modifications, outlasted its major competitors (for example Ransom theory and Abelard’s moral influence theory) and became the defining “soteriological” motif at the “throbbing heart of mission”.

As such the “person” and “work” of Jesus were separated and God’s salvific activities were distinguished from God’s providential work.  The consequence of this was a diminishment of the church’s sense of its social role.  This lengthy quote from David Bosch summarizes the consequences clearly:

Thus, even if – throughout all the centuries of Christian missionary history – remarkable service has always been rendered in respect of the care of the sick, the poor, orphans, and other victims of society, as well as in respect of education, agricultural instruction, and the like, these ministries were almost always viewed as “auxiliary services” and not as missionary in their own right.  Their purpose was to dispose people favourably to the gospel, “soften them up”, and thereby prepare the way for the work of the real missionary, namely the one who proclaimed God’s word about eternal salvation.  In most cases, then, a strict distinction was maintained between “horizontal” and “external” emphases (charity, education, medical help) on the one hand and the “vertical” or “spiritual” elements of the missionary agenda (such as preaching, the sacraments, church attendance) on the other.  Only the latter had a bearing on the appropriation of salvation.  This attenuated definition of salvation inevitably led to a preoccupation with narrowly defined ecclesiastical activities, which, for their part, severely complicated the believers’ involvement in society since such involvement had nothing to do with salvation except to draw people toward the church where they might get access to salvation proper.”

This artificial distinction between “horizontal” and “vertical” emphases has persisted in the church to the present day, as a quick perusal of relevant mission statements and ecumenical documents will testify.
  We may take the Lausanne movement to be quite representative, and perhaps even determinative, of evangelical missional self-understanding.  The movement has produced a large number of valuable documents, chronicling the ebb and flow of a missiological dispute.  No doubt these have contributed considerably to raising the social consciousness of evangelicals.  Nevertheless, the primacy of evangelism over social action is written into all their documents and affirmed time and again. John Stott, one of Lausanne’s most prominent spokespersons, writes “Of course the major purpose for the Son’s coming into the world was unique….. for the Father sent the Son to be the savior of the World, and to that end to atone for our sins and to bring us eternal life”.  And while Stott professes to embrace both “Word” and “deed” aspects of mission he argues that, “in the church’s mission of sacrificial service, evangelism is primary”, by which is meant the invitation to belief that will lead to repentance for sin and subsequent forgiveness.  The Lausanne Covenant goes on to state explicitly that “reconciliation with man is not reconciliation with God, not is social action evangelism, nor is political liberation salvation.”
   Even Roger Greenway, esteemed Reformed missiologist that he is, writing passionately about his desire to see unity between “evangelists” and “development practitioners” nevertheless runs with the grain of the dualist paradigm when he suggests that in missiological imperative, salvation through Christ alone is the central issue, as opposed to the “complexity of human needs.”

Perhaps it seems that too much is being made of an inter nos quarrel.  But remember that we are asking the question, “what is the good news for the poor?”  Without a doubt the poor need to know about the gracious gift of Jesus Christ as the “lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”  But is that all?  Is it enough?  

One important issue here is how we understand sin.  In the satisfaction motif of atonement, sin is described essentially in terms of an affront to God that results in God’s wrath, or a diminishment of God’s honor, or the imposition of debt that is owed by humans toward God.  The resulting problem is how that debt can be paid, honor restored, or wrath propitiated; and salvation is then understood simply, or primarily, in terms of our being spared God’s wrath, freed from a debt we could not pay.  On this view of things, the problems of poverty and social disorder are not considered to be a problem of sin, at least not in the same sense.  Poverty is not a “spiritual” problem, but a “physical" problem and its solutions are to be found in medicine, agriculture and social engineering.  Sin needs a “spiritual” fix, forgiveness and reconciliation, while poverty and other social ills require a “social” fix.   

This is where the inadequacy of a single atonement motif becomes apparent.  What if we were to understand sin as more than individual moral failings with consequences beyond affrontery to God.  What if sin were understood to be a “power” that exercises a certain kind of perverse force in the world, capable of holding people captive, rendering them as much victims of sin as perpetrators of it.  Further, what if sin expressed not only in individual human lives, but in the very structures and institutions of the societies that they build, including political ideologies and economic theories.  That would render the problem more complex and require a theory of atonement that goes beyond satisfaction theory.  But this is to anticipate a later argument.  Before we proceed further, we need to consider some of the consequences of defining the “throbbing center” of mission primarily in terms of a satisfaction motif soteriology.

1. One consequence has been the marginalization of the social action programs.  

a. Norman Kraus, an astute observer of this scene comments, “The evangelical paradigm continues to work with the traditional dualism of spiritual and material-social.  For this reason evangelical have been very slow to legitimate “social action” programs that work for an “evangelical” transformation of social and economic systems.  Even evangelical organizations that have tried to stay under the umbrella of the church have been granted, grudgingly at best, a ‘parachurch’ standing.”
  

b. social action is sometimes subordinated to evangelism in unhealthy and counter productive ways, as for example when it is undertaken to make people “ready to receive the gospel.”  A compassionate gesture is undertaken for the ulterior motive of winning the right to present the gospel.  Aside from the cynicism inherent in such an approach (exploiting a person’s poverty) this has led to an abuse known as “rice Christianity” which has led some countries, like Bangladesh, to prohibit communication of the gospel by faith based development organizations. 

2. The scope of social involvement is unnecessarily limited.  As long as ministry to the poor is thought of in terms of compassion and mercy, there are few quarrels.  But when social involvement ranges beyond works of mercy to the more complicated and ambiguous realm of political advocacy and critique of social and political structures, evangelical missions tend to shy away from such involvements because they seem unrelated, and in some cases antithetical to the more important issue of personal salvation.  The mission of social justice is not seen as being intrinsically, inherently central to the gospel.  If the cross is all about justification as forgiveness and not about justification as “justice”; and if the Kingdom to be sought is a “heavenly” kingdom rather than one that involves a dramatic confrontation with the powers and principalities, then costly social action seems unnecessary.

3. Hence, the ministry of social action and development work has historically been theologically underfunded.  This statement no doubt sounds like an exaggeration in view of the tremendous amount of good theological reflection that has been done recently on the church’s call to serve the poor, the “widow and the orphan.”  My point is not to critique the quantity of theological writing, nor its quality, nor its good effect, all of which are indisputable.  Rather, I wish simply to notice that the missiological impulse to social involvement derives almost exclusively from either the wish to imitate the example of Jesus Christ (not unlike Abelard’s moral influence theory) or to “embody the claims of the Kingdom” as it is often put.  These are good as far as they go, but they are a step removed from being central to the very meaning of salvation viewed in Anselmian terms.  Hence, service to the poor helps the Christian to be more Christ like, or it helps the church to bear a more comprehensive and incarnate witness to the claims of the Kingdom and thus make the gospel more appealing, but it is not understood to be an essential participation in the work of salvation.  As a result the theological underpinnings of social ministry are deprived of the power of the cross, the dramatic conquest of the powers, the stunning resurrection reversal that marks the difference between Jesus and all other moral exemplars.  

Furthermore, some have argued that this theological orphaning of development work has resulted in the uncritical acceptance of secular economic, social, and anthropological theories, with the consequence that “Christian development” looks no different from “secular” development except that it is sometimes augmented with evangelism efforts.

Recent innovations in the “theology of development” as well as a recovery of the Christus Victor motif in atonement theology seem to promise new opportunities for deeper dialogue.  It is to these that we now turn our attention.

Transformational Development
Efforts in recent years to integrate the concerns of evangelism with those of development work among the poor, has led to a conceptual innovation called “transformational development.”  It has grown out of a concern that several decades of development intervention has not had the kind of significant impact that was expected, neither by secular development projects such as those undertaken by the World Bank and the UNDP, nor by faith based agencies such as CRWRC or World Vision.  In his book Getting to the 21st Century development theorist David Korten has observed that, “the elimination of unjust structures depends on the emergence of an alternative human consciousness…. and an alternative vision for human development.  This is perhaps the most central of religious missions, and a far worthier challenge for religiously oriented development organizations than the distribution of charity to victims of the failure of spiritual teaching.”
  This amounts to not only a challenge to Christian mission, but is also an indictment of the whole liberal development project.  As Krause observes, “development’s failure discredits the liberal assumption of the essential goodness of human beings and the adequacy of rational self interest as a control mechanism.  It challenges the assumption that a free, self-regulating economic system will serve the interests of the poor, or that the powerful will protect the weak.”
 

The idea of Transformational Development comes as one response to challenges such as the one posed by Korten.  The summary that follows is my interpretation of the description given by Bryant Myers in Walking with the Poor.
    The logic of transformation begins with the premise that a response to poverty depends on one’s understanding of the nature of poverty and its causes.  If poverty is simply lack of goods, an appropriate response will be to provide goods; if it is lack of skills and resources, these are to be provided.  As one’s understanding of poverty becomes more complex and comprehensive, so does one’s response become correspondingly more complex and comprehensive.  If poverty is seen as lack of access to goods, or as entrapment in social and economic structures, then a response to poverty ought to include liberation and advocacy and empowerment.  Building on the work of several social theorists, most notably Jayakumar Christian, Myers argues that we ought to recognize that people are poor because they are caught in a web of broken and distorted relationships that do not work for the poor.  Relationships with self are broken, resulting in poor self esteem, resignation and acquiescence; with others, both locally and globally, in relationships of inequity, injustice, and exploitation; with the creation in terms of environmental degradation; and with God in terms of distorted ideas about who God is and concerning our relationship with God, so that some forms of poverty are even given religious sanction.  In this way Myers points to the wide range of brokennesses, caused by sin, that lie behind global poverty.  These in turn call for a wide range of responses – in other words, a holistic response that addresses these multiple levels of need.  Importantly, Myers also points to the need for the renewal of the non-poor who often play God in the lives of the poor.  

Significant for our discussion is the recognition that this web of distorted relationships is often underwritten by a social or cultural narrative that supports, endorses, and perpetuates the distortions.  Behind and beneath the complexities of global poverty and social disorder is a web of lies, a flawed worldview, a nasty narrative of power, greed, deception and death.  It is the story of sin.  In order for development interventions to be truly sustainable in ways that yields transformed communities, the very narrative by which people live needs to be changed.  This is because, as Walter Brueggemann, among others has observed,  we are “story formed creatures”, living according to culture shaping, paradigm forming systems of symbols and meaning.  One can see how similar this is to Korten’s concern for an “alternative vision of reality” by which “just” people can be formed.  In fact, in what seems to be providential prescience, Walter Brueggemann actually defines evangelism in almost exactly those terms: 

“The text, in its elusive, polyvocal cadences, endlessly asserts that the world is not closed according to socio-political-economic or emotional hegemonies of the day.  Rather, because of YHWH's powerful intentionality, room and energy are provided for an alternative life in the world…..   The announcement of a chance for an alternative life in the world is the substance of the Christian gospel….  An offer of a new baptismal identity that makes us odd and free and able….  Evangelism means inviting people into these stories as the definitional story of our life, and thereby authorizing people to give up, abandon, and renounce other stories that have shaped their life in false and distorting ways.” 

Another Christian development theorist, Bruce Bradshaw makes the important connection explicit: “Sustainable cultural change requires the transformation of values that permeate the cultural narratives, which are the stories of the social structures that comprise the communities in which people live.”
  

To recapitulate, what we have here is a different configuration of the relationship between evangelism and social action/ development.  Development is not undertaken as a way of “softening people up” to hear the evangel, nor is the gospel simply an offer of forgiveness and reconciliation in the midst of disempowering realities and debilitating structures and stories that remain unchallenged.  Both development strategies and evangelistic proclamation are joined at the hip in the common caused of transforming communities and their narratives so that change can be deep and lasting.  Myers states as the desired outcome of transformation, “renewed people (renewed identities and sense of vocation as image bearers) in renewed relationships, seeking a new future (by which he means the Kingdom of God).”  

But this transformational perspective assumes and requires a biblical vision of salvation that is deep and broad, one that affirms that the Creator of heaven and earth is “at work to mend and redeem and repair and rehabilitate the world so that it may become the good creation, the new creation, that God has always and everywhere intended.” 

Atonement Themes

In this section I will draw attention to those themes in atonement theology that are of special significance for “transformational development”.  In drawing upon the strengths of a variety of themes and motifs I make the important assumption that no single motif captures all that is implied by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, and that no idea has a necessary priority over others.  Thus I imply that we are best served by a plurality of images.  Leanne Van Dyk points out the curious observation that while the church has had many councils to adjudicate what it believes about the Trinity and the two natures of Christ, it has never come to a similar consensus about the meaning and nature of the atonement.  In fact, it seems that the church has had freedom ‘in the Spirit’ to appropriate those images that are most amenable to its particular missional setting.
 

Abelard’s Moral Influence Theory of Atonement.  

Abelard’s contention was the primary significance of Jesus death on the cross was not that it removed some barrier between God and humanity, but rather that it was the most profound demonstration of God’s matchless love for others.  Abelard held that the pernicious character of sin was not to be found so much in its actions as in its intentions, in the willing yielding of a person to the evil inclinations of the heart.  But the experience of God’s love, demonstrated in Jesus willing self-sacrifice, is so powerful that it can transform hearts that are alienated from God to turn from self-will and evil to seek God’s will and goodness.  In that turning we are saved.  Biblical passages that are important to this view include Romans 5:8, “God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.” (NIV) and 1 John 3:16,17 “this is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.  And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother or sister in need but has no pity on him or her, how can the love of God be in him?”  

This view has some obvious shortcomings: for one thing it does not answer adequately why Jesus had to die.  It is possible to conceive of an influential example that might stop short of death.  In any event the death itself does not really achieve any objective change, only the human perception of that death and a willingness to respond to it.  Also, this view does not take human sin seriously enough, for it supposes that we actually can simply change our minds about evil intentions.  Finally, this view tends to be individualistic, viewing both evil and redemption as happening to persons, and not corporately or structurally.

Nevertheless, Abelard’s moral influence theory has something to commend it, and it has had considerable influence over the years.  Schleiermacher’s idea of “increased God consciousness” builds on this idea as does the 19th century social gospel movement and Walter Rauschenbusch.  Albert Schweitzer, famous “renaissance man” and missionary doctor to the Congo echoes Abelardian sentiments when he said, “the mighty thought underlying the beatitudes of the sermon on the mount is that we come to know God and belong to him through love…. the subject of all his (Jesus’) preaching is love and, more generally, the preparation of the heart for the Kingdom” 
  One might even see slivers of Abelard in John Calvin’s third use of the law – it is out of deep gratitude for the benefits of Christ that we are motivated to keep the law and thus prove by our obedience the depth of our gratitude.  The strength of moral influence theory is that it serves as a strong reminder that behind all mission, whether it be planting churches in suburbia or digging wells in Africa, we are to emulate the example of our Lord, in his humility, in his acceptance of a servant’s role, in his embrace of and identity with the last, the least and the lost (Capon), and in his willingness to endure horrendous suffering on behalf of others.  Examples abound through history of people who were inspired to great acts of bravery and self sacrifice by the example of Jesus.  Bryant Myers (and many others) have pointed out that the effectiveness of all Christian mission lies in recognizing that the quality of witness is as important as the content of that witness.  He quotes approvingly Dorothy Day that we are to” live a life so mysterious that the only adequate explanation is the presence of a living, loving God” and also Kosuke Koyama who calls for Christians “to set aside their crusading minds in favour of a crucified mind.”
  The Apostle Paul himself says that without love we are nothing; we might paraphrase him to say that even though we have social theories and missiologies or profound wisdom, but have not love, we are but poor peddlers.  

Secondly, we have seen that one objective of transformation is the renewal of people’s self relationship.  Moral influence teaches that every person, regardless of poverty, station in life, giftedness, capacity for economic participation or whatever height or depth one can imagine, is nevertheless loved by God.  To a Bengali woman who has no status in her society, who takes personal responsibility for the premature death of her children, who is considered chattel by her husband, the news that God loves her enough to suffer on her behalf is nothing short of profound.  I used to consider that the best piece of social development we could do was to make just such an announcement, just for the sheer personal capacity that it might release.

So, while recognizing the serious limitations of Abelard, we ought not throw out the great benefit of his reminder to “have in us the mind of Jesus” – it is an essential ingredient for any missiology.

Satisfaction Theory of Atonement
This theory was given its primary shape by Anselm of Canterbury nearly 1000 years ago and has been adapted and amended through the ages.  Briefly summarized, Satisfaction theory states that human sin consists of not rendering to God the honour that God is due, creating an impassable breach between humanity and God.  What is required is that God’s honour be satisfied: “therefore everyone who sins ought to render back to God the honour he has taken away, and this is the satisfaction which every sinner ought to make to God.”
  The problem is that no sinner can make the satisfaction which God requires, and God ought not to make it since his honour has been offended, ergo, only a God-man can render sufficient satisfaction: “In Christ’s death this satisfaction is made so now God can, with justice, forgive sinners their whole debt.” 

A thorough analysis of the strengths and shortcomings of Anselm’s theory is beyond the scope of this paper, especially since I find  Anselm’s ideas to be quite nuanced.  In broad terms however, a major strength of this theory is that it takes human sin with utmost seriousness.  Sin is radical disobedience to God’s will and God’s intentions for human life – it distorts the image of God in us, shreds all our relationships, and renders our service and vocation inadequate for human thriving.  It ought to come as no surprise that an emphasis on human culpability and “sin” is rare in the field of social development.  The emphasis is on capacity building, generating hope, empowering people, transferring skills, raising awareness, all of which generally assumes an unrealistically sunny optimism regarding human beings.  And in many settings, a positive approach is justified and necessary because of the demoralizing effects of poverty.  But the project of putting humanity back together again can never accomplish much if we are naïve about the human capacity for and inclination to evil and the need to confront human sinfulness.  Since Christian transformational development seeks “renewed people in renewed relationships”, it must deal honestly with human sin and failure.  It can only afford to do so in a constructive and healing way because of what Anselm’s theory teaches – that the guilt and debt that human sin incurs has been taken care of by the gracious act of a God who loves all people.  

Another benefit of Anselm’s approach is suggested by Daniel Bell in an essay titled, “Sacrifice and Suffering: Beyond Justice, Human Rights and Capitalism”.
 Bell’s discussion concerns the struggle for justice and human rights as it has been undertaken by what he calls “liberationists”, such as Leonardo Boff and Gustavo Guttierez.  While he is sympathetic to their cause, he fears that their approach could lead to a “terror of justice” in that their definition of what kind of justice one ought to seek depends too strongly on secular and enlightenment ideals of human rights.  These rights were never posited to support human flourishing, argues Bell, but rather to enable a free market economy.  That economy assumes limited goods so that the rights of one party need to be protected from encroachment by another.  Basing a quest for justice on such an economic view (based on assumptions of lack, debt and loss) of human rights leads necessarily to unceasing struggle, he argues, because the justice seekers are captured by the very paradigm they seek to overcome.  For this reason he argues that true justice is better sought in the “aneconomic order of charity, plenitude, and ceaseless generosity” which he finds exemplified in the actions of God described by Anselm.  Bell reasons that Anselm’s theory of atonement has been distorted because it is read through the economic lens of loss and debt which necessitates payment, when in fact it should be read in an aneconomic way, in which we see God acting not out of any necessity but simply out of free divine love and grace.  As such “the atonement is not about juridical reckoning but ontological union …(and) as such displays the plenitude of divine charity, of God’s giving and giving again…. the atonement is God in Christ bearing human rejection and extending the offer of grace again, thereby opening a path for humanity to recover beatitude.  In this sense Christ’s faithfulness on the cross marks not a divine demand for retribution but a divine refusal to hold our rebellion against us.”
  On this basis Bell argues that true liberation for the poor lies not in seeking and achieving justice according to the distorted terms of the economic paradigm, but in the aneconomic paradigm of God’s generosity, which yields justice in terms of desire for unity, generosity, and a future of abundance.  

Bell’s thesis hints at the same kind of wisdom expressed by Walter Brueggemann in his essay, “The Liturgy of Abundance, The Myth of Scarcity”
.  In this essay Brueggemann argues that economic distress, disparity of wealth and excessive poverty stem from, remarkably, an assumption in the modern economy of scarcity.  Ideas of scarcity, first expressed in the biblical story when the Egyptians (under Joseph’s tutelage) take the land of Joseph’s descendants in collateral for food, lead to economic anxiety that in turn lead to greed, hoarding, and plundering.  This is in sharp contrast to the images of abundance offered in the creation story and Jesus’ miracles of feeding, and which lead to confident trust in the economy of provision such as we see in the Wilderness Manna account of Exodus 16.  Brueggemann locates the driving force of the globalization of the free market economy and all its potential destructive force in the perpetuation of the myth of scarcity.  His proposal for an alternative vision corresponds well with Bell’s discovery of precisely such a vision in the superabundance of grace in the atoning death of Jesus.  Whether Bell’s assessment of the liberationists view of justice is on the mark or not remains to be seen, but his ideas certainly are worth examining more closely for how they can inform the quest for justice, not to mention how they can correct frequent misreadings of Anselm.  In terms of transformational development, the insights of both Bell and Brueggemann point to an alternative narrative on which to construct different economic principles.

The satisfaction theory thus offers theological insights that can be of help to development practitioners and missionaries alike.  But it has limitations as well.  For one thing, Bell’s proposal notwithstanding, it seems to concern itself with individual personal sin and does not address itself well to structural sin and evil.  Second, it seems to overemphasize the problem of sin as the debt (of honor) it incurs rather than the disobedience it consists of and the disorder /brokenness it yields; hence it concentrates on the expiation of guilt as the center of God’s salvific purpose rather than the formation of an obedient community that can bring “blessings to the nations”.  This seems at odds with the thrust of the larger biblical narrative where the removal of guilt is certainly a concern, but not the primary one.  Also, it focuses on the important idea of redemption as guilt removal rather than as liberation and a change of masters.  Yet liberation is a central theme in both testaments: this is seen in how the life and death of Jesus recapitulate Israel’s slavery and Exodus/ Passover experience (especially in Matthew, but also elsewhere); Jesus announcement of the presence of the Kingdom and his subsequent commands to “follow him” implying a change of allegiance; the Old Testament preoccupation with idolatry and associated social injustice; and Paul’s heavy use of this motif in describing the benefits of Jesus death and resurrection.  An example of the latter can be found in Romans 6:17ff, “thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness….”   

This last objection to satisfaction theory has serious implications for Christian responses to poverty and other disorders.  The problem is that it suggests that our “redemption” is really a matter of being declared righteous on account of a price that has been paid on our behalf, whether or not we actually become righteous in that we change our allegiances. Whether this is a problem in Anselm’s formulation or just in subsequent Christian imaginative shorthand, the outcome has been problematic in two ways.  First, there is an assumption that what really matters is being declared “righteous”, and not whether one actually becomes righteous.  A separation is made between atonement and ethics that does not exist in the biblical narrative.  This has allowed generations of Christians to be more concerned with proper observance of the sacraments (Catholics) or the mastering of theological propositions (Protestants) by which right-making faith was obtained, than by stepping out of the idolatries of the dominant culture and into faithful discipleship.  In other words, by addressing us only in terms of a rather abstract status before God, we were more able to make peace with the culture we live in.  Hence it is possible for the Christian West to live in relative super-affluence without much embarrassment about the destructive poverty that abounds elsewhere.  Secondly, as has been hinted at before, this view of redemption can minimize our expectations about what the gospel means for the poor.  If in Christ “all things are made new”, ought we not to expect that sinners who live in poverty will not only experience relief that their sins are forgiven but also that they will experience the economic benefit of the new order?

Furthermore, in satisfaction theory what seems to matter most about Jesus is that he was born in order to die.  Consequently the substance of his life, his teaching, his Kingdom signing miracles and Kingdom naming parables, as well as his Kingdom shaped life seem almost irrelevant, at least in terms of salvation.  One need only consider the gaping holes in the Apostle’s Creed to see how this “oversight” has become embedded in our confessions.  By making no mention of Covenant, the history of Israel, Kingdom of God, or any events in the life of Jesus other than his birth, suffering, death, and resurrection, the creed seems to de-historicize the atonement.  The connection between Jesus’ life and death is lost, and our understanding of his significance is focused on the cross, but the meaning of the cross itself seems unrelated to his life.  As a consequence the meaning of terms such as justification, righteousness, sacrifice are not shaped by his life as much as they are by subsequent systematic considerations.  I believe it was Jacques Ellul who one commented that when the church adopted the categories of philosophy rather than the categories of history, it lost its theological way.

One final observation regarding Satisfaction concerns the relative unimportance of the resurrection in this theory.  What matters most is Jesus death, not the resurrection.  But this is to overlook the importance of the resurrection as the act of God’s power by which he vindicates the peculiar life of Jesus.  Jesus, who embodied the Kingdom of God in his earthly ministry, testifying in all things to the reign of God and calling people to follow into a new way of obedience, was discredited by the rejection of all, to the point of death.  Death alone made him look like a failure, as the two disciples walking to Emmaus expressed, “we thought he was the one”; but the resurrection vindicates Jesus and his witness to the Kingdom.  By raising Jesus from the dead God says, this is the way of the Kingdom.  This is what it means to be human, what it means to be saved.  This is the God shaped life.  Here we are already drawing on themes that emerge in the Christus Victor theory to be considered next.

We have already said that one should not expect that any single motif or metaphor can describe all that is implied by Christ’s life, death, and resurrection.  But the weight that satisfaction theory has in the evangelical Christian tradition means that its deficiencies are exaggerated, and in fact can even distort the gospel as other necessary themes are overshadowed and overwhelmed.

Christus Victor Redux
In his study, Christus Victor, Gustav Aulen initiated the recovery of an important atonement theme that had gone underground for several years.
  Aulen calls his idea the “classic” theory of atonement because it had been held in some form by the early church Fathers until the theories of Anselm and Abelard tended to replace it.  According to this view a cosmic battle is raging between good and evil, between the powers of Light and Life and the powers of death and darkness.  Humanity finds itself held in bondage by the power of sin and the devil.  The death of Jesus seems to mark victory for Satan and defeat for God, but in the dramatic Easter reversal, God steals the victory, establishing his rule in the cosmos, liberating humans and the whole creation to serve him as they were intended.  This theory has several powerful insights that recommend it to ideas of transformational development.  For one thing, it treats the subject of sin not only in terms of debt and guilt, but as a “power” that can express itself personally in the evil that people do, but also corporately in the evil that gets done in through social structures and institutions and in the patterns of social behavior such as racism, sexism, economism and so on.  Thus the problem of sin is not resolved simply by forgiveness or declarations of righteousness, but in people’s liberation from sin’s very power.  Salvation has to do with a transfer of allegiance, with the overcoming of sin’s reign and the reign of the Spirit.  Salvation can be thought of as a paradigm shift from “no future” because of the captivity of sin, to a “new possible future” because of the resurrection of Jesus by which sin and death are conquered.  

Secondly, Christus Victor understands Jesus death in terms of his life – he lives to bear witness to the Reign of God and summons people to follow.  This inevitably leads to deadly conflict with the “powers” that resist the Kingdom and Jesus death is understood as part of this conflict.  This discloses the deadly seriousness of sin, the deep, dark and deadly nature of resistance to God.  As such it reveals at the same time the radical nature of Christian discipleship.  It helps those who struggle for justice and renewal to see their conflict in light of Christ’s own struggle, and thus gives great hope for endurance since the drama ends in Jesus eventual resurrection triumph over the powers.  

Furthermore, Christus Victor points to the cruciform shape of the struggle.  The powers and principalities are not overcome on their own terms, violence against violence, strength against strength. Rather the powers are subverted as God in Jesus confronts violence with non-violence, power with servant hood, vengeance with forgiveness, exclusion with embrace.  In this encounter the powers are unmasked, exposed as lies, as false narratives.  They thus lose their binding power over people.

The above brief summary derives not only from Gustav Aulen’s classic theory, but also from various upgrades of Christus Victor that have appeared in the atonement theory market over the past years.  We might think of these collectively as Christus Victor Redux.  Included in Redux are J. Denny Weaver’s “narrative Christus Victor”
, Raymund Schwager’s idea of “the drama of salvation”
 as well as numerous other efforts such as the “messianic view of atonement” suggested by Anabaptists Perry Yoder
 and John Driver
.  These variations are unequal improvisations of the original, but they have several things in common.  For one, they all take some critical distance from satisfaction theory, ranging from outright rejection (Weaver) to more moderate statements of deficiencies (Driver and Yoder, for example), to appreciation for Anselm (Schwager).  They also have in common a presupposition of non-violence, and reject any reading of atonement that makes God the agent of Jesus death.  In all forms, Christus Victor, takes seriously the role of the “powers and principalities” and helps recognize the insidious nature of evil as it situates itself in every part of life.  One of the strengths of Redux is that it offers a very broad and encompassing idea of reconciliation and redemption that easily reads out in to a variety of social and ethical concerns.  Underlying all this is the basic approach in Christus Victor to understand the meaning of the death and resurrection of Jesus in the context of the entire biblical drama/ narrative, deriving the meaning of salvation from the trajectory of old testament themes and narrations as these are encountered again in the life of Jesus, in both continuous and discontinuous patterns.  
From a number of recent works that I include in Redux, some rich themes emerge that suggest avenues for continued reflection with respect to transformational development.  These can only be summarized briefly here.

Justice and Justification:  We have already seen how transformational development seeks to address poverty and other social disorders in a holistic way, including an evaluation, critique, and rejection of harmful social structures and patterns.  The pursuit of social justice is intrinsic to this, understood not simply as the insistence on human rights, but as the restoration of all relationships, personal and structured so that all people and even the creation itself can abide in Shalom, that rich biblical concept for harmony and well-being.  While atonement as satisfaction treats justice in an essentially retributive sense, there is much to suggest that the biblical language for justice and justification is much more than that.  Old testament ideas of justice are related to God’s mercy and righteousness, expressed in the context of a covenantal relationships in which God’s concern is the gathering and shaping of a people whose communal life is “just”.  Justice is more about restoration and renewal that about retribution and punishment.  With this Old testament pattern clearly in mind, several scholars are revisiting Pauline language about justification, suggesting that Paul has been misunderstood.  The outcome of these reflections is that the breach between “justification” (understood as a declared status before God) and “justice doing” (the ethical life of God’s people) is removed.  Instead God’s ethical justice and God’s justification of us in Christ are bound together in that Christ’s ministry continues, albeit in a radically revised way, the formation of the new people of God.  Hence, the practice of restorative justice, so vital to social reform and renewal, is seen to be constituent of salvation, not simply a response to declared righteousness.  This all too brief summary derives from the work of Christopher Marshall in Beyond Retribution
 as well as Paul Among the Post Liberals by Douglas Harink
.  

The Powers:  The importance of the powers has already been alluded to earlier, but a further implication for transformation must be mentioned as worthy of further study.  In his book, Change Across Cultures, Bruce Bradshaw describes the great importance of a biblical theology of the powers for missions.  Drawing on the work of Paul Hiebert, Bradshaw argues that in many “primitive” ideologies the center of importance is not truth, but power.  Encounters with western missionaries may result in changed ideas of “truth” but not of “power”.  As a result deep change does not occur even when the gospel has been accepted.  There are at least two serious consequences that derive from this: in the first place, the gospel is seriously diminished when it is conveyed only in terms of truth and not power – people fail to discern and apply the real power that is inherent in the Biblical message.  Secondly, if converts continue to rely on old “power” sources that are ineffective, they will not seek proper solutions where they can be found.  For example, as long as people believe that certain amulets or rituals are the keys to producing good crops, they will not be motivated to discover the potential of fertilizers, irrigation or crop rotation.  Bradshaw writes, “Until recently, the middle zone was not part of the cultural narratives of modern Western cultures.  Missionaries addressed the top zone with truth and the bottom zone with efficiency, but they did not address the power of the middle zone.  They excluded the middle because they did not realize that people understand ‘truth functionally rather than substantially.’”
  Christus Victor with its focussed attention on the powers and principalities reveals the gospel as not just Truth propositions, but a restorative, redemptive power itself, a principality of grace and shalom. 
In a related theme Raymund Schwager, in Jesus in the Drama of Salvation, makes explicit that sin itself must be understood as a “power” which holds people in bondage, rendering them as much victims of sin as perpetrators.
  The significance of the Christ event is not just that payment was made for whatever debt the sin incurred, but that the power of sin and death is itself broken and those who were sin’s “victims”, held under its bondage can now be set free.  Thus the good news for the poor is not just that their sins have been forgiven, as important as that is, but that the powers that conspire to diminish their humanity, exerting deadly force on them and their communities have no ultimate power, but can be resisted, acted against, rejected, in the name of, and power of, and in the manner of Jesus Christ.  One can clearly see how this does not render evangelism unimportant to community development, but rather makes it critical, provided the full liberating and empowering message of Christus Victor can be heard.  This is the stunning climax to the alternative narrative, the biblical story, that makes possible for communities to rewrite their defining narratives.   

The Zaccheus Principle

One final line of thought to be pursued stems from Luke 19 and the story of Zaccheus.  In this account Zaccheus, a despised tax collector, is graciously paid the courtesy of recognition by Jesus.  The outcome of this is Zaccheus public announcement to return his ill gotten wealth in a manner that echoes OT covenant stipulations.  In response to this Jesus announces that “this day salvation has come to this house, for this man too is a son of Abraham.”  No mention is made of “faith” or of sacrifice or of atonement or of a debt owed to God.  What is highlighted is the act of commitment and obedience to “right-making” laws of economic justice directed toward restoring broken human relations.  This is not suggested to be a condition for salvation, nor a consequence of it, but as the very meaning of what salvation is.  Rejecting the unjust tax stealing way of life and stepping into the paradigm of obedience and justice making, just is what salvation means for Zaccheus.  That may not be all that salvation is, but according to Luke’s authorized and inspired version, it certainly cannot be less than this.  This story is sharply contrasted with the unwillingness of the rich young ruler to change his loyalties and priorities.  Both Raymund Schwager and Dennis Weaver point to the importance of the genuine offer of Jesus to embrace the Kingdom way of life as in itself a form of atonement, of salvation.  This seems consistent with other passages such as 2 Chronicles 7:14 where God says, “if my people will humble themselves and pray and turn from their wicked ways, then from heaven will I hear, forgive them for their sins and heal their land” (paraphrased).  In the context of the ongoing problem of third world debt which is a major contributing factor to poverty and suffering in numerous countries, the implications of this story for the relationship of Western/ Northern nations to indebted Southern economies is staggering.  If Christians were to think of their very salvation as consisting of the right setting of economic relationships, things might be different.
Conclusion
One cannot help but be renewed and amazed at the depth of meaning that the church has derived from the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus over the years.  To the extent that we remain open to the leading of the Spirit who can help the church appropriate all the benefits of Christ, our missionary engagement with a needy and troubled world will be strengthened and broadened.  We and the world we wish to bless, are served best when we refusing to be seduced into a narrow vision, but instead draw upon as many atonement motifs as possible, embracing all that the gospel offers. The Apostle Peter uses a wonderful word twice in his first letter to the scattered churches.  In 1:6 he speaks of the varieties of suffering that they endure – he uses the unusual Greek word, poikilois which can be rendered as variegated, multi-colored.  He uses the same word in 4:10 when he speaks of God’s grace in its various (poikilois) forms.  The suggestion is that there may be a peculiar variety of grace for each peculiar variety of human need and suffering.  In a world as complex as our own, with needs and hurts so diverse, nothing less than the full range of God’s mercies must inform our missiology.  
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