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Scholars in recent decades have attempted to rethink a theology of
the atonement in light offeminist and pacifist critiques. This article addresses, not the substance of atonement, but the question of
whether and how the work of Christ does or does not make sense.
I take the position that it does make sense as long as we qualify
what kind of "sense" we are talking about. By developing a section
of Bernard Lonergans 1958 address entitled “The Redemption ” I
examine different aspects of the intelligibility that we can ascribe
to a robust theology of atonement. In this way we can avoid some
of the graver misunderstandings and pastoral misuses of the gospel message of redemption.

My recent book, Transformed Lives, includes the subtitle Making
Sense of Atonement.1 While this is a worthy goal, I now realize that I
chose this subtitle without much thought as to the nature of the
“sense” I was hoping to make. Surely I expected the readers to have
some insights into how Christs life, death, and resurrection might
bring about reconciliation, forgiveness, and healing in their lives. It is
clear, however, that just what kind of “sense” people are hoping for in
a systematic account of atonement may be at the heart of some deep
misunderstanding of this doctrine.
This gets at the heart of theology itself. If theology is “faith seeking
understanding,” as St. Anselm declared, then it is this understanding
* Cynthia S. W. Crysdale is professor of Christian ethics and theology at the
School of Theology at the University of the South, Sewanee, Tennessee. She has authored Embracing Travail: Retrieving the Cross Today (Continuum, 1999) and edited
Lonergan and Feminism (University of Toronto Press, 1994). She coauthored Creator God, Evolving World with Neil Ormerod of the Australian Catholic University
(Fortress, 2013). Her most recent publication is Transformed Lives: Making Sense of
Atonement Today (Church Publishing, 2016).
1 Cynthia S. W. Crysdale, Transformed Lives: Making Sense of Atonement Today
(New York: Church Publishing, 2016).
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and its nature into which we must delve. What theological understanding seeks is intelligibility: a set of terms and their relations that
explains what is going on when God acts in history and our lives are
thereby changed. We are seeking an order, a plan, some logical system
by which we can understand what in most cases has already happened
to us at a more elemental level: in worship, in song, in contemplation of beauty, in an encounter with the Word as preached, in inner
changes that allow us to choose abundant life rather than the diminished life of abuse or addiction. These dramatic changes lead us to
ask questions both about the causes of the changes in ourselves and
about the nature of God herself. So faith seeking understanding is
faith trying to make sense, faith seeking intelligibility. When it comes
to atonement it is a question of the intelligibility of Gods action in
Christ—through Gods entrance into history in the person of Jesus
and through his teaching, his crucifixion, and his resurrection.
Some clues to this sense-making can be found in an article written by Bernard Lonergan, SJ. “The Redemption” is a transcript of a
recorded lecture that Lonergan gave in 1958.2 As such it is cryptic
and unpolished, without the benefit of revision and nuance.3 Nevertheless, it can yield important insights. The third section is entitled
“Intelligibility of the Redemption,” and it clarifies the kinds of sense
that are not applicable to redemption, as well as nuancing those that
are. My objective in this essay is to use his points as a starting place
for exploring the textures and limits of understanding atonement. If
we can eliminate some kinds of sense-making as not applicable to the
transformation of redemption, we can make better sense of those that
do. I will conclude with some reflections on the pastoral implications
of these insights.
2 Bernard J. F. Lonergan, “The Redemption,” in Philosophical and Theological
Papers 1958-1964, ed. R. C. Crocken, F. E. Crowe, and R. M. Doran, Collected
Works of Bernard Lonergan, vol. 6 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996),
3-28.
3 The clarity of this as a written piece of work owes much to the editors of Lonergan s Collected Works, and of this volume in particular. Note that this address was
given at a time, 1958, when Lonergan himself was in the process of shifting from
the Scholastic method of doing theology to a new method that would incorporate the
“turn to the subject” and attention to human consciousness, as emerges in his later
work, Method in Theology (New York: Seabury Press, 1972). For a fuller explanation
of this change as it relates to a theology of redemption, see William P. Loewe, Lex
Crucis: Soteriology and the Stages of Meaning (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2016),
chapter 6.
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Intelligibility and Necessity
The first point is that, while we can hope to make sense of redemption, this sense is not the same as a necessity. That is to say that
the work of Christ on the cross as a means of reconciliation with sinful humans was not the only way that God could have brought about
this reunion. This has been a matter of debate throughout the centuries. Many see St. Anselm as insisting that Christs suffering and death
were a necessary condition for meeting Gods demands for justice.
Gods established order in the world required some kind of recompense for sin; Christ provided that through his death on the cross. In
fact, Anselm goes to some lengths to nuance what he means by necessity in relation to Gods will, while at the same time leaving many gaps
in his method for later generations to sort out.4
Further, both Augustine and Aquinas state clearly that there are
other ways God might have reconciled humankind to himself had
God so chosen. Aquinas asks, not why Christs death and resurrection were necessary, but why they were fitting. Given that God could
have worked this out in another way, why did God choose to do it this
way? This kind of questioning does not seek after an immutable law
of some kind that had to be fulfilled, but focuses on Gods wisdom:
What sense can we make of Gods wisdom in letting history unfold in
this way?5
So Lonergan contrasts the intelligibility of a mathematical formula—2 + 2 must equal 4—with the intelligibility of other empirical
phenomena such as the law of gravity. Gravity operates in our contingent world, just as cancer cells proliferate under certain conditions
and water circulates in the atmosphere as it does. These might operate differently—we might eradicate cancer, or global warming might
radically shift the hydrological systems of the atmosphere. But given
that these systems do exist, what sense do they make? How can we
understand them? Likewise, given that Christ was incarnate in the
first century CE and died on a Roman cross, and that we take that to
4 See Anselm of Canterbury, Anselm of Canterbury : The Major Works, ed. Brian
Davies and G. R. Evans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); Cur Deus Homo,
II, 4,17. See also Charles Hefling, “Lonergan s Cur Deus Homo: Revisiting the ‘Law
of the Cross’” in Meaning and History in Systematic Theology: Essays in Honor of
Robert M. Doran, S.J., ed. John Dadosky (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press,
2009), 145-66, esp. 147-51, and Loewe, Lex Crucis, chap. 2.
5 See Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Ilia, 1. See also Loewe, Lex Crucis, 107-9.
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involve the grace of God reaching out to us in time, how can we make
sense of this divine initiative?
Some more recent Reformation and post-Reformation versions of
what Anselm was attempting in his explanation of satisfaction leaned
in the direction of necessary moral laws that need to be fulfilled. What
has come to be popularly accepted by many believers—the “penal
substitutionary” account of atonement—emphasizes that Gods justice
required punishment for sin. While there are Biblical verses that use
imagery of satisfaction or sacrifice or ransom, in which there seems
to be a required exchange, to make these metaphors into explanatory
systems of thought leads to theological problems.6 If Gods justice is
such that even God must obey it, to the point that one person of the
Trinity needs to punish another person of the Trinity, God herself
becomes subject to some other, higher principle or power. Rather,
there is no “must” for God. Instead, the reigning principle is God in
Godself as pure Love; God as sovereign over all chose to enter history
in the way that he did. The sense we make of this answers the question “Why would God have done it this way?” rather than “Why did
God have to do it this way?”
A Dynamic Intelligibility
A second point is that the sense we make of redemption is not
a matter of deductive logic. It is, instead, a matter of “dialectical”
thought. This is to say that it involves a reversal of roles rather than a
clear-cut set of direct causes. In logic, there are premises and deductions that lead to straightforward conclusions. But Gods work in turning around basic sin and its effects is not like this. Rather, Gods work
is counterintuitive, whereby what logically ought to have happened
did not; in fact, the opposite of that logic ends up taking place.
The New Testament is full of such reversals. The Beatitudes
come to mind; the meek shall inherit the earth and the kingdom of
God belongs to those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake. The
entire Sermon on the Mount—Matthew 5-7—involves such surprising challenges. Justice becomes not an eye for an eye but loving ones
enemies. Jesuss behavior reverses expectations over and over again;
6 It is important to note the difference between meanings generated by imagery,
symbols, or metaphors and the intelligibility of explanatory systems. Anselm marks
a first attempt to move the theology of salvation toward this latter, a theoretical account. Nevertheless, there was significant development of thought on the meaning of
Christs death prior to this move of Anselm, and much further theoretical work after
Anselm. See Crysdale, Transformed Lives, chap. 3.
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the unclean minister to him and he eats with tax collectors and sinners. Most unexpectedly, he is a Messiah who submits to Roman rule
and ends up being executed by the dictators and persecutors of his
people.
This narrative of surprises is the dynamic intelligibility of Gods
work of redemption. It is most telling in that, though the wages of
sin is indeed death, Christ s death becomes the occasion of new life,
of resurrection, healing, and forgiveness. Paul talks of the cross as
folly, to Jew and Greek alike. Pauls gospel, as revealed in his letters,
upends the status quo of both Jewish law and Greek visions of the
spiritual life. Circumcision is no longer necessary for membership in
Gods people; and the key to spiritual life is not disembodied spiritual
knowledge (gnosis) but the incarnate one, Jesus of Nazareth. Most
tellingly, it is through embracing this “folly"—through submitting to
death—that one becomes whole again, a new person in Christ. The
old has passed away, the new has come, because believers participate
in the very death and resurrection that Christ himself underwent.
It is this dynamic reversal at the heart of making sense of atonement that makes the least “sense.” It is the hard pill to swallow for
those who want a clear formula for spiritual life, for spiritual renewal,
for salvation. A logical series of propositions is what makes sense; the
idea that death, even willing submission to death out of love, might be
at the core of divine grace is hard to accept.
Lonergan concludes his discussion of this aspect of redemption
intelligibility as follows:
There is in the death and resurrection of Christ a fundamental intelligibility that is not something like a deductive
process but rather like a dialectical process: that sin leads to
death, and death, through Christ, becomes the means of salvation. That means that conditions in this world continue despite the advent of the Messiah, but their very continuance
becomes the means by which we proceed to eternal life.7

An Incarnate Intelligibility
The sense that we make in considering redemption is “not an abstract but an incarnate intelligibility.”8 Lonergan goes on: “It exploits
7 Lonergan, “Redemption,” 10.
8 Lonergan, “Redemption,” 10.
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all the subtle relations that hold between body and mind, between
flesh and spirit.”9 What can this mean and why is it significant?10 For
starters, it means that the Christian solution to the problem of sin is
not a matter of ideas independent of concrete persons in history. In
particular, it means that the Christian understanding of humankind s
reconciliation with God is tied to a particular person, place, and time.
"Revelation” is not a set of texts or dogmas but a person, and whatever
sense we make of Gods work of redemption, it necessarily involves a
grasp of who this Jesus of Nazareth was and how he was understood
in his world.
Jesus was a teacher and his teachings have been recorded and
passed on. But he clearly embodied God in a way that captured the
hearts and minds of his followers. He not only taught, he healed and
cast out demons; both the crowds and the inner circle of disciples
were drawn to his embodied meaning. Most importantly, his death
was not only symbolic—which indeed it was, filled with multiple layers of meaning—it was also a real death, attested to by historians uninterested in the gospel. And the good news of new life in Christ began
with claims that he was raised from death with the same, but a new,
body.11 Thus the illogical "nonsense,” discussed above as a dynamic
reversal, is not merely some philosophical sleight of hand, but, Christians claim, embodied literally in a real person raised from death.
So too with those who follow the risen Lord. Saint Paul insists
that the new life of converts entangles them in Christ s death. It is by
participation in death and resurrection that those who follow Christ
are saved. This involves, at the very least, baptism with water. Partaking regularly in the Lord s Supper—with real wine and bread—is
another tangible manifestation of sensible, incarnate participation
in the work of redemption wrought in Christ. Finally, the body of
Christ—the community of saints both proximate and in history—concretely personifies redeemed lives. It is through these, church and
sacrament, that the revelation of God in Christ continues to be incarnate.12 Making sense of atonement, in the Christian context, cannot
9 Lonergan, “Redemption,” 10.
10 Lonergan uses this section (“Redemption,” 10-11) to explicate Aquinas’s view of
satisfaction. I have chosen, instead, to explore the contours of “incarnate” meaning.
11 See Paul’s preoccupation with what kind of body this “incorruptible” life will
involve, in 1 Corinthians 15:35-58.
12 Note that Aquinas in the Summa Theologiae concludes his discussion of Christ’s
passion by moving to a discussion of the body of Christ (the church) and the sacraments. See Summa, Ilia, 60-90.
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go forward without understanding its embodiment in history and its
ongoing incamational reality in our own day.13
A Complex Intelligibility
The sense we can make of redemption is complex, as opposed
to simple, because not all the parts of our explanation are rationally
explicable. Redemption deals with sin and its effects, and sin, by definition, makes no sense. Lonergan uses the term surd: “Sin represents
a surd. It is the irrationality of a rational creature.”14 Here Lonergan
is aligned with the bulk of the Christian tradition over against alternate views, namely that good and evil are equal opposing entities or
that they are complementary principles that can be balanced. No, sin
is the failure of the human aspiration toward the transcendent, not
only toward God as the ultimately transcendent but also toward truth,
beauty, all that is good or of true value, and love in its many instances.
This failure cannot be reconciled with the goodness of creation or
with God without being radically reversed or overcome.
Several points are important here. First, sin makes no sense. If
there were a reason for a sinful action, rather than merely a rationalization, it would not be sin. Sin, therefore is radically unintelligible.
There may be consequences or effects of the sinful action that can be
traced logically—such as the outcomes emerging from a drunk driver
getting behind the wheel of a car or the results of a camper lighting
an unsafe fire when there is a fire ban in effect. But the basic failure
to act reasonably in the first place simply makes no sense.
Second, God does not will this irrationality. God allows it in that
God created a world that has evolved to include creatures with reason
and self-consciousness who are free to make such choices. God indirectly wills the natural consequences that unfold due to such irrational choices. “The divine will regards the good. The divine will permits
sin. The divine will, as a consequence of willing an orderly universe

13 This of course raises questions about the authenticity of theological meanings
in history, as they have been passed down through the generations. This is a topic
well beyond the task of this essay. Suffice it to say that a critical hermeneutics that
will address bias and distortions within the church’s history is a constitutive part of
any theological work. Lonergan addresses this in his treatment of “Dialectics” and
“Foundations” as explicit and distinct tasks in the theological enterprise, in Method in
Theology, chapters 10 and 11.
14 Lonergan, “Redemption,” 12.
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indirectly wills the accidents of natural defect and the natural consequences of sin.”15
Finally, because of the irrationality of sin, Gods will to reconcile sinful humankind with his holiness can never be understood in
a single “view.” A simple explanation in which C follows B, which
results from A, is simply not possible. The irrationality of sin needs
to be taken into account, so there is an aspect of the intelligibility of
redemption that involves reversing both the absurdity of sin and the
damage of its consequences. Lonergan concludes,
Consequently, in thinking about the redemption one must
make an effort—and it requires an effort—to avoid the tendency to think that an explanation casts everything one can
think of into a single intelligible pattern. It does that insofar
as what one is considering is intelligible, has a reason. But
the redemption regards sin, it presupposes sin, and it is the
transformation of the situation created by sin. Consequently,
in a consideration of the redemption one has to have in mind
the existence not of a simple intelligibility but of the transcendent intelligibility of God meeting the unintelligibility
of sin.16
A Multiple Intelligibility
A further point is that the sense one makes of Gods redeeming
work in Christ is not going to fit into a single scheme. There are many
ways to express what the atoning work of God was about. Some explanations will focus more on the incarnation of the Son of God, while
others will explore the meaning of his death and resurrection. Many
of these explanations begin with an image or metaphor from the New
Testament, which itself is full of multiple analogies. There are places
where Jesus speaks of giving himself as a ransom for many (Mark
10:45; Matt. 20:28). Cultic practices in late antiquity, with the history
of sacrificial worship in Judaism, generated the notion of Jesus s death
as a sacrifice wherein his vicarious suffering won salvation for believers. Paul speaks of Jesus as the new Adam, reversing the effects of
15 Lonergan, “Redemption,” 12. See Charles Hefling, “A Perhaps Permanently
Valid Achievement: Lonergan and Christ s Satisfaction,” Method: Journal of Lonergan Studies 10 (1992): 51-76, esp. 56-62.
16 Lonergan, “Satisfaction,” 12.
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the sin that had infected humankind from the beginning. Redemption
itself is a metaphor that invokes the idea of enslavement from which
people have been liberated.17
While any one of these can yield helpful intellectual resources
that give some explanatory meanings to salvation, no one of them tells
the whole story. To reduce the work of God in Christ to a single image
or account—no matter how well researched in terms of its cultural
context—will never do justice to the myriad interpretations that have
facilitated healing and forgiveness in believers" lives over the centuries. Many of these images retain their efficacy in personal devotion
or corporate worship, but to reduce the intelligibility of Gods work
in Christ to only one schema will do injustice to the whole of Gods
revelation.18
Lonergan sums up his points on the intelligibility of the redemption as follows:
There is an intelligibility to be grasped but that intelligibility
is not a necessity. It is an expression of what God thought
wise, what God thought good, and is intelligible, but it is not
an expression of what simply had to be. ... It is not a static
but a dynamic intelligibility. It has to do with the reversal of
roles: the death that is the consequence of sin becomes the
means of salvation. ... It is not an abstract but an incarnate
intelligibility; it resides in the love of Christ manifested to us
and the effects of that love on us. ... It is not a simple but
a complex intelligibility; it includes the surd. There are elements to it, namely sin, that are simply nonintelligible, and
there are consequences to sin that have, as it were, a devalued intelligibility. And, finally, it is not an intelligibility than
can be put in a single formula but one that exhibits many
aspects.19
17 Robert D. Hughes III, who taught systematic theology at the University of the
South for over three decades, developed a class handout on the “root metaphors”
for the doctrine of the work of Christ. His list includes no fewer than twenty-one
such root metaphors. For a review of some New Testament constellations of images,
see Mark D. Baker and Joel B. Green, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross, 2nd ed.
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 123-34.
18 See Lonergan s discussion of this in “Redemption,” 13. In section 4 of this article, he reviews five traditional aspects of redemption, as treated by Thomas Aquinas:
sacrifice, redemption, vicarious satisfaction, merit, and efficiency (pp. 14-24).
19 Lonergan, “Redemption,” 13-14.
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A Developing Intelligibility
In addition to these kinds of intelligibility, I would add another:
the sense we make of Gods work in Christ is one that emerges over
time. This is evident in the process by which the early church spread
the gospel and codified writings as sacred in the canon of Scripture.
Pauls letters are the earliest glimpse we have of the first generation
of Christians struggling to explain how this person, Jesus, in his life
and death, communicated new life in God.20 The fact that the Messiah was executed as a common criminal by the hated tyrants—the
Romans—particularly needed explaining. The written Gospels each
carve out theologically laden narratives to express and make sense of
these lived events, as well as the new lives being led by their readers.
The centuries that followed add nuance to the many biblical images and explanations of Gods redemptive work in Christ. A doctrine
of redemption was never the subject of conciliar debate and definition, and the creedal references to it are cryptic at best. But Augustine, Anselm, Abelard, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, and many others
sought to discern and explicate its “sense,” especially as applied to
their cultural worlds.
The same is true in the life cycle of any individual or community.
The ways we experience and interpret the transforming work of God
in our lives evolve as we move through various phases of life or growth
as a community. The sense we made of new life in Christ when we
were teenagers will likely be very different than our understanding
of Gods redeeming work in our lives when we are sixty. Likewise, a
newly formed church community will have one way of grasping the
new work the Spirit is doing in its midst and a very different one several decades later.
The fact that meanings change over time does not threaten the
validity of the theological enterprise. Oftentimes the meaning of a
set of events only becomes clear upon reflection. Two examples illustrate this. The TV show M*A*S*f/ is set in the Korean war, but
the episodes, which aired in the 1970s, were a reflection on the US
20 Note that Paul seems be quoting an early “creed” in 1 Cor. 15:3-4, which includes that “Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures” (NRSV). The
notion that Christ s passion and death had a salvific purpose thus seems to have developed early on in the community of believers. Determining exactly what Jesus “dying
for our sins” means, and its implications for salvation, has taken many centuries to
unfold.
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involvement in Vietnam. Likewise, the book and documentary series
Roots revealed a quest to unveil the meaning of a family genealogy
going back several centuries.21 In the same way, current reflection
on a trajectory of theological interpretations can unveil new angles of
“sensibility” that earlier generations would not have grasped.
So the intelligibility of redemption involves a narrative sensemaking. Formulas won’t suffice. Incarnate subjects embedded in
familial, social, cultural worlds of different technologies, economies,
and geographies carve out meaning over time. This is an interaction of
heritage and innovation, of newly discovered textures of forgiveness
and transformation as persons grow.22 It also involves rooting out false
elements in the narratives we have inherited, embedding the tasks of
both personal and professional theology in ongoing self-examination
and conversion 23
Holy Nonsense
The points so far have highlighted the complexity of making sense
of Gods work of reconciliation in Christ. Does this then leave us with
the conclusion that our salvation is nonsense, that no intelligibility is
to be found? No, this is not the case. Atonement does make sense but
it requires grasping a few key elements.
The solution to the problem of evil involves a supernatural solution. We call this grace. What needs to be turned around cannot be
turned around without Gods help. Human efforts alone only make a
dysfunctional situation worse. Augustine fought over this issue with
Pelagius and the Reformers staked their claims on sola gratia. Roman
Catholic greats from the fathers of the church to Aquinas and beyond
21 This series aired for the first time over seven evenings in 1977. It was the first
television miniseries of its kind and was based on the book by Alex Haley, Roots: The
Saga of An American Family (New York: Doubleday, 1976).
22 For an extended analysis of this process, see Cynthia S. W. Crysdale, “Heritage
and Discovery: A Framework for Moral Theology,” Theological Studies 63 (2002):
559-78.
23 This, again, raises the question of authenticity versus distortion. By what criteria
do we judge past narratives? Many of these narratives include embedded prejudices,
from anti-Judaism to sexism and other unrecognized bigotries. What this means is
that the sense-making of theology requires good hermeneutics, including a hermeneutics of suspicion. But it is not merely about tearing down past meanings but elucidating the grounds of human authenticity, including the nature of religiousO conversion. See Lonergan, Method in Theology, 44, on revising beliefs, and 240-44 on
religious conversion.
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have conceded that some world-transcending force had to be invoked
to heal sin. Making sense of that healing requires recognizing that the
faith vision differs radically from the world vision.
This is to indicate that redemption only makes sense from the perspective of love, the love of God poured into our hearts by the Holy
Spirit. Something transcendent needs to gather brokenness into a
higher viewpoint. Only transcendent love—both for us and of us toward God—can do this. This in turn means that conversion—the metanoia of Jesuss call to the kingdom—is at the heart of making sense of
atonement. Making sense of atonement requires religious conversion.
Lonergan calls this an “other-worldly falling in love,” Paul Tillich spoke
of “being grasped by ultimate concern,” Rudolph Otto spoke of experiencing the transcendent as mysterium tremendum et fascinans.24
These experiences—over time—yield the intelligibility of transforming divine love and its incamational reality over the ages and in our
lives now. Grounded in the historical fact of Jesuss death and bodily
resurrection, sin and its consequences continue to be reversed by the
ongoing action of God’s love. Only in this purview will atonement make
any sense.
Pastoral Implications
While these reflections have to do with the kind of intelligibility
involved in faith seeking understanding, the implications for pastoral
work are large and significant. Because we are wired to try to make
sense of our experience, it is tempting to make sin and its reversal
more logical than it really is. The temptations are many: to preach
the cross as if it were about a clear formula, to offer those in distress
nice answers that seem to provide logic to God’s painful providence,
to offer salvation as if it were a matter of action and reward. But in
fact one can do a lot of damage with these misbegotten attempts at
making sense.25
Giving reasons when there are none can do great harm. “God
must have wanted to teach you a lesson.” “God needed your little
24 See Lonergan, Method in Theology, 105-12.
25 Two articles in more “popular” Christian magazines that address the issues we
have dealt with here, and that may be useful for the educated lay Christian, include
Joseph A. Komonchak, “The Violence of the Cross: A Mystery, Not a Punishment,”
Commonweal, Jan. 28, 2005, 19, 20-22, and Charles Hefling, “Why the Cross?,”
Christian Century, March 20, 2013, 24-27.
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daughter to be with him.” “Jesus had to die so you won’t go to hell.”
“God is just and required a death to satisfy him.” The fact of the matter is that sin is radically unintelligible and the rippling ramifications
of sinful actions or systems have, at best, a “devalued intelligibility.”26
The way to reverse sin and its effects is to move to an entirely different horizon, the horizon of love. This is usually a love that involves
sacrifice of one sort or another. Whether it is keeping ones mouth
shut when one has been wronged, speaking out publicly at great cost
to oneself in order to name an injustice, forgiving someone who has
not (yet) apologized, or the shifting of a situation to a new horizon of
hope, strictly logical solutions rarely bring the promised results.
While there are no simple alternatives to such (misbegotten)
logic, we can elucidate a few parameters of what might occur when
transformation emerges from the “wages of sin.” First, reversing basic
sin and its effects involves both the forgiveness of sins committed and
the healing of sins suffered. We both experience our failures to live
into our call to be self-transcendent and we suffer from the failures
of others. These failures are both individual and systemic. To the
degree that we can forgive others, we and they can be healed. To
the degree that we are embraced by love and healed of our wounds
(over time) we will be able to take responsibility for our sins. As new
cycles of cooperation and understanding emerge, they make greater
the likelihood of further insight, commitment, cooperation. So the
systemic aspects of dysfunctional social patterns are reversed not by
the logic of retaliation but by new horizons of meaning for both perpetrators and victims.
Second, the pastoral task here is one of creating the conditions
of possibility for new insights to emerge, for greater understanding
to develop, for love to infiltrate grief or resentment. The pastoral task
is not to fix, to cure, or to otherwise make pain, sin, or suffering go
away. Precisely because the intelligibility of redemption is complex,
26 Note that most of this discussion has to do with moral evil. Moral theologians
make the distinction between moral evil and physical evil. Moral evil involves the
intentional acts of human persons against others. Physical evils encompass the difficulties that arise due to the fact that we live in an evolving world with many variables
that interact to affect our fives; these would include natural disasters or disease. It is
important to distinguish these two (so we don’t feel guilty, for example, for having
breast cancer) as well as to see their interrelationship (the slippery road combined
with a drunk drivers failure to be responsible can cause a tragic death). In general,
reasons can be given for physical evils, whereas moral evil choices fail to gamer any
intelligibility.
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multiple, and involves a dialectical reversal that takes place over time,
the best that the pastor or pastoral community can do is to witness
to Gods loving grace and provide patient accompaniment to those
on the redemptive journey. This involves embodying sacrificial love
(with careful discernment), being a holy presence in the midst of distress, walking alongside those in need of reform, or standing against
injustice, as the situation warrants. Most of all it involves resisting the
temptation to give easy answers, facile solutions.27
So, for example, when people ask, “Why did God let this happen?” it is best to avoid answering the question as asked. The better
question is, “What does this mean?” Often people ask questions that
seem to require an academic or logical response, when in fact the
pastoral task is to allow them to carve out what meanings they are able
to craft in the moment, or as time goes along. The higher viewpoint of
Gods healing love, the reversal of sin and its consequences, develop
through stories, through the ways one begins to perceive and then
articulate how God has been present in the midst of distress in spite
of trauma or tragedy.
Third, this is where a return to metaphor or image becomes essential. Logical argument seeks to clarify terms and relations. Theory
requires technical terminology so that clear distinctions can be made
and conflated concepts can be straightened out. So it is that theology
seeks intelligibility at the level of explanation, preventing false systems of thought that can do harm to the life of faith. But since, as we
have elucidated, the heart of grasping redemption involves comprehending the surd of sin and its utter reversal rather than seeing a logical resolution, reason as such will ultimately fail. Symbols are by their
very nature “multivalent”—they can hold many meanings together at
the same time. Thus the pastoral theological task requires a refined
sense and use of poetry, parable, visual art, compelling examples, convicting stories, smells, bells, and all that makes liturgy mediate divine
love and capture hearts and minds of participants.

27 See Crysdale, Embracing Travail: Making Sense of the Cross Today (New York:
Continuum, 1999), and “Jesus Died for Our Sins: Redemption as an Ethic of Risk,” in
From Logos to Christos: Essays in Christology in Honour ofJoanne McWilliam, ed.
Ellen M. Leonard and Kate Merriman (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press,
2010), 209-28.
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Conclusion
Making sense of atonement is indeed possible. The kind of sense
we can make needs, however, to be carefully nuanced. If ones idea
of “making sense” aims toward a logically foolproof system of ideas,
with a single coherent set of steps from sin/oppression to salvation/
liberation, it is bound to fail or worse, do great psychic damage. The
intelligibility of redemption is empirical, dynamic, complex, multiple,
and develops over time. It engages incarnate persons in concrete cultural worlds in a relationship with a God who became incarnate in a
particular cultural historical world. It involves opening up to a transcendent wisdom by which God willed to do away with the evils in
human living not by magically eliminating them but by converting
them to a higher good. The intelligibility of this conversion will necessarily move beyond mere logical coherence to a mystery that can only
be grasped by entering into death and resurrection and crafting our
stories in cooperation with the ongoing work of a loving God.

