THE ASTONISHING ASSUMPTIONS
UNDERLYING BELIEF INATONING
SACRIFICE

When we are buying a new insurance policy or some tabletsto alleviate
pain we ar e advised to read the small print about the product, though
most of usdon't do so. When it comesto buying into religion we don't
normally study the small print either. But it could be a good idea
sometimeto havealook at that small print. Let me give one example -
evangelical preachersand certain filmmakerstry to persuade peopleto
believe that Jesus died for them and for thewholeworld. That isto say
they interpret Jesus death asan atoning sacrifice. Thisiswhat the
Gibson film isall about. However, people do not usually study the
religious small print that reveals the astonishing assumptions that must
be accepted if Jesus death isto beinterpreted to be an atoning sacrifice.
As millions of people do believein thisway, it isimportant to give
serious consider ation to the underlying assumptions of their belief.

| personally do not find it credibleto believein Jesus death interpreted
asan atoning sacrifice, but | accept that many Christiansdo find it
credible.

Here, in my opinion, are some of the assumptions underlying belief in
Jesus death when interpreted as an atoning sacrifice.

(1) If the correct way to interpret and explain Jesus death isto say that
he suffered and died in thesinners place, then it makes god out to be a
very severe, harsh and punitive god. It issaying that therewas a
punishment that had to be borne, there was a penalty that had to be
paid. It should have been us sinnersdoing so; but instead, it is claimed
that Jesustook our place. Furthermore, if thistheory of what Jesus
death meant were correct, it would involve God in an unethical
procedure, for it isnot part of the ethics of justice for one person to bear
the punishment dueto be borne by others. It isassumed that this does
not matter.

(2) Our normal explanation of why we dieisin termsof natural causes,
such asageing or sicknessor war or accident. However to see Jesus
death asan atoning sacrificeisto accept a different worldview. In this



under standing, death entered theworld as a curse imposed by God
because of Adam's disobedienceto Him in the Garden of Eden. It isheld
that Jesus innocent death in obedienceto thewill of God lifted this
curse, so that we could be freed from the powers of death and be ableto
enter heaven when we die. It assumes scientific explanationsare
incorrect, and impliesthat Adam was areal historical person.

(3) To seeJesus death asan atoning sacrifice assumesthat thereisno
contradiction between believing in a forgiving god who is also a severely
punitive god. Why isit assumed to be insufficient to ssmply believein a
forgiving compassionate God (who isnot also a punitive god) and who
does not requirethereto be a mediator or aredeemer between God and
humanity?

(4) It ispossibleto under stand the ancient sacrificial system of Judaism,
similar to other such systemsin pre-scientific days, as an invention by
human beingsin those societies who thought that thiswas a way to
restor e harmony between a people and their god. Such systems
developed and were modified over time. Indeed much interesting
resear ch has been conducted into the Hebrew and Greek equivalents of
wordssuch as" atonement” and " sacrifice” aswell asther history
within the English language. People who believe in Jesus atoning death
tend to seethe ancient sacrificial system of hisreligion asdivinely
ordained; they believe God required a human sacrifice so that peace
could berestored between humanity and God. By contrast, thereare
other peoplewho today look on all thereligions asthe product of our
search asto how we areto live and who claim that we have created for
ourselves our theologies and our rituals. Such people have an

under standing of the scriptureswhich allowsthem to say, " thisiswhat
people, thousands of year s ago, thought to beright or to be the will of
their god, but what they believed then does not constrain how | think
today" . What isthe underlying assumption behind the idea of sacrifice:
Isit to appease an angry god? If so, isthisan idea we still need to hold
onto today?

(5) Some of the argumentsin favour of seeing Jesus death as an atoning
sacrifice depend on what heisclaimed to have said himself. This
assumes that liberal scholars are mistaken in thinking that a good deal
of what Jesusisrecorded as sayingisin fact the theology of the church
put on hislips. But whatever the source of thewordsor the theological



Ideas, they are still open to our critical judgement today.

(6) Many evangelical preacherstell peoplethat if you believe Jesus died
for you and if you believe that heisalive again, then you ar e guar anteed
a placein heaven. How can such certainty be assumed or justified? For
we can't prove either that thereisa God or therefore can we prove that
thereisa place called heaven. Wewalk, asit issaid, by faith and not by
sight.

Will these points give some believers or potential believersin an atoning
sacrifice pause for thought? I hope they will.

Readersof my book " Tried for Heresy A 21st Century Journey of
Faith" will have discovered that, while |l believein an ultimate reality
characterised by infinite love, goodness, graciousness, for giveness and
compassion, | deny the existence of a severe and punitive god and do not
inter pret the death of Jesus of Nazareth asan atoning sacrifice. | just
don't find the assumptions underlying this belief credible. | do think
that seeking to be forgiven (aswell as acknowledging wrong-doing and
harm and trying to do some act(s) of restitution) should be on both the
political agenda of theworld and on each of our own personal agendas
and so too should bethe difficult endeavour of offering for giveness.
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