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94 INTRODUCING REDEMPTION IN CHRISTIAN FEMINISM 

If we are clear that the redemptwn signified by Chnst 1s both earned 
on and commumcated through redemptive commumty, tlus means that 
Chnst can take on the face of every person and group and therr diverse 
liberation struggles. We must be able to encounter Chnst as black, as 
As1an, as Abongmal, as woman. Thts also means that the commg Chnst, 
the mcompleted future of redemption, 15 not the htstoncal ] esus re
turned, but rather the fullness of all tlus human diversity gathered to
gether m redemptive commumty. Tlus 1s the ·Human One' who IS to 
come, who bears the face of all suffenng creatures longmg for liberatiOn. 

Finally, tlus way ofChnst need not and should not be seen as exdud
mg other ways. The creatmg, msptntmg and liberatmg presence of God 
IS present to all humans m all tunes and places. It has been expressed m 
many religtous cultures, some of w!uch parallel the Chnst way, and 
some of wh1ch complement It wxth other sp1ntualit:Ies, sp1ntualit:Ies of 
contemplation, for example, or of renewal of nature. The challenge of 
Chnstology today may be not to try to extend the Chnst symbol to 
every possible spirituality and culture, but rather to accept Its linuts. 
Then we can allow other ways and peoples to flounsh m dialogues that 
can reveal God's many words to us. 

NOTiCE· Th 
by Co IS material ma 

'PVflght law IT'fl V be Protected 
,I ~e 17 u.s. c.; 

Chapter Seven 

Suffering and Redemption: 
The Cross and Atonement 

1n Fenumst Theology 

Suffenng challenges the human understanding of reality. The tendency 
of many cultures 1s to look for someone or something to blame. To 
thlnk that suffenng IS random and mearungless IS frighterung. By finding 
a 'cause' one gtves mearung to suffenng. Human cultures have come up 
With vanous 'causes' of suffenng. One explanatiOn found m African 
cultures, among others, 1s to assume that evil sp1nts cause illnesses, acci
dents and misfortunes. Particular people m the village are designated as 
the agents of these evil sptnts and are Isolated or pumshed accordingly. 

Women are the favored vtctuns of th1s explanation for suffenng, m
duding accidents that befall their husband and children. Even a woman 
who rruscames IS presumed to have done someth.tng arruss to have 
caused this nusfortune and IS pressured to confess even on her recovery 
bed. 1 In Western Europe m the late medieval and Reformation eras th;s 
folk tradition of woman-b1arrung for nusfortunes, as the likely vehicles 
of demomc sptnts, was transformed mto a campaign of witch perse
cutiOn by both Catholics and Protestants. Chnsttan teachers used the 
1dea that women arc Innately weaker and prone to evil, havmg caused 
evil to enter the world m the first place, to scapegoat women as witches, 
often those that were poor, margmal or nonconfonrust. 2 

1. See, for example, Oduyoye 1992: 14; also Oduyoye 1995: 40-42, 120-23; 
and Amoah 1990: 129-53. 

2. Catholic theologtcal nusogyny as a ratwnale for why most \.Vltches are female 
lS found in the fifteenth century Donumcan handbook for Wltch-huntmg, Malleus 
!Yfaltjicantm (trans. Montague Sununers; New York: Dover, 1971). The srxteenth
cenrury Calvuust theologtan William Perkins gave a smtilar if less eA"tensive ratiOnale 
from a Reform perspecl:lve: see his 'The Damned Art of Witchcraft', m Perkins 
(1970: 596). For a discussiOn of the relal:lon of women, religton and witchcraft 
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The classiC explanatiOn for rrusfortunes developed m ancient Judatsm 
was that 1t was caused by human sm. Thts was particularly applied to 
collectlvc nusfortunes that befell the nation. Both natural disasters, such 
as droughts and floods, and also devastatmg mcurstons by forctgn arnucs 
that trampled over fields, looted and killed and earned the survtvors mto 
exile, were explamcd as divme pumshment by Israel's God. Israel has 
failed to obey God's commandments and so has suffered. The expen
cnces of disasters thus became the occasiOn for prophets and teachers to 
call for repentance, return to strict observance of God's commandments, 
m order to restore God's favor, Israel's return to Its prorrused land and a 

ttme of peace and prospenty.3 

The wnter of the book of Job challenged this explanation for suffer
mg. mststmg on the mnocence of the nghteous Job, who had done 
nothmg to deserve such suffenng. The answer God gtves Job from the 
whirlwmd does not grve an alternative explanation, but simply an awe
some demonstration of God's sovereign power over all that transpues m 
creatiOn, before whose might puny humans should fall silent.* 'Who are 
you to questiOn God's ways?' IS God's answer to the problem of suffer
mg. but an answer wluch begs the questiOn. 

The questiOn of innocent suffenng, particularly mnocent suffenng of 
the natiOn as a whole, has plagued Jewish thought through the ceo
tunes, as lts people have been VIctmuzed by successive powerful em
ptres. This questiOn has returned wtth new urgency after the Nazi 
Holocaust, causmg thoughtful Jewtsh thmkers to questiOn the very tdea 
of a JUSt God who IS m charge of history. 5 The dilemma of theodicy: 
that God IS etther unable to stop suffepng and hence not omrupotent, or 
else wills unJUSt suffenng and hence not good, haunts post-Holocaust 

Jewish thought. 
For Chnstlans, however, the questlon of the Holocaust IS not directed 

at God's goodness or power, but at their own compliCity. Since the 

pcrsecunon, see Ruether 1995b: 89-114. Also the chapter on Wltchcraft m Wctsner 

1993: 218-38. 
3. Thls announcement that divmc purushment ts about to befall Israel due to Its 

sm and disobedience ts typtcal of the prophetic wntings; see for example the book of 

Amos. 
4. Job 38.1-40.2. 
5. The 111aJOr Jewtsh Holocaust theologuns are Richard Rubenstem, Emil 

Fackenhemt and Irvmg Greenberg: see Ruether and Ruether (1989: 191-203); for a 
Jewtsh cntique of the abuse of Holocaust theology to JUStifY lllJUStlce to Palesnruans 

by the state oflsrael, see Ellis (1990, 1994). 
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Holocaust m Nazi Germany drew on a hentage of more than a millen
mum of Chnst1an religwus hatred and persecution of Jews, Chnsttans 
must ask themselves what m their own teaching fueled such hatred and 
how are these Chnstlan teach.mgs on Jews and Judrusm to be changed to 
purge them of antl-Sermnsm. 6 

Traditlonally the Chnstlan response to suffenng has been a complex 
synthesis of human self-blammg and a view of God who IS both om
mpotent and yet a compasswnate savmr who mtervenes In history, 
sending his 'own son; to suffer and die to rescue humans from their 
smful condition. Both God's power and goodness are vmdicated m the 
face of suffenng by teaching that God voluntarily takes on human suf
fenng and pays for the pnmal sm that IS Its cause. Tlus combinatlon of 
beliefS makes for a powerful construction both to answer the questiOn of 
suffenng and silence the question, but when the threads of its fabnc are 
exanuned, It threatens to unraveL 

The Chnsl1an answer combmes the followmg set of clauns. First, tt IS 

said that God created a wholly good creatiOn and mtended the human 
conditlon to be pamless. There was neither moral nor physical evil m 
God's ongtnal plan. Ongmally humans would netther have sinned nor 
died. Human disobedience, 1mttated by women, who bear the pnmary 
guilt for It, rumed this ongtnal plan and corrupted human nature and 
the natural world Itsel£ As a result humans sank mto a conditiOn where 
they are both prone to physical evils, culnunatmg In death, and are 
locked m a tendency to moral evil from wluch they are unable to rescue 
themselves, havmg lost their ongrnal free will. God IS saved from any 
responsibility for evil, moral or 'natural', which IS placed totally on 
human, espectally female, shoulders. 

Secondly, humans are satd to have mcurred an mfimte guilt for this 
situation of evil that they are mcapable of paymg. They have offended 
God mfimtely and are thereby Irreparably alienated from God, Without 
any means at their disposal to make amends. But God in Ius gracwusness 
has mtervened to overcome tlus alienation and pay for this guilt. Tlus 
gulf between humans and God can only be bndged through a blood 
sacrifice of one who IS both 'man', but one Innocent of sm, and God. 
Through voluntarily suffenng and dymg on the cross as one htmself 
lackmg m sm and hence guilt for It, Jesus pays for human sm as a human 

6. For Chnsttan Holocaust theology, sec Ruether and Ruether (1989: 203-15); 
also Ruether (1974b). 
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and also acts as God to bndge the gulf created by human guilt that only 
God, not humans, can overcome. 

The good news of redemptiOn through the cross IS that we are rec
onciled with God, and God now loves and accepts us m spite of our sm. 
We now have the possibility of growmg m moral goodness through 
divme grace, gifted by a new capacity to obey God that we are mca
pable of in our present human condition, but receive through a power 
that comes to us from God. By acceptmg this good news that we are 
accepted, even while still smners (and contmumg to be smners), we are 
assured of ultunately overcommg the mortality mto wh1ch we were 
plunged through sm and livmg happily With God after death. 

But what of contmumg suffenng here and now on earth? What of 
InJUStices that bnng terrible suffenng to the mnocent; what about natural 
disasters that destroy human efforts to build secure lives? Although some 
Chnstians have held out the hope that etther apocalyptic mtervention 
from God or human progress would bnng about a new paradise on 
earth/ mamline Chnstiaruty has offered no pronuse that anythmg will 
get better on earth, etther morally or physically, as a result of the 
redemptton won by the cross of Chnst. The actlon of the gad-man ts 
vertlcal, changmg alienation from God to acceptance by God, not hon
zontal, changmg evils that plague human history. 

Suffenngs, both those caused by unJUSt evils and by mexplicable 
'natural' disasters and mortality, contmue unchanged by the cross of 
Chnst. The Chnstian response to this contmued reign of suffenng on 
earth IS a peculiar double bmd. On the one hand, one should regard 
oneself as guilty for such contmued suffenng, and redouble one's repen
tance for guiit, and gratitude to Chnst for havmg overcome a guilt we 
cannot overcome by ourselves. Indeed all other suffenngs are said to 
pale before the suffenngs endured by Chnst on the cross for our sms, 
and It IS we who caused Chnst to suffer. If we had not caused sm m the 
first place, Chnst would not have had to suffer to rescue us. Our con
templation of Chnst's cross therefore should mmgle gratitude for over
commg our offense with renewed guilt at havmg caused the terrible 
offense that made this mfirute suffenng necessary. 

Secondly, even if we are Innocent of havmg caused some particular 
evil that befalls us, we should endure It, acceptmg tts blows, because 
thereby we mutate the cross of Chnst. We become Chnstlike by endur
mg suffenng like Chnst, who, though mnocent, suffered for our sms. 

7. For Chnsttan traditions of future hope, see Chapter 8 below. 
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Significantly tlus double-bmd message of the cross IS first developed tn 
the New Testament as a way of counselling slaves to passively accept 
not only the condit10n of slavery Itself, but also the arbitrary beatmgs 
often mflicted on them by therr masters. 

Slaves, accept the authonty of your masters wtth all deference, not only 
those who are kind and gentie, but also those who are harsh. For tt ts a 
credit to you if, bemg aware of God, you endure pam while suffenng 
UnJUStly. If you endure when you are beaten for domg wrong, what 
credit 15 that? But if you endure when you do nght and suffer for It, you 
have God's approval. For to this you have been called, because Chnst 
also suffered for you, leavmg you an example, so that you could follow m 
his steps.8 

From medieval Urnes to the present tills doubic-bmd message of the 
cross has been particularly preached to Chnstian women to accept not 
only thetr condition of subjugation, but also arbitrary viOlence VIsited 
upon them by husbands. 9 On the one hand, women are doubly guilty 
for the pnmal guilt of humaruty (if it IS possible to be doubly guilty of 
an mfimte guilt). In any case women were created to be subjected to 
men m God's ongtnal plan for creation, but their disobedience caused 
them to be pumshed by a redoubled servttude JUstly enforced coer
ctvely. So women should regard the general condit10ns of thctr harsh 
subjugation as both thetr ·natural' condition and as JUSt pumshment for 
thetr sm. 

Women should endure even harsh enforcement of their subjugation 
as thetr due both by nature and a pumshment for t!Ieir sm. But if in 
some particular sttuation thts harshness becomes excessive, and they are 
blameless of any particular offense that rrught have occas10ned 1t, then 
tills too they should endure without complamt, smce by sweedy accept
mg unJUSt suffenng they become Chnstlike. The hope IS held out that 
their cruel husbands may eventually be converted by this sweet accep
tance of cruelty, remmded of Chnst's su.ffenng for them. 10 Thus the 

8. i Pet. 2.18-21 (NRSV). 
9. In Chaucer's TI1e Canterbury Tales, the st~ry of the pauent Gnselda who en

dues ·without compJamt the extreme suffenng an!r arbitrary tnal.s unposed on her by 
her husband lS told as a model of ·wifely decorum; see 'The Clerk's Tale·, lU 
Chauccc (1932: 197-218). 

10. For a cntique of the way the cross 1S used to perpetuate wife battenng, see 
the DMin thests by Carole Findon (1995). 
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cross of Chnst has become an exqmslte tool for JUstifYing domestic vw
lencc and advlSlng women to endure It without complamt. 

This double bmd of deserved suffenng for guilt and the pronuse of 
becommg a Chnstlike agent of redemption for one's v1ctmuzers through 
mnocent suffcnng has been such a powerful message that Chnstlan 
wom.en have found It very difficult to challenge. Even fenumst theology 
has only gradually linked the Eve myth w1th the theology of the cross. 

Femnust theology early began to unpack the myth of Eve, with tts 

views of female mnate subordination and guilt for evil. But they have 

been slow to questiOn the theology of Chnst's suffenngs as a model for 
women's suffcnngs. Dare we ask: are we saved by the Innocent suffenng 
of Chnst on the cross? Tills means askmg, not onlv IS Chnst's mnocent 
suffermg on the cross a model of us, but IS 1t redemptive m Itself? 

Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker's article 'For God so 
Loved the World' was the maJor prece that opened up tlus question of 

redempttve suffenng. 11 In thts article Brown and Parker cntique the 
'sat1sf.1ctwn' theory of atonement through the blood of Chnst on the 
cross. They show how thts theory of atonement reproduces a sado
masodusttc theology and practice based on the tdea of an 'offended' 

God who can only be mollified through the payment of innocent blood 
by one who ts both human and divme. Tills theology has been used to 
make women both the guilty ones deservmg of suffenng and the suffer

mg servants called to nrutate the mnocent Chnst. 
Brown and Parker also questton the 'moral mfluence' theory of 

atonement, shaped by Abelard m the twelfth century as an alternative to 

Anselm's 'satisfactiOn' theory. Abelard questiOned the v1ew of God as 

one whose anger needs to be assuaged through the blood of an mnocent 
VICtim. In his vtew It IS our, not God's, attitudes that need to be 
changed. God contmues to love us and to want our repentance, but our 
hearts are hardened through sm. By seemg the proof of God's love for 

us even unto death through the suffcnng victim, Chnst, we are con
verted.!:! 

Brown and Parker also questiOn Abelard's theory as one that con
dones suffermg and death. A versiOn of thts theory has also been pro

posed to women who, through patient suflCnng at the hands ofbatter
mg husbands, are supposed to change thetr hearts. Likewtse modern 

sptntualitles of non-viOlent struggle, as proposed by martyrs, such as 

11. In Brown and Bolm 1980: l-30. 
12. Brown andBohn 1980a: 11-13. 
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Martm Luther King, Gandlu and Archbishop Romero, have counselled 
those who want to transform the hard hearts of their oppressors to 
endure unjust suffenng. 

It may be nght to struggle without recourse to vwlence for other 
reasons. But there IS little evidence that oppressors' hearts are changed 
by seemg the suffenngs of therr VIctuns. Rather they mtend tlus suffer
mg and death m order to silence those they wtsh to elinunate. Their 
own followers may be mspired by the memory of thetr leaders' unjust 
torture and death to contmue the struggle, but ts this a reason to pro
pose an embrace of torture and assassmatlon? 

For Brown and Parker a fenurust liberation theology of redemption 
must start with the propositlon that unjust suffenng and death are never 

JUstified as a means of redemption. We are not redeemed through or 
because of anyone's unjust torture and death, mduding that of Jesus. 
Rather redemption means a transformation that bnngs abundant life m 

lovmg mutuality. Redemption comes about through processes or prac
tlces that actually create and promote mutual flounshmg. 

Unjust suffenng and death IS the opposite of redemption and does not 
substantially prmnote It. Prophetic figures who confront oppressive 
powers and call for a transformation of hearts and socta! systems toward 

JUSt and lovmg life are killed by those who benefit from unjust power m 
order to stop them from promotmg such alternatives. They WISh to 
silence them and to terronze their followers mto silence. The desired 

effect of the public torture of prophets to death IS to scatter thetr fol
lowers m dismay. 

Tlus IS exactly what happened wtth Jesus' followers, but they then 
became convmced that he was not dead but nsen, and they reassembled 
to contmue ills proclamatlon of' good news'. Tlus did not come about 
through or because of the cross, but as a refusal to accept the message of 
the cross, an msJstence that life will wm over death m the end. For 

Brown and Parker we need to distmgmsh Jesus' proclamation of justice 
and abundance of life m the face of oppressors, and his disciples' 
renewed courage to continue lus proclamatiOn, from the cross as a cnme 
mtended to silence hun and to destroy Jus movement. 

Womamst theologtan Delores Williams has made a smlllar cnttque of 
the doctnne of atonement through the blood of the cross. For Williams, 

the figure of the Egyptian slave woman, Hagar, who was forced to 

become a surrogate mother to bear a clllld for her childless master and 
nustress, Sarai and Abraham, and then cast mto the wilderness, only to 
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find there an encounter w1th God and hope for the future, IS a paradigm 
of African-Anlencan women's expenenccs. Like Hagar, African-Amer
Ican women m slavery times were made surrogate sex objects and child
bearers, as well as oppressed workers, for thetr masters. They fled mto 
the wilderness to find freedom. 13 

For Williams, redemption must be judged m tenns of black women's 
oppression and their struggle for survival and 'quality of life' for them

selves and their children. Black women encounter a redeermng God, 
not through Chnst's suffenngs on the cross, but m wilderness expen
ences where they encounter a God that gtves them the power and hope 
to 'find a way where there IS no way' For Williams, the theology of 
atonement that makes the mnocent suffermgs of Jesus on the cross a 
surrogate for smful humaruty re-enforces unJUSt suffenng, particularly 
the surrogate suffenng that black women have had to endure. The cross 
needs to be recogruzed as a symbol of evil, not a means of redemptiOn. 
It expresses the efforts of those who rejected Jesus' rrurustry to destroy 

his movement by killing lum. 
The cross can be seen as an extreme example of the nsk that anyone 

struggling agamst oppressiOn takes at the hands of those who want to 
keep the systems of dommatwn mtact, but 1t 1s not Itself redeenung. 
What IS redeenung is not Jesus' suffenngs and death, but his life, hls 
visiOn of justice and nght relatwn restored m commuruties of celebra
tion and abundant life. Jesus IS a model and helper for black women as 
one who resisted the temptatiOns toward unJUSt power In the wilderness 
and spoke the word of life agatnst the systems of death. It IS tlus rmrustry 
of healing and prophetic proclamatiOn on behalf of life that black 
women need to mutate as followers of Jesus. Although we may fall prey 
to the powers of oppresston m so domg, tlus IS not to be sought, nor 1s 
tt a way of promotmg redemptive life. 14 

European fenurust theologian Dorothee Soelle has also struggled wtth 
the theology of atonement through the cross, but from a clifferent per
spective from Brown and Parker and Delores Williams. Soelle focuses 
on the problem of nch complacent wlute Chnsuans who benefit front 
the vwlence of an oppressive world. Soelle sees the traditiOnal Chnstlan 
message that we are powerless smners who can only passively receive 
our redemptiOn from above as re-enforcmg a sp1ntuality and etluc of 
passive collaboratwn With the powers of vwlence and oppressiOn. We 

I3. Williams 1993b. 
14. Williams 1991: t-14. 
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need to break through this collaboratiOn by rejeCting the notion of a 
patnarchal God who created systems of dommatwn and who calls us to 
obedient service to them. 

Jesus reveals the true God as one who unmasks the systems of evil and 
shows them to be demoruc. Jesus announces the true God who IS on the 
side of the poor and the VICtimiZed of oppressive soctety. In so domg he 
runs the nsk of retaliatiOn by those m power. The cross IS the ultlmate 
expressiOn of tills retaliation by the nughty of religwn and state that 
rejected hts call for repentance and solidanty with the poor and sought 
to shore up thetr own system of power and Its Ideological JUStificatiOns 
by silencmg the prophet. 

The resurrection means that they did not succeed m silencmg htm. 
He rose and contmues to nse wherever prophets anse, breaking through 
the system of lies, and offenng a glimpse of the true God of life who 
stands against the evil systems of worldly power. The cross IS not a pay
ment for sm, or a reqmred sacrifice for our well-bemg, but the nsk that 
Jesus and all people take whem they unmask the tdols and announce the 
good news that God IS on the stde of the poor and those who struggle 
for JUStlce. 15 

For Soelle the resurrection IS a victory over the cross, but tlus does 
not mean that the cross Itself was necessary nor IS It m Itself redemptive. 
Rather redemptiOn happens whenever we restst and reJeCt collaboration 
with 111JUSttce and begm to taste the JOYS of true well-bemg m mutual 
service and shared life. When life ts lived m solidanty with others m 
mutual well-bemg, every act of sustairung life becomes a sacrament of 
God's presence, whether tills IS bread broken and shared, sexual pleasure 
between lovers, tilling the ground, makmg a useful product or gwmg 
brrrh to a baby. God calls us mto abundance of life here on earth. ThiS IS 
the pronuse of God's Kingdom when 'God's willis done on earth, as 1t 
ISm heaven.' 16 

Another aspect of tlus cntlque of the traditional theology of sm and 
atonement through the cross has come from Korean Minjung theology. 
For Minjung theologians, such as Andrew Park and Chung Hyun 
Kyung, Chnsttan theology has focused too much on the Idea of Sin as 
pride and not enough on the expenences of oppressiOn by those VICtll11-
Ized by the pnde of others. Sin as pndeful disobedience to God and VIO

lence to others ts the evil done by those In power. It IS Important to 

IS. Soelle I99S,,; 99-108. 
16. Soelle 1995b: 4I-48; Soelle 1990: 12-22. 
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104 INTRODUCING REDEMPTION IN CHRISTIAN FEMINISM 

cnttque tills kmd of smful evil, but It should not be uruversalized as the 
situatiOn of all humans. Rather the maJonty of humans have been 
shaped, not by overweemng pndc m donunatmg power, but by the sor
rows and suffenngs ofvtctmuzed suffenng. Tlus IS what Minjung theol
ogy calls 'Han' . 17 

Han IS the frustrated sorrow and anger at unJUSt suffenng accumulated 
m the masses of people (the Minjung) due to the repressiOn of any out
let for this anger or resolut1on to their expenences of injustice. Han IS 

not simply an expenence of individuals, but 1t IS collective and transnut
ted from generauon to generation. It can find dangerous cxpressmn m 

cxploswns of mass anger. It can also find creative expressiOn m the 
masked dances and folk dramas of Korean villagers, who thereby mock 
the authont:1es and demystify thetr clatms of obedient respect. Han also 
IS the tenacity for life that conunually anses m the people m the nudst of 
situations of crushmg defeat. 

l'vlinJung theologians recogruze Han m the mdivtdua1 and collecttve 
expressiOn of the people's sorrow and anger, but also m their reststance 
to unjust suffenng. They seek to convert tlus resistance mto constructive 
power to protest InJUstice and to engage m struggle to change: It. 18 From 
thiS MinJung perspective, the cross of Jesus IS an expressiOn of sm, that 
IS, the evil of the dommant powers who seek to perpetuate thetr power 
by silencmg the one who calls for conversiOn. 

But the cross does not atone for sm. Rather those who remember the 
cross as a cnme agamst humamty expenence the Han of accumulated 
anger and sorrow at tlus act of Unjust v10lence, but they also revolt 
agamst 1t by carrymg on Jesus' message of good news to the poor. 19 The 
resurrection manifests the tenacity for life that nses m the vtcttmtzed 
who refuse to accept the power of the rulers to silence the prophets. 
Redemption takes place m the contmual resurgence of power and hope 
for abundant life that sustams the struggle agamst the system of death. 

These fenumst liberation cnuqucs of the classical theology of the c_ross 
should force Chnstlan theologtans and liturgtsts to tell the Jesus story m 
a different way, a way that I believe IS more authentic to Its lustoncal 
reality. Jesus did not 'come to suffer and die' Rather Jesus conceived of 
hts mtssion as one of' good news to the poor, the liberation of the cap-

17. Park 1993. 
18. Kyung 1990b' 134-46. 
19. This JS my own applicauon of the theology of Han to the cross, not one de

veloped CA-plicnly by Park or Chung. 
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tlvC', that IS, expenences of liberation and abundance of life shared 
between those who had been on the understde of the donunant systems 
of religton and state oflus time. 

Jesus shared these expencnces of liberating life for the poor and 
revealed a liberatmg God by exorcisms and healings and by celebratory 
meals m whtch margmalized people shared food at table together. He 
did not seek to be killed by the powers that be, but rather to convert 
them Into solidanty with those they had formerly despised and vtctim
tzed. He offered to them also an entry mto the Kingdom of God, but 
only by followmg after 'the prostitute and the tax collectors', that Is, 
those they formerly regarded as unclean and unworthy. 20 

The poor heard hun gladly, but those 1n power refused his mv1tatwn 
of conversiOn. They sought to silence htm and destroy ius commurnty 
of followers by subjectmg lum to a terronzmg publi~ execution. Th~ 
notions that he 'willingly' accepted tlus death~ and even that he sought 1t 
as the necessary means of redemptiOn, are later Chnsttan rationalizations 
m the face of the terrible reality of the crucifooon. Tlus IS belied bv the 
cry of Jesus from the cross, 'My God, my God, why has thou fo,.;aken 
me', suggestmg one who hoped that God would bnng about transform
mg new life, not the handing lum over to the power of the oppressors. 21 

Like other prophets who see that the power of those who want to 
silence them IS mountmg, he may have recogruzed shordy before hts 
death that It was likely that they would 'get h1m'. But this IS qmte dif
ferent from concetvmg of cruciftxton as somethmg to be sought and 
acce~ted as a means of redemption. Rather we should say that redemp
tiOn happens through resistance to the sway of evil, and m the expen
ences of conversiOn and healing by which commumt1es of well-bemg 
are created. Jesus practiced such healing and commuruty gathenng and 
called for the conversion of the dommant mto repentant solidanty. We 
follow lum by contmumg this same struggle for life agamst unJust 
suffenng and death. 

If Jesus came to giVe us a glimpse of abundant life liberated from the 
oppressive powers and the prophetic courage to confront and call for 

20. Mt. 21.31. Matthew uses this saymg of Jesus to suggest that the Phansccs nrc 
unbelievers who will never be converted and go mto the Kingdom; but the saymg 
suggests an earlier context m which the Phansees are called to be converted, but the 
condition of thetr converswn ts a solidanty w1th those they dcsptsc m which they go 
mto the Kingdom of God 'behind' them (my own mterpretat10n). 

21. Mk 15.34, llio Mt. 27.46. 
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the convcrs10n of those who profit from unjust power, what of the 
firutude of life Itself? Will not these tastes of abundant life themscives 
pass away m death as the fragility of fimte life catches up even wlth 
conunumttes of joyful celebratwn? In the history of the mterpretatwn of 
the cross we see a prophettc sptntuality that sought to confront one 

problem, namely UnJUSt suffenng caused by smful human systems, 
pressed mto the scrvtce of solvmg another problem, namely, mortality. 
Thts was not Jesus' Issue, but the tssue of Greek sptntuality. The Greeks 
were concerned with death as a problem of fimtude, rather than unJUSt 
death VlSlted upon the advocates of the poor by the powerful. 

We should not call people who expencnce life's tragt.c vtctssttudcs to 
'carry thetr cross·, Even m the face of'natural' ills, we should not pas

sively acqmesce (itself a sure means ofhasterung death), but cultivate the 
resiliency of life that allows us to live abundantly even m the midst of 

the fragilities and linuts of life. The contemplative sptntualittes of the 
world's religiOus traditiOns have been about culttvatmg this sptnt of 
resiliency m the nudst of fimtude, letting go of ego-clingmg and culti
vating compassiOn for all 'senttent bemgs', to use Buddhist language. 

Perhaps we need a complcmentanty of sptntualities appropnate m 
different situatiOns. There Is a place for the contemplative spintuality 
that learns to be m commumon with God m the nudst of fimtude, and 
there ts a orne for the prophetiC sptntuality that gwes us the courage to 
restst unJUSt evils, call for the overthrow of oppressiOn, the conversiOn 
of oppressors and the gathenng of counter-cultural commumties of life. 

We need to culttvate both but not confuse these two sp1ntualites, JUSt as 
we should not confuse the death from unJUSt VIolence we need to 

protest w1th the fimtudc that will bnng natural death at the end, hope
fully, of a full life. 

Where IS God mall tius? If Jesus unmasks the God who JUstifies sys
tems of vmlence, and reveals the true God on the stde of the poor, what 

God retgns m the cnKifix10n of Jesus and m contmued UllJUSt suffenng 
and the killing of the prophets? The God of ommpotent control over 

history and the God of good news to the poor arc mcompatible. If God 
wills Jesus; death, if God wills the unJUSt viOlence of poverty, sextsm, 
racism and ann-Semtttsm, then God IS a sadist and a cnnunal. 

The God who ts on the s1de of the poor ts not m power m the history 
m which crone contmues to wm. Divme goodness and divmc ommpo

tence cannot be reconciled, as Chnsnamty has sought to do m the the
ology of atonement. Rather, m so far as God represents JUSt and lovtng 
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life m mutual shanng, God IS for us the msurgent tenaclty of life that IS 
not m the seats of power, but yet IS still undefeated. 

This good and holy power for life contmually anses, desptte the vic

tones of unJUSt death, to empower new struggles for well-bcmg, sustam
mg the moment glimpses where tlus well-bemg IS lived here and now. 
The God of the resurrection did not cause the cross, but was momen
tarily crushed by the cross, only to nse agam, overcommg 1t wtth a 
rebirth of protest and new hope. In the resurrectiOn we say No to 
unJUSt death and Yes to life abundant for all of us together. . 
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