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In this paper, I will develop a new, participatory theory of the Atonement, which I call the Incarnational theory.   I do not claim that this theory offers a complete explanation for how Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection lead to our salvation, only that it explicates a major core element by which the Atonement accomplished its work.  Thus, it is not necessarily in competition with other theories. I will first present the theory in two slightly different versions.  After doing this, I will then present some key metaphors and symbols the theory uses, discuss how it relates to various relevant scriptures, and the like. The first version gives the general idea behind the theory, whereas the second attempts to make this idea more precise.   

Before discussing these versions, however, it is helpful to distinguish between the doctrine and a theory of Atonement.  The doctrine of Atonement simply states that Christ’s life, death and resurrection saved us from sin, reconciled us to God, and in some way overcame the powers of darkness.  Theories of Atonement, on the other hand, attempt to explain how Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection accomplished this and to at least partly explain why God chose this method.  Theories have the power of greatly enhancing (or distorting!) our understanding of the meaning and significance of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection and our salvation.  Further, they can have a powerful hold on people’s minds, as has been the case with Anselm’s Satisfaction theory and the Penal theory (which will be explained later).  
Two Versions of the Incarnational Theory

Version 1:

Version #1 of the theory gives the general idea of the theory.  It consists of the following four claims:

Claim 1: Salvation consists in an ongoing participation in the life of God as it exists in Christ, as indicated by Jesus’ metaphor of the vine and branches (Jn. 15:5) and Paul’s analogy of the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12), along with many other New Testament passages, such as John 6:53-56, Colossians 3:4, 2 Peter 1:4, and Hebrews 3:14.  This is basically the same as the Eastern Orthodox understanding of salvation, in which salvation consists of participating in the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4) via the energies God. 
Claim 2: Apart from the Incarnation and Passion, God's life would be too alien from ours for this sharing to occur.  This is analogous to the fact that a tree branch cannot be grafted into a horse, only another tree; the horse is too alien for it.
Claim 3: Through the Incarnation and Passion, God entered as deeply as possible into our human life-situation of death, suffering, and vulnerability and thereby overcame the alienation between God's self and us.  During that time, he nonetheless acted in complete love and faith towards God and others. This created a fully human/fully divine life in Jesus.  

Claim 4: By partaking of this life through being grafted into the true Vine, we are saved from sin and reconciled to God. This allows us to share in the life of God, thus saving us from sin and bringing us into unity with God.

Version 2: 
Version (2) adds theological and philosophical precision to version (1).  It starts with the same view of salvation as version (1), namely that salvation consists in sharing in the life of God through Christ.  It goes beyond (1) in precisely explicating the relevant aspects of the new fully human/fully divine life that were created in Christ and the role that the Passion and Cross played in creating this new life.

Claim 1*: Through the Incarnation and Passion, Christ actively exercised and thus made an active part of the Godhead virtues (such as courage, faith, and love) of a kind that we need, can actively partake of, and exercise in our present human life-situation of vulnerability, alienation, uncertainty, and the like.  These virtues are to be thought of in terms of inner potency or powers, in accordance with the old English use of the word “virtue” in which one might speak of the healing virtues of a drug. (In terms of Eastern Orthodox theologies, these virtues would be the energies of God, thus making explicit their active nature.)
Claim 2*:  Apart from the Incarnation and Passion, God could not actively exercise the virtues of the kind referred to in claim (1*) above because they are too closely tied with our life-situation. 
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1  To see why, consider some examples of these virtues as they occur in human beings:

Courage (of the kind we need) = a commitment to one's values or goals in the face of danger, fear, and personal injury.

Faith (of the kind we need) = a commitment to trust in the face of uncertainty and doubt, and in the face of serious temptations not to trust.

Love (of the type we need) = a commitment to value and relate to others (or ourselves) in the face of such things as vulnerability to personal injury, alienation, weakness, fear, unjust victimization, and serious temptations not to love.

Since these virtues are basically commitments of various sorts in the face of fear, vulnerability, serious temptations, and the like, it is clear that apart from something like the Incarnation and Passion, God cannot actively exercise them, for to exercise them requires that one experience fear, believe oneself to be vulnerable, believe oneself to be limited in power and knowledge, and seriously believe that one could sin.  Without something like the incarnation, however, God could have none of these experiences. Of course, God would know what it was like to experience fear, doubt, uncertainty, alienation from God, and the like; otherwise God would have created human beings blindly without knowing what it was like to be human. This knowledge, however, is not the same as actually experiencing these states and actually believing that one is vulnerable, limited in power, and the like; this actual experience, however, is necessary to exercise the corresponding virtues.

Claim 3: Among other things, partaking of the life of Christ involves exercising and partaking of these virtues (particularly love) as they actively exist in Christ.  Moreover, it is the partaking of these virtues that saves human beings from sin and brings us into unity with Christ. (For example, since love involves reaching out to others, and even ourselves, it overcomes our sinful state of alienation from God and others.)  

Summary: 
The Incarnational theory explains how the Atonement works as follows.  First, the theory claims that salvation is to be conceived of as an ongoing sharing in the life of God, in a deeper and deeper way, where to share in the life of God involves, among other things, sharing in and exercising the virtues of faith, love, and righteousness that are in God.  Then, this theory claims, through the Incarnation and Passion, the type of virtues that we need--that is, commitments to trust, love, and do what is right in the face of serious doubt, vulnerability, alienation, and temptation—were taken up into the life of God as active realities.  By partaking of these active virtues--that is, in Paul’s terminology, putting on “Christ,” putting on the “new self,” or letting Christ live through us--we are saved in an ongoing way from sin. 
 
 

Finally, notice both the plausibility and the logical coherence of each of the three premises.  First, the claim that during the incarnation God actively exercised the virtues of courage, self-sacrificial love, and faith simply follow from the classic Christian doctrines that that Jesus was God in the flesh and the claim that on the Cross Jesus experienced our human condition of vulnerability, alienation, and uncertainty and yet acted in complete faith, hope, and love.  Second, the claim that God could not actively exercise the sorts of virtues we need without something like the Incarnation and Passion (claim (2*)) is obviously true since the very nature of these virtues requires that one have the right sort of experiences in order to exercise them. (However, see last two footnotes.) Finally, claim (3*) of the theory, that sharing in Christ's life involves sharing in these sorts of virtues, is strongly implied by the fact that the more we share in the life of Christ, the more we express these virtues--for example, love, courage, faith.  Thus, since the key steps of this theory are highly plausible in and of themselves, there is nothing ad hoc or arbitrary about them. 
Some Outstanding Philosophical Issues

How we Partake of the Virtues

One question involves how our participation in these virtues, or more generally Christ’s subjectivity, is supposed to occur.  One way is through normal psychological channels, such as consciously imitating Christ or contagiously picking up his intentional states from other exemplary Christians; through reading and hearing the New Testament and related texts, by which we can absorb and digest their subjectivity--that is, the web of beliefs, attitudes, orientations, perspectives, and system of representation embodied in the texts; another way is through the “supernatural” operation of the Holy Spirit and God’s grace, which directly connects us to Christ. Moreover, this theory assumes that the Holy Spirit supernaturally empowers the transmission of Christ’s subjectivity through the normal psychological and linguistic channels mentioned above.   Accordingly, because both the supernatural and natural means of transmission are intermixed  and continuous with each other, any dualistic opposition between the spiritual and the natural, or nature and grace, is eliminated. Rather, they all work together: if we merely rely on our own natural ability to partake of Christ’s subjectivity, we will be unlikely deeply to participate in it; and similarly if we simply rely on a supernatural miracle, such as a religious conversion. As Philippians 2:12-13 states, “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (NRSV), suggesting that salvation is a joint operation of natural and supernatural means.

Memory Analogy:
A good analogy to how this participation takes place is that of memory.  Memory seems to connect us in some mysterious way to the past event being remembered, thus resulting in a partial reliving of that event.  Arguably, this is one crucial difference between imagined memory and a real memory: imagined memory delivers the same subjective impressions as real memory, but is not actually connected to the past event. Now suppose that in the past you engaged in some extraordinary act of courage, and that you had a perfect memory of that courageous act.  Further, suppose you are now facing some new danger and are able to remember the courage you exercised in the past.  Since this memory would involve the re-experiencing of the actual subjective states of willing to act in the face of danger and the like, you could enter into that subjective state and use it to courageously face your current situation.  This is similar to our participation in Christ’s new desires, except that it was Christ, not we, who enacted the moral courage that we need.  Another analogy is that of a future society in which one person acts with tremendous courage, with any person who needs courage being able to “tap into,” and appropriately adapt, the desires and “willings” exercised by the single highly courageous individual.  One could imagine members of the future society saying “as one is courageous for all, all our now courageous” – in parallel to Paul’s statements in Romans 5:18 and 2 Corinthians 5:14-15 : “Therefore just as one man's trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man's act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all” (NRSV) and "For the love of Christ compels us, because we judge thus: that if One died for all, then all died” (NKJV). 
Parent/Child Analogy

A more mundane analogy is a parent/child analogy, in which the parent’s desires, view of and orientation towards the world, and the like are transferred to the child, whether intentionally or not.  In analogy, through the operation of the Holy Spirit, the new, fully human/fully divine virtues in Christ are progressively transferred to us, thus saving us from sin.
This idea of picking up ones desires from others in turn fits in with the more general mimetic anthropological theory, advocated by, for instance, cultural theorist Rene Girard.  According to this idea, except for the most basic biological desires, our desires are obtained by creatively picking them up from--or patterning them after--other people, something that often occurs unconsciously.
Answering the Why Question

The above account explains how Christ’s life, death and resurrection save us from sin and reconcile us to God.  They do not, however, explain why God used this method instead of some other.  For example, why didn’t God simply give us a strong disposition to behave in a loving, compassionate, and trusting way upon our free request?  Although God could have could have done this, God’s saving us by sharing as deeply as possible in our life situation results in a more intimate and deeper unity with God. God not only establishes solidarity with us via sharing in our life-situation, but the sharing in his fully divine/fully human life itself unites us with God, much as a branch is united with a vine by sharing in its sap: if one were merely to zap a branch with the sap of a vine, without connecting it to the vine, no real unity would occur between the vine and its branches.  Thus, although the Incarnation and Passion were not strictly necessary to save us from sin, under the Incarnational theory, it does make sense that God would decide to do things this way. Finally, there are certainly other reasons why God did things this way, such as to provide a perfect moral example and the like. 

Key Metaphors/Analogies for Main Theory 

Above we introduced the Jesus’ analogy of the vine and the branches to support our understanding of salvation as sharing the life of God. Now we will consider some other metaphors and analogies for understanding the Incarnational theory.

Blood Transfusion/Eucharist Analogy

In John 6:54-55, Jesus says that “Truly, Truly I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life…for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.  Those who drink my blood and eat my flesh abide in me and I in them” (Jn. 6:54-55, NRSV).  This scripture forms the basis for the “blood transfusion” metaphor: by entering fully into the human life situation of alienation, suffering, vulnerability, and uncertainty, and yet acting in complete trust and love, Jesus created a new “antibody” for sin; and by partaking of this new antibody, the disease of sin is progressively eliminated from our lives.  The new anti-bodies are the new fully human/fully divine active virtues of love, faith, hope and love.

The Eucharist, or communion, represents the eating of his body and the drinking of his blood.  Here we will talk about the symbolic significant of the part of communion that involves drinking the wine; however, when we discuss baptism below, we will talk about the symbolic significance of eating the bread.
 
In 1 Corinthians 10:16, Paul says that “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ?” (NRSV). On the other hand, Jesus says that we take the Eucharist in “remembrance of me” (Lk. 22:19).  If we understand remembering in a deeper sense as involving reliving and participating in the past event as in our memory analogy above, then these two expressions of the significance of the Eucharist coincide.  As mentioned above, one could argue that what distinguishes remembering an event from merely imagining it is that when we remember the event we actually connect with, and to some extent participate in, the past event.  If, for example, we had a perfect memory, and we recalled a past event, it would be as though it were actually taking place right now: we would in effect be reliving it.  Thus, I am suggesting, Jesus wants us to remember his sacrifice by partaking within ourselves and our own context the giving of his life over in complete love, trust and faith to God and others; indeed, according to many commentators, it was just this sort of remembering the Israelites were called to when they celebrated Passover. Symbolically, therefore, Christ's blood represents his life completely given over to God in love, trust, and self-sharing in his Passion and Death; and drinking the cup represents and perhaps enacts the partaking of this life. This understanding fits beautifully with the Old Testament principle that "the life is in the blood" (Lev. 17:11).
The Sacrificial Lamb:


This understanding of the Eucharist coincides the Incarnational theory’s understanding of the significance of the Sacrificial Lamb, which the New Testament says a type of Christ. The Old Testament sacrificial ritual involved the worshiper laying hands on the head of an animal (for example, a lamb or a bull), and then slaying the animal.  The priest then took the blood and poured it on the altar as a sacrifice to God.  Now, many Old Testament commentators claim that the laying on of hands is best interpreted as an act of identification with the one on whom hands are laid (Taylor, 1937, pp. 53-4; Dunn, 1991, pp. 44-5).  The offering of its blood, therefore, becomes symbolic of Christ's offering his life over to God and others in love, hope, and trust, and the laying on of hands of our identification with, and thus sharing in, that love, hope and trust.
 Consequently, although the symbols of the Sacrificial Lamb and the Eucharist seem to say different things about the nature of Atonement, the Incarnational theory shows they actually say the same thing in different ways. 
Baptism and Eating of the Bread:

The New Testament also uses the symbols of baptism and eating of bread for Christ’s atoning and sanctifying work. In Romans 6, Paul states that it is through being baptized--that is, united--with Christ in his death that we break the power of sin and share in his resurrection life: “All who were baptized into Christ have been baptized into his death . . . . and if we have become united with him in the likeness of his death, we shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection” (Rom. 6:3-5). Elsewhere Paul states that "I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:19, NRSV) and “May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” (Gal. 6:14, NRSV) 
The Incarnational theory shows why these metaphors are appropriate.  According to the this theory, during his death on the Cross Jesus experientially entered into the depths of the human life-situation of vulnerability, dependence, death, suffering, brokenness, and alienation, even the depths of our alienation from God the Father as evidenced by his cry on the Cross "My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?" (Mk. 16:34).  Moreover, in some mysterious way on the Cross Jesus experienced the depths of human sin, the "shadow-side" of humanity: "He who knew no sin became sin for us that we might become the righteousness of God in Him" (2 Cor. 5:21).  Thus, Jesus faced head-on the truth of the human condition. The significance of being united with him in his death now becomes apparent: it is there that we face our own vulnerability, alienation, and the like.  This is what it means to be crucified with Christ, and crucified to the world system of spiritual and psychic bondage. 
The truth is, most of us try to avoid confronting our own vulnerability, dependence, alienation, and brokenness.  Indeed, thinkers as diverse as theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, (1941), Pulitzer Prize winning author Ernest Becker (1973), and psychologist M. Scott Peck (1983), have claimed that this unwillingness to confront our own vulnerability and other “threatening” aspects of our human condition is one of the prime roots of human sin, wickedness, sickness, and neurosis, along with the world-system of status, domination, and oppression. Instead of recognizing that we are vulnerable, dependent and insecure human beings, for example, we attempt to possess, dominate, and control people and things, to give ourselves the illusion of invulnerability, security, and status; and instead of acknowledging our own shadow, we project it on to others and then demonize them.
In fact, it has become a common thesis among thinkers in this century that the world-system of psychic and social domination, oppression, bondage, and its associated values, rests on expulsion, scapegoating, and marginalization of both aspects of our own psychic lives and the subjectivity of various individuals in society.  Given that these thinkers are at least partly correct, it follows that to face our true human condition in Christ will tend, as yeast leavens a lump of bread, to undercut the entire world-system of psychic, spiritual, and social bondage both in our personal and social lives. Indeed, Hebrews 2:14-15 indicate that it is the “fear of death” – which I suggest should be understood in the broad sense of any threat to our self or self-image – that holds us in bondage to the powers of darkness.  According to this passage, “he himself likewise shared the same things [our flesh and blood], so that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil,  and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death” (NRSV).
With these ideas in place, Baptism could be thought of as at least in part as symbolically representing being united with Christ in his death and then “rising again” with him in his resurrection life.   On the other hand, the broken bread – which Jesus says represents his body broken for the world-- could be thought of as representing Jesus' entering into human brokenness and vulnerability. Partaking of the bread, therefore, could be thought of as representing our fully partaking of the human life situation of vulnerability, alienation, and the like as experienced by Christ during his Passion and Death.  This in turn results in our “dying” to our false illusion of invulnerability that we construct to protect ourselves.

Putting this idea of being crucified with Christ together with sharing in the new fully human/fully divine virtues allows us to complete the Incarnational theory. To do this, it will be helpful to introduce a new piece of terminology, the notion of a person’s “subjectivity.”  A person’s subjectivity refers to all of a person’s inner states -- such as attitudes, orientations, perspectives, commitments, beliefs, and the like -- taken together as forming an inseparable whole with the agent’s internalized system of mental, symbolic, and linguistic representation.   In fully facing the human life situation, Jesus created a new fully human/fully divine “subjectivity”, a subjectivity that fully experiences and recognizes our life situation, while at the same time acting in complete faith, hope, and love.  Accordingly, to partake of this new subjectivity, we must first partake of Christ’s death – that is, in Christ face our own vulnerability, alienation, brokenness, and the like – before we can partake of the new Resurrected life.  This is not only suggested by Paul in Romans 6, but also by Jesus when he says that “Those who try to make their life secure will lose it, but those who lose their life will keep it” (Lk. 17:33; also see Jn. 12: 24 – 25); indeed, it is symbolized by the fact that in all the gospels the broken bread is taken before the wine at the Last Supper.  Practically, this implies that the Christian life involves a continual double movement in Christ of first recognizing our true human life situation and then secondly partaking of the new positive virtues in Christ.  We must continually “die” before we can live: as Jesus says in John 12:24, “Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (NRSV). 9
Some Theological Issues:

The Resurrection:

Resurrection is the infusing of new, transforming life into that which is dead.  The essence of spiritual death--which underlies physical death--is alienation from God, and others, including a person’s own self. So, by actively exercising the virtues of faith, hope, and love from a position of alienation, Jesus Christ overcame this alienation “from the inside, ” hence overcoming spiritual death.  This resulted in the resurrection. We partake of this new resurrected life by actively partaking of the new virtues of love and trust in God that are in Christ. Thus Paul says that if we unite ourselves with Christ in his death (that is, share in these virtues) then we shall also be united with him in his resurrection: that is, our alienation will be overcome. (See Rom. 6:5.)
Original Sin and Atonement
Just as our old fallen desires/subjectivity was picked from others, and ultimately the first humans (represented by Adam), according to the Incarnational theory, the new subjectivity that we need is obtained from Christ, the “second Adam.”  Thus, this theory makes sense of much of Paul’s discussion of “original sin” in Romans 5 and elsewhere, especially of the parallelism he draws between the transmission of sin from Adam and the transmission of righteousness from Christ (see Rom. 5, 1 Cor. 15:22, 45-49).
Subjective or Objective Atonement?

As presented in more detail below, the Incarnational theory claims that Christ's Atonement justifies us, makes us righteous, reconciles us to God, and results in forgiveness of sin by providing us a new, fully redeemed set of desires in Christ. Although these new desires must still be worked-out in each individual’s life, its existence in Christ means that the barrier to a right relationship with God and others has already removed, and hence the New Testament can speak of us as already being justified, made righteous, reconciled, and forgiven in Christ.  Put in traditional terminology, justification (that is, the existence of new fully human/fully human desires in Christ) precedes sanctification (the full working-out of these desires in our lives).  This makes the Incarnational theory in some sense both an "objective" theory and a "subjective" theory of Atonement in the sense that these terms are typically used in discussions of Atonement: it is "objective" since the new desires are formed in Christ prior to our actual experience of salvation, yet "subjective" in that salvation requires that we actually participate in these new desires.
Incarnational Theory and Scripture: 


Above we saw how the Incarnational theory makes sense of the Eucharist, Christ as the Sacrificial Lamb, St. Paul's “model” of the Atonement found in Romans 6, and Baptism.  In this section, we will show further how this theory fits with some of what is said in the New Testament regarding salvation and how it provides new insights and understanding of passages and themes in scriptures that otherwise seem puzzling.

Christ Tempted in Every Way in Which we Are:

Hebrews 4:15 says that Christ was tempted in all ways as we are, and yet was without sin. If one examines the virtues (such as courage) listed above, they all involve commitments in the face of various sorts of temptations, such as in the temptation to stop trusting when doubt arises.  Thus, the Incarnational theory implies that every time Christ experienced a new temptation and acted virtuously in the face of that temptation, a new virtue was actively exercised in the Godhead. Consequently, in order to actively have the general sorts of virtues we need, Christ must have experienced the main sorts of temptations we have experienced.10  Moreover, Christ must have experienced those temptations without sinning, for if he sinned, then a "anti-virtue" would have been exercised--that is, the "anti-virtue" of not acting in love and trust in the face of temptation.  Finally, insofar as Christ did not actively exercise any of these basic virtues, his ability to save us completely would be lacking.  Hence, in some sense Christ was not perfect as our Savior until he suffered all these sorts of temptations, as implied by Hebrews 2:10:  "It was fitting that God, for whom and through whom all things exist, in bringing many children to glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation perfect through sufferings" (NRSV; see also Heb. 5:9, 7:28). 
New Self and New Creation in Christ


Throughout his epistles, the Apostle Paul claims that: (i) if we are in Christ, then we are a “new creation” (Gal. 6:15; also see 2 Cor 5:17);  (ii), that we should put off  the old self and “put on the new self which was created according to God in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph. 4:24; see also Col. 3:9-11)); and (iii) that insofar as we are crucified to Christ, Christ lives through us (Gal. 2:20; Phil. 2:13). 11 Further, the book of Hebrews speaks of us having a “new heart.” Initially, these passages seem puzzling: where is this new self and new heart? And, if we are new creations, why do we continue to sin?  Under the Incarnational theory, however, these passages make sense.  To see how, first note that since the "old self" seems to be Paul's way of referring to the "sinful desires" (such as hate), it makes sense that the term "new self" would refer to a set of virtuous desires.  Second, the above passages not only imply that Paul conceived of this new self as having been created by God (Ephesians 4:24 above), but many other passages imply that he thought of it as only existing in Christ, for in Pauline theology it is only in Christ that we are a new creation, and it is only in Christ that we truly have the Christian virtues of love, patience, and the like. (For example, see 2 Cor. 5:17, Eph. 2:10, Col. 2:10, etc.)12 
Thus, from these passages suggest that the new self is simply a set of virtuous desires that became active in Christ, as postulated by the Incarnational theory.  Accordingly, what Paul says about a new self being created in Christ Jesus fits beautifully with the Incarnational theory.  Further, we can make sense of why we continue to sin even though we are new creations in Christ, for we must partake of the new creation in order for it to become active in our lives.
Dead to Sin:

The Incarnational theory interprets Paul's repeated claim that we are dead to sin (e.g., Rom. 6:2) as claiming that we are no longer slaves to sin, an  interpretation suggested by Romans chapters 6 through 8. According to the Incarnational theory, we have been freed from sin because the sinful desires are not the only desires available to us anymore; instead, we have available a new source of virtuous desires in Christ. Since these desires are available for everyone, in some sense everyone has died to sin potentially, though this potential is often largely unrealized in this life. As Paul states in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15: "The love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died.  And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them” (NRSV). The Incarnational theory also suggests that we are dead to sin because by partaking of Christ’s crucifixion we partake of his full facing of human vulnerability, weakness, and alienation; as explained previously, this in turn frees us from the world’s system of psychic and spiritual bondage, since once we truly face these things, they lose their grip on us, and hence we become dead to their influence. 
Cleansed From Sin:

Unlike the standard Penal and Satisfaction theories (see below), the Incarnational theory makes sense of the often repeated claim in Scripture that Christ’s blood, and Christ’s sacrifice, actually cleanses us from sin (e.g., see 1 Jn. 1:7), instead of merely paying the penalty for our sins.  (Since under the Penal and Satisfaction theories, the blood simply serves to pay the penalty for sin, it never directly cleanses us from sin as scripture suggests; all it does is open the door for God to cleanse us through the process of sanctification, instead of punishing us.) Since the new virtues in Christ cannot coexist with the old “sinful” desires, the more we partake of the life of Christ, the more sin is done away with –the antibody “cleanses us” from the disease.
Being Justified and Made Righteous

 The Incarnational theory can also take into account Romans chapters 4 and 5 in which Paul speaks of Christ's work on the Cross justifying us and making us righteous before God.  Following Martin Luther, Protestants have commonly taken this idea of being justified or made righteous before God as equivalent to God’s acquitting us: to be justified primarily meant that God would declare us no longer guilty for our sins, and hence would not punish us for them.  As J. D. Dunn argues (1993), however, this understanding of justification or of being made righteous has more to do with a court of law, as in the Roman legal system, and would have been largely foreign to Paul's way of thinking, which was Hebraic and based on the Old Testament. When the ideas of justice and righteousness occur in the Old Testament, they always have to do with Israel's covenant relationship with God.  Thus, to be justified or made righteous involved primarily being in right relationship with God, and secondarily being in right relationship with other human beings. Indeed, Paul's exhortation to be slaves of righteousness instead of slaves of sin shows that identifying righteousness with acquittal is not correct: one can only be a slave of something that is an active force in one's life, something that mere acquittal is not.  In contrast, we can be a slave of righteousness if it is understood as consisting of the new life in Christ, since clearly this can be a force is one’s life.
In light of this understanding of the Paul's use of the word "justified" and "righteousness," the Incarnational theory claims that we are brought into right relationship with God through becoming free from sin and partaking of the life of God--that is, by becoming a new self, or gaining a new heart (see Heb. 8:10, Jer. 31:33).  Thus, by enabling us to be free from sin and share in the life of God, Christ's Atonement justifies us and makes us righteous. One could think of this in terms of the Prodigal son.  All along the father would have freely forgiven and accepted the Prodigal son if only the son would have returned home.  But, the son was not able to.  By freeing the Prodigal son from his bondage to sin, Christ's Atonement enables the Prodigal son to leave the pig-pen and come to his father, and thereby it restores the relationship between the father and son.13
Forgiveness through His Blood

According to Vincent Taylor (1946), within the New Testament, the forgiveness of God not to be understood as an annulment of the punishment that justice requires, but as the removal of the hindrance to full communion with God. This fits in with one of the primary meanings of the Greek word in the New Testament word translated as forgiveness,  namely that of “release from bondage or imprisonment.”14  Under the Incarnational theory, therefore, Christ's Atonement is necessary for our forgiveness because without Christ's atoning work, we would not be able to be released from our bondage to our sinful state and thus truly be in communion with God. 
Saved from God’s Wrath

In Romans 5:9, Paul states that the justification resulting from Christ’s blood saves us from God’s wrath. The Incarnational theory would claim that Christ's Atonement saves us from "God's wrath" by saving us from our sinful subjectivity.  Because this subjectivity distorts and perverts our relationship to God and others, God, out of love, is absolutely opposed to it.  Hence, as George MacDonald states (1976, p. 162), God could be said to be opposed our desires, aims, and attitudes—and hence to us -- insofar as, and while, we are wedded to them. That is, we could be said to be under God's wrath.  Or, one could understand the "wrath of God" as the inevitable destructive consequence of this distorted subjectivity, as Paul seems to in Romans 1:18-32 when he speaks of the wrath of God as involving a "giving over" of humans to their own distorted desires.15
The Old Testament Scapegoat 

Christians typically interpret the scapegoat of Leviticus. 16:21-22, which symbolically bore the sin and guilt of Israel into the desert, as a type of Christ. The Incarnational theory makes sense of this; it would claim that Christ, like the scapegoat, took the sin and guilt of human beings upon himself by taking upon himself, in the deepest possible way, the sinful, alienated, and guilt-ridden condition of human beings.  Moreover, in the same way that the scapegoat was led out into the wilderness to symbolize the Israelites' alienation from God and other human beings caused by their acts of sin, Christ experienced this alienation and consequently suffered "outside the city gates" (Heb. 13:12).  Thus, under the Incarnational theory, the scapegoat does serve as a fitting type of Christ.  
The Faith of Christ: Implications for New Testament Translations 

The Incarnational theory claims that we are saved by partaking of the new virtues, such as faith, that were enacted by Christ.  This has implications for translations of passages such as Galatians 2:16, Galatians 2:22, and Philippians 3:8-9.   In standard translations, Galatians 2:16 reads something like “We know that a person is justified not by the works of the law, but through faith in Jesus Christ.”  In his book the Faith of Christ (1983, 2002), however, Duke University Biblical scholar Richard Hays has argued on various grounds that in these and similar passages the phrase “faith in Jesus Christ”  should be translated “the faith of Jesus Christ,” a translation that, according to A. A. Just (2004), has been gaining much ground since it was published.  Thus, for example, Galatians 2:16 becomes “We know that a person is justified not by the works of the law, but through the faith of Jesus Christ.” Further, Galatians 2:22 becomes “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I that live, but it is Christ who lives in me.  And the life I live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God.” And finally, Philippians 3:8-9 becomes: “For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as refuse, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through the faith of Christ.”  According to the Incarnational theory, this “faith of Christ” is the new fully-human and fully-divine faith enacted by Christ during his life, death, and resurrection; since the enacting of any virtue in the human life situation requires some faith – since moral action in this life is based on doing what is right in spite of doubt, fear, and its cousin temptation – this faith includes all the other virtues. Consequently, the Incarnational theory makes sense of the above passages, which otherwise are puzzling.  Indeed, the Incarnational theory would have led us to expect such alternative translations.
Relation to Other Theories
It is useful at this point to see how the Incarnational theory connects with other historically prominent theories and  understandings of Atonement and Salvation. Specifically, we will consider the Moral Exemplar/Influence theory, the Eastern orthodoxy understanding, the Christus Victor understanding, and the Penal and Satisfaction theories. 

Moral Exemplar/Influence Theory:

First the Incarnational theory can be thought of as extending and deepening the traditional Moral Exemplar/Influence theory in such a way as to eliminate the elements in the Moral Exemplar/Influence theory that many Christians find problematic. According to the Moral Examplar/Influence theory, Jesus saves us by offering a perfect example of love and faith in the face of unjust persecution; this in turn influences us, via imitation, to exemplify the same love and faith.  Part of the difficulty with this theory is that it conceives of Christ’s redemptive effect on us as qualitatively the same as that of other humans that provide a great moral example, except that Jesus was perfect.  Unlike the traditional version of the Moral Exemplar/Influence theory, the Incarnational theory explicitly incorporates the supernatural operation of the Holy Spirit in bringing about our participation in Christ’s subjectivity, and thus removes the Palegian element often associated with the Moral Exemplar/Influence theory.   Further, in the Incarnational theory imitation is conceived in a deeper way as actually involving a participation in Christ’s subjectivity instead of merely involving following or being inspired by Christ’s example.  This not only makes the Incarnational theory fit very well with scripture, but as explained above it also gives it an “objective” component to Atonement, something lacking in the standard Moral Exemplar/Influence theory.
Eastern Orthodoxy: 

Second, the Incarnational theory can be thought of as a new way of developing a basic idea of salvation that has ancient roots in the Greek Fathers such as Origin, Athanasius, and Irenaeus; was further developed by Eastern Orthodox theologians through the centuries; and has been advocated by various individuals in Western Christianity, for example in the theology of the medieval mystic Julian of Norwich, and in many contemporary theologians.  The basic idea is that human nature was restored in Christ, and salvation consists in partaking of this new human nature in Christ.16 The Incarnational theory further develops this basic idea by spelling-out what this new nature is in a unique way and by giving us some idea of how we can partake of it. Namely, under the Incarnational theory, this “unfallen” human nature in Christ is the fully divine yet fully human subjectivity developed in Christ during his life and death, as discussed above. Thus, according to the Incarnational theory we are saved by partaking of the incarnated subjectivity of God the Son, hence the name the Incarnational theory.  Moreover, the Incarnational theory invokes the same idea of salvation as Eastern Orthodoxy: salvation as being the ongoing participation in the life (or in Orthodox terminology, the “energies”) of God.

Christus Victor:

Third, this view of Atonement helps explicate how the Atonement defeats the forces of evil in the much discussed Christus Victor understanding of Atonement (see Aulén, 1951).  Identifying these forces of evil with what theologian Walter Wink (1992) has called the “domination system”, Christ’s Atonement can be seen as defeating the forces of evil by providing a new subjectivity that both deconstructs this system and provides the new, positive set of desires of faith, hope, and love of the kind we need for full engagement with the world. (See the section above on Baptism.) 
Penal and Satisfaction Theories

Finally, the Incarnational theory reinterprets some of the intuitions underlying the traditional Satisfaction and Penal theories.  First developed by Anselm of Canterbury in the 11th century, the Satisfaction theory became the standard theory within Roman Catholic theology. The Satisfaction theory contends that we contracted a debt of obligation to God because of our sin. God, however, could not simply forgive our debt: God's honor and the order of the universe require that either we be punished or the debt be paid (satisfied). Since we could not pay ourselves, this theory goes, God the Son paid our debt for us by being perfectly obedient to God the Father, even to the point of suffering and dying on the Cross. Once this debt was satisfied, God was free to shower us with his mercy and thereby free us from sin and reconcile us to himself, given that we repent and respond to his grace. 
Like the Satisfaction theory, the Penal theory -- favored by the Reformers and conservative protestant theology since that time -- explicated the nature of the Atonement using legal metaphors – specifically, in terms of what the moral law demands. Its logic is almost identical to that of the Satisfaction theory, except that it substitutes “punishment” for “debt.”  Consequently, the two theories can be stated together in terms of three claims: 
1) Our sins against God accumulated a debt of obligation (Satisfaction theory) or punishment (Penal theory) so large that we could not pay it.

2) The moral order demands that the debt be paid (Satisfaction theory) or that the sin be punished (Penal theory).
3) Christ paid the debt for us (Satisfaction theory) or took the punishment for us (Penal theory).
Although I believe the problems with the Satisfaction and Penal theories are fatal, the strength of these theories is that they tap into some deep intuitions and purported Biblical themes regarding the nature of sin. One of these is that sin is so serious that forgiveness must come at a cost; thus God cannot merely forgive sin without some kind of Atonement. The Incarnational theory agrees that sin is serious and that salvation comes at the “cost” of Christ’s death; it even agrees that the consequences of sin can be understood in terms of being in debt or as punishment. However, it conceives of this debt or punishment as an in-built consequence of sin – something that results from the very nature of sin – not something externally imposed by God. So, for instance, intentionally acting in unloving ways towards others causes one to become alienated from others, and thus less capable of being in positive, authentic interpersonal relationships with them or God; this in turn cuts one’s self off from the highest good for a human being.  This state of alienation, and more generally the bondage to sin and its corresponding unpleasant consequences, can be understood as being in debt, or as suffering a form of punishment, or sin. 
The Incarnational theory, however, rejects the restrictions on God inherent in the traditional versions of these theories: that the moral order or God’s perfect justice does not allow God to simply forgive.  Rather, it insists that God completely loves us and wants to release us from bondage; but since the bondage and alienation is internal to us – woven into the fabric of our desires – the best means of releasing us from this bondage is internally. God does this by providing a new source of desires – the new life in Christ – that we can internalize. As Philippians 2:12-13 states, “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” Although presumably God could simply zap us and give us these new desires, the Incarnational theory postulates that, at least for early life, it is better to require that we  internalize them through an intentional process. Consequently, grace is not cheap: we not only must work to internalize these desires throughout our lives, but the very existence of these desires is a result of Christ’s suffering and death.
Finally,  the Incarnational theory avoids what I could be called the “degree of faith problem.” Suppose one holds that faith in Christ is necessary for salvation, as held by many Protestants who are not Calvinists.
  Faith, however, comes I degrees: few Christians fully have faith that Christ has forgiven all of their sins, otherwise they would not feel guilty before God.  The Penal and Satisfaction theories, however, conceive of salvation of an individual as either having occurred or not occurred: either the acquittal in Christ has been imputed to us or it has not. This creates a problematic mismatch between the conditions of the imputation of acquittal, which comes in degrees, and the actual acquittal, which does not. It invites the question, What degree of faith is required for this imputation? Whatever answer is given – say, 6 degrees of faith on a 10 point scale – will be arbitrary.  This can present a real practical problem for some Christians, who wonder if they have enough faith or if they are truly 100% committed to Christ. Even if one is a Calvinist who believes that regeneration proceeds faith, the practical problem still remains: How do I know that I really have the signs of regeneration, given that my faith and commitment are often less than 100%? Perhaps I am only deceiving myself that I am truly regenerated? In contrast, the Incarnational theory does not encounter this problem: although the new desires were created in Christ once and for all, participation in these new desires – for example, the partaking of the “faith of Christ” – comes in degrees; there is no mismatch at all since the more we partake of the “faith of Christ” the more we partake of the new desires, since the faith of Christ is the centerpiece of these new desires, as explicated previously.  
The Incarnation Theory and Other Cultures

An adequate theory of the Atonement should have significant cross-cultural appeal.  The reason is that one’s understanding of the gospel is inseparable from one’s understanding of Atonement, and yet the gospel is supposed to be for all cultures.  One major problem with the traditional Penal and Satisfaction theories is their dependence on overly Western notions regarding the moral order and its demands for punishment that are foreign to the experience and modes of thought of other cultures.  Insofar as the gospel is cast in terms of these theories, one must first convince them of the idea that their sins are so grave that they deserve a very large, if not infinite, amount of punishment (in hell); one must convince them of the bad news before one can get the good news!! Further, when considered in terms of the life-situation of many people throughout the world, this idea of what the gospel is about is highly implausible. For example, does this sound like the gospel to a starving child in India, that because of her (or Adam and Eve’s) sins she actually deserves much, much more suffering than she is experiencing in this life?
On the other hand, almost all cultures have recognized that there is something wrong with human desire that cannot be fixed by self-effort.  Rather, many of these cultures - e.g., Chinese, Buddhist, and Hindu – have recognized that humans need a new source of desire.  For example, traditional philosophical Taoism – i.e., the Taoism traditionally attributed to Lao Tzu and his successors—claimed that the great Tao offered us this new source of desire. Over a thousand years later, the Taoist tradition and the Confucian tradition were conjoined to form what is called the Neo-Confucian synthesis, which became the predominant philosophical system of thought in China until the communist revolution in the Twentieth Century.  In both the so-called Rationalist and Idealist schools of this synthesis, the needed desire is jen, often translated as love or deep empathy towards others. The goal is to "clarify" our nature so that we can more fully participate in this jen, which is considered to be at the heart of the "Great Ultimate" and hence of the Cosmos and human nature (Fung, 1947, pp. 281-318). 
Another example is Mahayana Buddhists, which today represents the vast majority of Buddhists. These Buddhists claim that self-less Love or Compassion is what we need.  The source of this Love is ultimately the Buddha-Mind or Buddha-Nature, and it expresses itself through Bodhisattvas, fully enlightened beings full of Compassion who realize their oneness with the Buddha-nature. Buddhists then try to get in touch with this Buddha-Mind both through emulation of the Bodhisattvas and through existentially realizing their own identity with it through meditation. 17
According to the Incarnational theory, the Christian gospel is in agreement with these other traditions in their affirmation of the need for a positive source of desire and subjectivity. From the perspective of the Incarnational theory, however, one key difference is that in Christianity these positive desires and subjectivity occur in a particular historical individual (Jesus); further these desires embody both a full acknowledgment and engagement with the world and the depths of our life-situation of vulnerability and alienation and a full solidarity with the marginalized and scapegoats of society.  
Some Practical Consequences:
One practical implication of the Incarnational theory is that in partaking of Christ's fully human/fully divine subjectivity, we are called to fully engage with the world and our life-situation, and fully acknowledge all those things which we have repressed and scapegoated, both in our own psychic lives and in society.  Only by doing this can we also fully partake of the faith, hope, and love that are in Christ. 
Further, the Incarnational understanding of Atonement tells us that salvation is available in all dimensions of human life, whatever our situation: God is there in it with us, ready to redeem it with us, not by imposing a divine love and power which is alien to our human condition but by uniting himself with us in our life-situation. This in turn transforms us from the inside through the power of a divine love which operates from a fully human standpoint.  Divine redemption, therefore, does not occur by denying the reality of our practical condition or current life situation; by trying to reach some new spiritual plane; or by merely waiting for rescue in the next world. Rather it occurs by recognizing and acting on the truth that Christ's love and redeeming presence is available in whatever situation we are in.  This will be especially good news for those who are the most alienated and downcast of all.  
Finally, this view calls followers of Christ to share in his redemptive activity by actively sharing in the life-situation of others, particularly the poor and anyone who suffers; followers of Christ are called to enter into, rather than ignore or avoid, the life-situation of others, even if this means sharing their pain and vulnerability.  To take up one's cross on this view involves sharing in the suffering and vulnerability of others, for this is what Christ did on the Cross. Just as Christ sharing in our suffering and life-situation made it possible for us to participate in his Resurrection, we as Christ's body share in the sufferings and life-situation of others so that they in turn may be enabled to participate in Christ through us.  This view, however, does not stress suffering for its own sake or for penance, but for the sake of the joy of empowering each other to participate more fully in the life of God and one another.  The image of a body used by Paul in Scripture well expresses this idea of participating in a common life and redemption:  when one part suffers, the others suffer along with it; and when one part is honored, the others rejoice too (I Cor. 12:26). 
Conclusion:

 The Incarnational theory states that during his life Christ’s life, death, and resurrection Christ enacted the virtues of faith, hope, and love while experiencing a fully human life situation; indeed, on the Cross, he entered the very depths of our suffering, vulnerability, temptation, and alienation from God and others. Enacting these virtues in turn resulted in a set of fully human and fully divine desires existing in Christ.  The Incarnational theory then postulates that we are progressively saved from sin and united with God by actively partaking of these new desires, since one cannot partake of them and engage in sin or remain alienated from God. After providing an in-depth philosophical explanation of the these claims, we showed how the theory makes sense of key passages and metaphors in Scripture regarding Atonement; how it accounts for many of the key strengths of alternative theories; and finally, how it has positive practical consequences for both evangelism and the living the Christian life.  In sum, the Incarnational theory makes the doctrine of the Atonement a logical strength of Christianity instead of a logical problem – which is a huge advantage when speaking to those who sincerely question the plausibility Christianity; and it does this while at the same time synthesizing into a coherent whole diverse and puzzling Scriptural metaphors and passages regarding Atonement.  What more could one ask of a theory of Atonement?
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� The presentation of the theory here combines much of my earlier work, particular two earlier previous versions of this theory (Collins, 2000 and Collins, 1995,  both posted at www.robincollins.org). Although many people have aided me in developing the Incarnational theory, I would particularly like to thank my wife and colleague, Rebecca Adams, who had much to do with the full development of this theory.





�  Several comments need to be made about this and the previous claim.  First, one might wonder how this fits with the classical understanding of the Incarnation (as often claimed to be implied by the Council of Chalcedon); in this understanding, during the Incarnation God the Son maintained all the divine attributes such as omniscience, omnipotence, and the like. This view seems to imply that God the Son could not have experienced doubt, fear, and the like – and hence could neither have enacted these virtues nor even been fully human.  The classical solution was to claim that God the Son was tempted, suffered, experience fear and doubt, and the like with respect to his human nature, but not with respect to his divine nature. Although one might reject this solution, it is compatible with the claims of the Incarnational theory of Atonement: this view implies that God the Son enacted these virtues in his human nature and therefore they exist in active (or enacted) form in God the Son in his human nature. Further, it implies that without the Incarnation and Passion, these virtues would not exist in active form in God, not even in God with respect to the human nature taken up in Christ. Consequently, nothing in the Incarnational theory requires denying the classical understanding of the Incarnation.


Second, it should be noted that God could have these fully human virtues dispositionally apart from something like the Incarnation and Passion since to have a virtue dispositionally is to be have a character such that if the right circumstances arose one would act  in the way the virtue requires . For example, one would dispositionally have the virtue of courage in the face of life threatening danger if one would act courageously if one believed one’s life was threatened, even if one never actually had that belief. To actively have a virtue, on the other hand, is to actually have exercised the virtue (or be in the process of exercising it).  For example, if out of love one risks one’s own well-being to help another, one is actively exercising the virtue of self-sacrificial love. 


� Several further things should be noted about the above account.  First, although God might be able actively to exercise divine versions of courage, faith, and love, apart from something like the Incarnation and Passion, God could not actively exercise the type of courage we need, the type of faith we need, and the type of love we need, since these require that one actually experience for one’s self human vulnerability, alienation, and the like.  


Now, this is true in spite of the fact that many have argued that God is vulnerable just in the mere fact of creating free beings, and thus a sort of experience of vulnerability could exist in God even apart from something like the Incarnation and Cross.  For, if God really cares for us, there is a sense in which our suffering and moral wrongdoings could cause God pain.  The sort of vulnerability we experience, however, is much more extensive than this.  For example, we can be vulnerable in the sense having our physical bodies or psyche severely injured, in the sense of losing our life, and the like.  In contrast, apart from something like the Incarnation and Passion, God does not directly experience risk of one’s psyche being destroyed; rather, when God experiences pain at our moral wrongdoing, his psyche remains intact and the pain does not dominate God’s psyche, but continues to coexist with pure Joy and Bliss.  Moreover, apart from the Incarnation, no member of the Trinity trusts another member of the Trinity in spite of experiencing alienation from the other members, and in spite of nagging doubts that the other member of the Trinity either doesn’t exist or is unwilling come to one’s rescue. Further, apart from the Incarnation and Passion, no member of the Trinity is seriously tempted to sin.  Finally, even though God could be uncertain about the details of the future, as those who deny God's complete foreknowledge contend, God's uncertainty does not run nearly as deep, nor is it as extensive as ours.  Apart from the Incarnation and Cross, there is a sense in which God is much more in control, much less vulnerable, and not seriously tempted to sin in the way we are.  Thus, since experiencing human vulnerability, alienation, suffering, and the like is necessary to actively exercise the kind of faith, courage, love and the like that humans, the Incarnation and Passion were necessary for these sorts of virtues to actively exist in God.


Finally, some people think that it is likely that God has created many other types of beings, some of whom he redeemed in a way similar to our case.  If this is true, then the Incarnational theory would have to be modified slightly since the types of virtues mentioned in claim (2*) above would already exist in God.  For, God would have already taken up into himself the experience of physical danger, vulnerability, and alienation of these other beings. Thus, the type of virtues formed in the human case would have to be those more specifically geared towards human beings: for example, virtues such things as acting in faith and love in the face of particularly human types of vulnerability, temptations, and the like.


� One might wonder how one can share or partake of the commitment of another.  Of course, one cannot completely share another person's commitment, much as one cannot literally have another person's experience.  But, it seems one could almost completely share in another person's commitment by sharing in the content of that commitment (e.g., the psychological complex of intentions and beliefs corresponding to the commitment).  This would be similar to sharing in the content of another person's experience (for example, sharing in the way the experience feels to another).


� Although Jesus says in Mathew 26:39 “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want” (NRSV), this should not be taken as implying that in an absolute sense there was no other way for God to save us; rather, it should only be taken as implying within God’s overall redemptive plan, this was the only possible way.  So, all an adequate theory of Atonement needs to do is claim that God had good reasons for choosing the redemptive plan that God did – that is, for bringing about our salvation through Christ’s life, death and Resurrection.





� Note that in a blood transfusion, the blood types must be compatible.  Likewise, for us to share in God’s life of righteousness, the virtues created in Christ must fit what we need.  Further notice that in order for a person to form anti-bodies against a disease, they must actually be exposed to the disease and their bodies must “fight” it off. 


Rebecca Adams suggested the blood transfusion analogy. She also suggested that even if we had not sinned, the Incarnation might be necessary, in which case one could think of the Incarnation as introducing an enzyme that humans need instead of an anti-body, where the enzyme would still represent the fully divine/fully human virtues of faith, hope and love. Finally, the anti-body analogy is not original with me, but I heard it at a conference on Atonement from Mark Baker in January 2007, who heard it from a pastor in California.





� The idea of sacrifice here, however, is not the penal idea: e.g., the sacrificial lamb is never punished.  Rather, sacrifice is understood along the lines of  Romans 12:1: “I appeal to you therefore,  brothers and sisters, by the mercies of  God, to present your bodies as a living  sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God,  which is your spiritual worship” (NRSV). 





9 Those familiar with Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), and the many therapy programs its success has spawned, will note the similarity between the understanding of the process of transformation of subjectivity involved in sharing in Christ's death and Resurrection and the well-known Twelve Step program of AA.  Specifically, the core of the Twelve Step program is to first admit one's own powerlessness, vulnerability, and dependence, and then to give oneself over to the transforming grace of "a higher power": that is, in the language of the Incarnational theory, to the transforming grace of the love and faith in Christ.  Thus, AA and related therapy programs provide good evidence that something similar to the process of transformation described by the Incarnational theory actually works in practice. I also suspect that historically many religious transformations have followed the same pattern. 


	It should also be mentioned here that "sharing in Christ's death" is different for those who are marginalized and oppressed since they already largely recognize their vulnerability and dependence, so unlike the "rich" it is probably not as difficult for them to partake of the subjectivity of Christ in his death.  (As Jesus says, it is particularly difficult for the rich--whether in money, talent, or position--to enter the Kingdom of God.)  Nonetheless, it is true that, unlike Jesus, the oppressed are often not in solidarity with the true "subjectivity of the oppressed," but rather end up adopting the subjectivity of the oppressors--such as implicitly viewing themselves as inferior or as chattel--and hence still partake of the world system of status, oppression, and domination, but from the other end.  In addition, they often still try to solve their problems through their own strength or through violent means, and oppress those lower in status, such as oppressed men treating their wives as chattel. 


10 One might think the Incarnational theory runs into a problem here since clearly Jesus was not tempted in every specific way we are.  The Incarnational theory, however, only requires that Christ experienced all the important general types of temptation that we have.  For example, presumably Christ never experienced the specific temptation of wanting to hate another for being physically raped.  This particular temptation, however, is simply an instance of a more general temptation to hate another person for unjustly victimizing you.  Presumably, Christ did experience this temptation since he was unjustly put to death.  Of course, a question might arise here regarding what counts as an important general type of temptation.   This is an important question but I cannot be addressed here.  (It seems, however, that Christ did not experience any temptation that requires that one believe that one has sinned; on the other hand, Christ could have experienced the temptations arising from the feeling and experience of guilt, since these do not necessarily require the belief that one has sinned.)


11 I am assuming here the Pauline authorship of Colossians and Ephesians, even though I am aware that this is disputed. Whether or not they are Pauline, however, does not affect my argument here.


12 Also note that besides telling us to put on the new self, Paul says in other places to "put on Christ" (Rom. 13:12, Gal. 3:27) indicating that putting on Christ and putting on the new self are the same thing. 





13 This idea that it is by giving us new life and freeing us from sin that we are justified is suggested by several passages in the Pauline epistles.  In Romans 8:1-2, for instance, Paul says that we are no longer under condemnation because "the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has made me [us] free from the law of sin and death."  Thus, it is the fact that we are free from sin - that is, enabled to really turn to God in love and relationship - that takes us out from under God's condemnation, and thus makes us justified before God. The traditional versions of the Penal and Satisfaction theory, however, have it in exactly the reverse order: God acquits us first - that is, frees us from condemnation - and then gives us new life, just the opposite of what Paul says in this passage.  Similarly, Paul says in Galatians 3:21 that "if there had been a law that could have given life, then righteousness would have certainly come by the law." (See also Romans 7:10.) This and other similar passages indicate that Paul thought of righteousness as being the result of having new life, not vice versa.


14 One might wonder here how the Incarnational theory would account for a passage such as Romans 3:25 -26, according to which “God put forward [Jesus] as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith. He did this to show his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins previously committed; it was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in Jesus.” The Incarnational theory could claim that, in analogy to a morally good parent, God's love and righteousness require that he do everything possible to reform and bring us back into a loving relationship with himself, including punishing us – in a reformative sense - if necessary.  Paul appears to be stating here that Christ's sacrifice demonstrates God's righteousness by showing that, even though God in forbearance decided to leave sins committed in the past unpunished, he is still a morally righteous "parent" since he provided an alternative, and even more effective means, of restoring us to himself:  the Atonement. Instead of punishing us to bring us back to him, God decided instead to come to us, demonstrating his love and moral goodness (righteousness).





15 See Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance, #83; also see the corresponding entry in G. Kittle’s theological Dictionary of the New Testament.


16 For a discussion of the history of the Eastern Orthodox view, see Demitru Staniloae, 1980, pp. 181-212.


�  Calvinists have traditionally claimed that faith is a byproduct of the regeneration of the heart that God unilaterally gives to the elect that is not based on anything we have or will do.  This is the “U” part of the five points of Calvinism represented by the acronym TULIP, with “U” denoting the doctrine of unconditional election.


17 At least with respect to the need for a positive source of desire, the above sort of analysis not only applies to the religions of Asia mentioned above, but also to some Western religions such as Judaism in which the Torah could be thought of as embodying God's desires.  One could then understand much of Jewish practice as reflecting the idea that one can participate in God's desires as embodied in the Torah either: i) through the mediation of the community of faith in combination with the various “texts” the community has developed as commentaries and interpretations of the Torah; or ii) directly, as claimed in certain mystical or pietistic branches of Judaism.





�FOR FUTURE EDITING: 


Check placement of footnote 3.


Should Penal and Satisfaction theories be introduced earlier?





21

