What Story do We Tell?: Two Foundational Stories of the Cross and How They Affect
Evangelism1
By Mark D. Baker
A Japanese pastor asked Norman Kraus, a Mennonite missionary, “Why did Jesus have
to die?” The pastor immediately clarified that he knew the answer – that Jesus had to die to pay
the penalty for sins that God required – but that he did not find that explanation satisfying. Kraus
pondered the question over the course of several months. He concluded that the traditional penal
substitution explanation of the atonement was intelligible in a guilt-based society such as ours,
which understood wrongs as an infraction against a legal or moral code. This guilt could be
remedied through punishment. However, that same explanation would feel foreign and
unintelligible in a shame-based society like Japan where both the wrong committed and the
remedy are understood and felt in more relational ways. The wrongdoer is ridiculed or removed
and hence feels alienation and shame more than guilt.2
Recently a Japanese friend recounted to me how he became a Christian. He was a
university student following the path he desired and the one expected of him. Yet his life lacked
meaning and purpose. He had never gone to a church, but visited one hoping to find more
meaning for his life. The warmth and acceptance he felt there drew him back. He continued to
attend. Although the pastor explained to him the plan of salvation, how to become a Christian, it
was hard to comprehend. The concepts of guilt and sin were foreign to him. The pastor, however,
kept explaining it to him. Finally after a few months he did come to understand that he was a
sinner, that Jesus died for his sins and that he could receive forgiveness. After listening to his
story I asked my friend, “Wouldn’t it have been wonderful if the pastor would have described
salvation to you in a way that connected with concepts and experiences you would have readily
understood–like shame and honor? How might things change if rather than trying to teach
Japanese how to understand the cross and salvation using concepts and terminology of guilt and
justice that are foreign to them we instead talked about the cross in terms of shame?”
I tell these two stories not to say that talking about the cross in terms of freedom from
guilt is wrong, but to communicate that it is more intelligible in some contexts than in others. To
understand the concepts, however, is not the only issue. What if a person is not suffering a
burden of guilt? I recently watched a number of video clips of people using a particular method
of evangelism.3 In contrast to the above stories the North American and European people in these
videos readily understood the courtroom imagery the evangelists used and the talk of falling
short of moral perfection, of guilt, and of punishment. They understood the concepts, but they
were not feeling guilty. They were not looking for a solution to a problem they did not have. It
impressed me that rather than sharing the gospel in a way that connected with people’s felt needs
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or pressing questions the evangelists used a strategy to create a sense of need. They worked at
making the person feel guilty so that the evangelist could then present the person with the
solution to that problem of feeling guilty.
All humans are alienated from God. Living in that state of sin produces symptoms in their
lives. What happens, however, when our evangelism addresses a symptom they are not
experiencing? Watching the videos left me with questions similar to the ones I asked my
Japanese friend. Imagine how different it might be if rather than working to try to move people
to a point where they feel guilty the evangelists instead asked questions that would help them
present the gospel in a way that connected with needs and longings the people already have?
A number of factors may contribute to an articulation of the gospel that hinders
understanding or connection. One contributing factor is viewing the penal substitution model of
atonement as being the one and only explanation of how the cross provides salvation. In the New
Testament, legal language of justification is one of a number of images used to proclaim the
saving significance of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. Yet this one image has, in the form of
penal substitution theory, become for many the foundational narrative of how the cross saves.
When someone only has this one tool in their gospel toolbox it leads to situations like those we
have just observed.
New Testament writers use a variety of images and motifs to proclaim the saving
significance of the cross and resurrection, including: redemption, reconciliation, victory/triumph,
justification, sacrifice, and ransom.4 They use different images for differing pastoral situations
and for different audiences or contexts. Also, however, they use a diversity of images because no
one image can capture the full meaning of the cross.

Foundational Narrative
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A foundational story is broader and deeper than an image. The various images, represented by
arrows in the diagram, build off of, or find a place within the foundational story of how the cross
and resurrection provide salvation. In essence, however, the penal substitution theory has taken
one image and sought to make it the foundational story. It is like taking one of the arrows from
the diagram above and turning it sideways as if it was foundational as in the diagram below.

Penal Substitution
Image

It will not have the breadth to provide space for all the images. Although there will be room for
the sideways arrow to support a few other images, they will end up communicating something
very similar to the image used as foundation. One image does not have the depth of a true
foundational narrative to support diverse imagery. No foundational narrative of atonement can
fully capture the depth of the cross, but, in terms of the toolbox metaphor, we should work to
have a foundation, or toolbox, that will provide us with a rich variety of images, or tools, we can
use in evangelism.
It is a mistake to present the penal substitution model as the only explanation of the
atonement in a way that pushes aside or distorts other images and models of the atonement.
Some forms of the penal substitution model, especially as expressed at the popular level, contain
a number of other problems that lead many to question whether penal substitution should be
included in the toolbox at all. I will not argue that point in this article, but rather focus on
proposing an alternative foundational narrative to the one supplied by penal substitution theory.5
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First, however, I want to present the foundational narrative produced by the penal substitution
theory as it is commonly articulated at the popular level, and reflect on its fruits.
Penal Substitution as the Foundational Story of the Atonement6

Barrier to Relationship

God

Human Sin & God’s
Purity and Justice
Humans are sinful and our sin is a barrier to a relationship with God because that would
compromise God’s purity and holiness. Because God is a just God and justice demands
appropriate punishment for misdeeds God cannot simply pardon or forgive our sins.
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God

sends

Jesus

Jesus’ Life
Unblemished by Sin

God sends Jesus to earth to remedy this situation by living a sinless life and.....

God

punishes

Jesus

The Penalty Imposed
Satisfies Justice
dying in our place. Because Jesus lived without sin he is able to offer to stand in our place and
take the punishment we deserve–death. Through punishing Jesus on the cross God has imposed
the penalty justice demands.
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God is now able to justly declare
humans innocent and forgiven

God forgives

Humans can be in relationship
with God

Justice has been satisfied, and God is now able to justly declare us innocent and forgive humans.
The barrier has been removed; humans now have the possibility of entering into relationship with
God if they acknowledge their sin and ask for forgiveness recognizing this possibility has been
graciously provided through Jesus’ dying in their place.
Assessment
Using simple diagrams like the ones in this article I have told this story to a number of
groups, and asked them: What are positives and negatives of using this as the foundational story
of how God provides salvation through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection? What follows is a list
of some of the responses I commonly receive.
Positives
- It takes sin seriously.
- It is clear and logical.
- It is short and easy to understand.
- It is effective in relieving feelings of guilt.
Negatives
- It does not include the resurrection.
- Jesus’ life, how he lived, what he did and said, is not part of the story. All the story requires is
that he did not sin.
- Salvation is not connected to life and ethics (just freedom from guilt and clean slate).
- It is very individualistic.
- It conflicts with some biblical images of God (for example: Luke 15; II Cor. 5:18).
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- It is hard to fit in some biblical atonement imagery, such as victory over powers of death and
evil; and with this as the foundational story all images end up being about guilt and individual
legal standing (so for instance sacrifice understood through the lens of this story becomes about
payment and appeasement).
- It has a limited view of sin (individual moral transgression). Although the problem is severe
and significant it is narrow, thus the solution is narrow. In reality the human sin problem is
broader and deeper and the solution, the cross, is also broader and deeper.
- It can lead people to separate members of the Trinity (and degenerate to the point of some
people thinking that Jesus came to save us from God).
- It can lead to people viewing God as an angry figure who must be appeased.
- It emphasizes retributive punishment over restorative justice and can support the myth of
redemptive violence.7
- It is difficult to understand in some cultural contexts.
- Its logic is not always intelligible or credible even in N. American or European contexts
This is a significant list of negatives that play out in ways that limit and hinder
evangelism. We must stop using this image as a foundational story and instead use a broader
foundational story. We need to return New Testament legal language to its rightful place as one
image among a constellation of images to proclaim the gospel. In that process we also would do
well to take the New Testament legal metaphor out of the familiar setting of our judicial system
and attempt to understand it through the lens of a Hebraic understanding of justice.8
The Life of Jesus as the Foundational Story of the Atonement9
The New Testament proclaims the saving significance of the cross and resurrection through
various images and metaphors. It does not provide a unified theory of atonement. Through the
ages, however, theologians have offered various theories or models that explain how the cross
and resurrection provided salvation. My co-author Joel Green argues convincingly that to settle
on one theory is always to lose something.10 The meaning and the significance of the cross
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cannot be captured in one theory. I agree, yet I am sympathetic to those who want more than a
collection of images and desire a unified explanation of the atonement—a foundation. Seeking
that unity through a foundational narrative, I believe, avoids the drawbacks of a theory. For
some, this method is a limitation. A narrative does not pull all the strands together in a neat
logical way, but it does not leave them hanging either. It weaves the strands together into a
tapestry. Of course, other tapestries could be woven. This is a foundational narrative, not the
foundational narrative. Others could weave the threads into a different tapestry. I have chosen to
highlight theme of covenant and put Jesus’ life at the center. Rather than developing a theory
about the mechanics of how the cross and resurrection provide salvation and building a story to
support that theory, I have sought to have Jesus’ life inform the way we understand the cross and
resurrection. I have intentionally used the term “foundational story” or “foundational narrative”
to emphasize that this is not an image of salvation. I am not seeking to privilege one image over
others. This story will support a wide variety of images that highlight and proclaim aspects of
the narrative.

God
Loving, Gracious Initiative

Humans do not trust God; they reject God.
They turn relationship into religiosity, and gain
security and unity by marginalizing and
rejecting others.
God created the earth and cosmos and pronounced it good. Humans, lovingly created in
the image of God, had a special place in creation and a special relationship with God. Humans,
however, did not trust God and disobeyed God. God has lovingly taken the initiative toward
humans; yet since Eden humans have sought security through a religiosity of human efforts
K. Beilby and Paul R. Eddy (Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Academic, 2006), 165–71. See also: Mark D.
Baker and Green, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross. Michael Gorman lists four problems with
traditional atonement theories. 1. They are constructed to stand alone and thus exclude others. 2. They
tend to not pull other aspects of theology into their account, making little connection between atonement
and ethics, spirituality, ecclesiology, pneumatology and missiology. 3. They are highly individualistic. 4.
In focusing on one aspect they end up with a cross that does not do enough (“Effecting the New
Covenant,” 31-32).

8

rather than through a relationship with God. They grasped for status and security through putting
others down–often violently.

God Initiates Covenant
Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob & descendants

God
Israel Rebels Against God

God

God initiated a special covenantal relationship with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their
descendants. God promised to bless them and through them bless others. God provided the
people of Israel guidance in the forms of laws and prophets as well as priests and a variety of
sacrifices. These served as the means of restoring the relationship when they sinned and broke
the covenant. Israel, however, repeatedly rebelled against God and their covenant commitments
and suffered the consequences of failing to trust and obey God. God, however, remained faithful
to them, seeking to heal and restore the broken relationship. At times God punished them with
restorative intent and repeatedly bore the pain of their rejection and forgave them.

God sends

Jesus

Some reject &
Some accept
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God sent his son Jesus to live out the covenant commitment that Israel had failed to fulfill
and to create a new covenant community (Jer. 31:31-34; Ezek. 11:17-20; 36:23-28). In contrast
to other humans, Jesus maintained a relationship of trust and obedience with God the Father,
whom he called Abba. Through Jesus God incarnationally continued communicating, through
word and deed, love, forgiveness, acceptance, and grace. (In the diagrams the lines extending
from the word “Jesus” represent his open arms of loving embrace.) Jesus invited conversion. He
invited others to trust and believe that God is a loving God who is for them, to repent and turn
from their stance of rejection of God. Jesus challenged them to then follow him in loving God
and loving others. Some accepted and some rejected Jesus and his loving invitation.

Excluded

Enslaved

Jesus

Trapped

Alienated

Jesus accepts and accompanies the victims;
confronts and invites the oppressors sealed in a
system of their making.

Although the acceptance and mercy offered are unconditional, there are consequences for
rejecting the invitation. Those who rejected Jesus’ invitation built their security walls of
exclusion even higher. An elementary school playground analogy might help us here. Being part
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of the “in” group—those with the most status and privileges—requires dressing in certain ways,
acting in certain ways, having a certain level of ability, and being friends with the right people.
Imagine, however, if the most popular child comes out one day and says, “things are going to be
different on the playground now. We are going to let everyone play—no worries, even the nerds
can join us.” What would happen if some said, “No, we don’t want to let others join in”? These
excluders would have to work even harder to exclude and maintain their status. In the process
they would become even more closed in. So it was with those who rejected Jesus. They closed
themselves into a system of their creation. As they excluded others they lived under the pressure
of, and became enslaved to, their rules and traditions. They lived with the God of accusation that
they created. The walls that excluded outsiders and brought status to the insiders also created an
environment of alienation lacking in freedom and authenticity.
Jesus confronted these systems and structures of exclusion through his actions and
through his parables of judgment. He graciously continued, however, a stance of open invitation
to a different reality even to the oppressors. Jesus reached out to and embraced the victims–those
who had been excluded and rejected.
Spiral of Violence, Revenge, &
“Tit-for-tat” Reciprocity

Jesus

Victimization
Alienation

Shame

Jesus continued reaching out in loving acceptance. People, however, continued to reject
Jesus’ call to include all at the table. Instead they operated within a “tit-for-tat” system—always
looking for the advantage and seeking payback and revenge. This spiral of violence and one-upmanship produces alienation, shame and victimization.

Spiral clashes with and attacks
Jesus. He does not strike back.
11

Jesus

Factions of society, usually in tension with each other, unified and attacked Jesus. He did
not, however, back off from stances that had incited the wrath of the people and powers that
threatened him. He did not rescind his loving acceptance nor turn against the marginalized and
excluded, but he stood in solidarity with the victimized to the point of death. I want to pause here
for a moment. The gospel stories are so familiar to us we do not often stop to think it could have
been much different. For instance, at the beginning of Luke 15 Jesus heard the Pharisees and
scribes, with an air of superiority, critiquing him for eating with tax collectors and sinners. To
save face at that moment Jesus could have vowed to change his ways, or offer some kind of
excuse about why he had eaten with these people. Instead he invited the Pharisees and scribes to
join him in tearing down barriers of exclusion and come to the table as well. When things got
really tense and he was heading toward death, he could have abandoned his commitments and
practices to try to save his life. He did not. He was so uncompromisingly for the marginalized
and identified so closely with the victimized that he suffered the ultimate act of exclusion and
victimization—a shameful death on the cross. Jesus also did not adjust the way he acted, nor the
way he talked about God and God’s Kingdom to fit more comfortably within the status quo of
the day. He was faithfully obedient to God to the point of death. He never broke covenant—
faithfully keeping the human side of the God-human covenant. In both his life and death Jesus
willingly suffered shame and exclusion so that others would not have to. He also, however,
suffered the judgment the excluders deserved to suffer. He bore the consequences of their
actions—consequences he had warned them of.11 At this moment of being thrashed by the
violence at the vortex of this spiral of revenge, rejection and victimization Jesus did not
reciprocate with violence.
At this point in the story, looking at Jesus on the cross, a number of things become
clearer to us. The cross is an act of revelation that has saving effect. It reveals a God who loves
us, who is committed to us and our salvation—even to the point of death. In contrast, although
I have found Raymund Schwagger’s work especially helpful on this point: Jesus and the
Drama of Salvation: Toward a Biblical Doctrine of Redemption (New York: Herder & Herder, 1999).
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the principalities and powers may masquerade as pro-human forces necessary for the smooth
functioning of society, the cross exposes them for what they are.
The cross also reveals the depth of human sin and alienation. The cross displays
graphically the end result of our “tit-for-tat” approach to life, our religiosity of exclusion, and our
seeking unity through victimizing others and finding a common enemy. Humans reject and kill
God incarnate. Humans reject and kill a man who lived authentically as God created humans to
live. How does God respond to this ultimate sin? Both Father and Son must have experienced
great sadness, but also anger at this injustice, this murderous act against one who had
consistently loved and offered inclusion to all. What would have happened if God had responded
according the law of retribution and revenge, according to the same logic of the “tit-for-tat”
system that had lashed out and killed Jesus? What retribution would have balanced out this
immense crime against God? Simply wiping out those who had actually killed Jesus would not
be sufficient recompense. In fact, destroying all of humanity and the principalities and powers
with them might be the only action, from an “eye-for-an-eye” perspective, that might balance
this act of killing God incarnate through such a shameful means.
Throughout the Bible, however, we see God seeking to rein in the human propensity for
revenge and retaliation.12 God’s own actions go beyond simply moderating the retaliatory urge.
God rejects the logic of retaliation and practices a radically different justice—a restorative
justice. Therefore it should not surprise us that at the cross, God does not follow the human way
of “making things right” by responding with equal or greater violence and punishment against
those who killed Jesus. Rather God responded in a non-retributive manner consistent with Jesus’
life and words. On the cross Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are
doing” (Lk. 23:34, TNIV). Forgiveness, however, is not free. When a wrong is done someone
pays the price. On the cross Jesus paid the price absorbing the pain, violence and shame into
himself. It was a costly forgiveness.13
As we observed, in life Jesus stood in solidarity with the victimized and excluded and
remained committed to them to the point of death. We also observed that in life, even as Jesus
confronted the oppressors and excluders he did not rescind his invitation of loving acceptance.
We see that initiative again in his words of forgiveness on the cross. It should not surprise us to
see it in the resurrection as well. God responded to the offense of the cross not by lashing out
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with retaliatory punishment against humanity, but by resurrecting Jesus as a living forgiving
presence. The resurrected Jesus did not go on a rampage seeking revenge, but followed through
on the words of forgiveness he pronounced on the cross. Rather than shaming, scolding or
disowning his disciples, the risen Jesus embraced them and worked to restore relationships. They
in turn carried this message of forgiveness to others in Jerusalem. They stated clearly, “you
crucified Jesus,” but the disciples followed that statement not with threats but with an invitation
to repent and be forgiven.14
In Jesus God absorbed the worst of human sin-rooted violence and responded with
forgiveness. God’s action stopped the spiral of violence and “tit-for-tat” reciprocity. We are
saved from that cycle and through forgiveness saved from our burden of guilt for having
participated in it. The cross and resurrection reveal the character of God and thus also save us
from living with the concept of God that many imagine–an accusing and vengeful God. This
saving revelation has its roots in the Incarnation. As Debbie Blue writes:
The Incarnation is a story about a God who comes into the world as a naked, weak, little
baby. It’s a story that punctures narratives of a violent, all-powerful deity. It is about a
God coming to disarm us by being utterly weaponless, absurdly vulnerable. God doesn’t
come in power to save us, according to the Christian narratives, but in weakness.15
We are invited to trust in the loving God revealed through Jesus’ birth, life, death on the cross
and resurrection (John 3:16-17).
A new way is openedtrusting, loving, forgiving.

God forgives the offense of the cross
and resurrects & validates Jesus

Freedom from the powers
Exposed

Deflated & Disarmed
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To look at the events of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection through the interpretive lens of
Covenant even more meaning comes to light. First of all, God is revealed as just, as keeper of
Covenant. God goes to amazing lengths to be faithful to covenantal relationship. Humans break
it in an ultimate way, but God responds with forgiveness and actions to restore covenant. In Jesus
God steps in for humans on the human side of the covenant. In Romans Paul makes clear that
Israel has not been faithful to their covenant commitments. They have not been just in a
covenantal sense.16 God, however, is just, is faithful to his covenantal commitments to Israel and
commitment to bring salvation to the nations through Israel. How does God provide this
salvation? Through the faithfulness of Jesus (Rom. 3:22, see also Gal. 2:16). This reality of one
person’s living justly providing salvation for many is pointed to in the Old Testament.
In Isaiah 58 we read that the one who lives justly, as described in that chapter, “shall be
called the repairer of the breach” (Is. 58:12, NRSV). God speaks through Jeremiah saying, “Run
to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem, look around and take note! Search its squares and see
if you can find one person who acts justly and seeks truth—so that I may pardon Jerusalem” (Jer.
5:1, NRSV, cf. Ezek. 22:30-31). Note that God is not looking for one to punish in the place of
others, but with a calculus radically different than the law of an eye for an eye God will pardon
guilt and restore the whole because of the righteousness of one who is willing to act on behalf of
others. When that one is not found, God sacrificially enters into the human situation, incarnate in
Jesus, to be that righteous one.
Let us now read texts in Romans 5 and 6 through the lens of covenant and these Old
Testament texts of the righteousness of one person. As Paul describes, through Jesus’ faithful
obedience we have been justified. We have been united him and brought into new life and right
relationship with God.
Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from
God's wrath through him! For if, while we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to
him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be
saved through his life! . . . Consequently, just as one trespass resulted in condemnation
for all people, so also one righteous act resulted in justification and life for all. For just as
through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the
obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous (Rom. 5:9-10, 18-19, TNIV).
Retaliatory punishment claims to “make things right,” but it does not heal or truly rectify.
In fact, it plants the seeds of further violence. In Jesus, however, God acts to truly change and
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rectify.17 These texts point to so much more than just a legal declaration. “Reconciliation occurs .
. . because of a correction of humanity’s covenant relationship to God through faith-obedience
which thus removes the barrier to reconciliation and provides a foundation for the reality of
sanctification (Romans 6:5-14).”18 This is also evident when we look at Jesus’ own words about
The Covenant and his death—“my blood of the covenant poured out for many” (Mark 14:24).
At the cross the powers of sin and death were exposed, but through the resurrection they
are triumphed over. Death does not have the last word (II Tim. 1:10). In the words of Jonathan
Wilson, “In Christ as victor, we see God as . . . our liberator, who reveals our victimization and
captivity, defeats our enemy, destroys our prison, shatters our chains to free us and bring us
home to live for eternity.”19 The resurrection is a victory, yet a victory in line with how Jesus
lived and died.
Many explanations of the work of the cross would end here. An atonement narrative
rooted in Covenant, however, naturally continues. Those who trust in Jesus are not only freed
from guilt and shame and saved from hell, they are also brought into a new covenant community
and a new way of life. Just as a spiral of violence, tit-for-tat vengeance, shame and alienation led
to the crucifixion of God incarnate, a positive spiral of forgiveness and shalom spins out from the
cross through this new covenant community.
The resurrection validates. It is God’s seal of approval on the way Jesus lived and thus a
call to us to live the same way. It is a call to conversion to trust the radically different God
revealed on the cross and a call, in the security of that relationship with God, to follow Jesus’
example and live as authentic humans. The resurrection not only calls, but also enables. The
victory, forgiveness and validation of the resurrection form a new covenant community without
walls of exclusion where all are invited to the table. Through being united with Jesus, not only in
his death, but in his resurrection we have the possibility through the living Spirit of Jesus of
joining with others in this new way of life. As Michael Gorman states,
Christ’s death effected the new covenant, meaning specifically the creation of a covenant
community of forgiven and reconciled disciples, inhabited and empowered by the Spirit to
embody a new-covenant spirituality of cruciform loyalty to God and love for others,
thereby peaceably participating in the life of God and in God’s forgiveness, reconciling,
and covenanting mission to the world.20
Assessment
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We have looked at just one Old Testament image, standing in the breach, to underscore that the
narrative of the cross is rooted in the narrative of Israel and to help illuminate our understanding of the
cross. If space allowed, we could weave many other Old Testament images and teachings into this
foundational narrative.
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When I have asked groups for their assessment of this foundational story in comparison
to the previous story they generally agree that using Jesus’ life as the foundational narrative
avoids the negatives of the penal substitution foundational narrative without sacrificing the
positives of that story. The exception often mentioned is that the second story is not as short or as
easily packaged as the first. This observation is true, but that is because penal substitution is in
essence an image turned into a foundational narrative. We would expect a true foundational
narrative to have more depth and breadth and thus be longer. One would not generally tell the
whole foundational narrative in an evangelistic conversation or presentation.21 Rather parts of the
narrative would be used depending on the situation. As a foundational narrative it supports a
wide variety of images, and the evangelist can select what is the most appropriate image
for a particular group or person. For instance, biblical imagery such as legal/justification,
redemption, ransom, sacrifice, adoption, and triumph over death/sin/evil can be used to
highlight and proclaim parts of the narrative.22 Since the narrative has layers of meaning it
also can inspire and serve as the basis for a wide variety of contemporary metaphors. For
instance a book I recently edited contains eighteen contextualized presentations of the
atonement.23 The breadth and diversity of metaphors in the book would not be possible if we
had used the penal substitution model as our foundational narrative. The presentations build on
aspects of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection found in this alternative narrative, but not found in
the penal substitution story. Would using Jesus’ life as the foundational story lead to different
results than using the penal substitution model as the foundational story? To begin to answer that
question we will turn again to concrete examples.
We began this article by observing how the penal substitution model is difficult to
understand in some cultural settings, and how it can fail to connect with people who are not
feeling a burden of guilt. The contrast between the two narratives, however, is not that one
addresses guilt and the other does not. The alternative story based on Jesus’ life also provides
resources for bringing freedom from guilt. For example, recently I stood in the county jail
waiting for inmates to come to the weekly Bible study I lead. A man in a holding cell called to
me and asked me to pray with him. He explained that he had only seven days left in jail, but had
just gotten in a fight with another inmate. I prayed for him, and continued talking with him
through the crack in the door. Knowing a guard might come any minute to move him I asked
directly, “Do you feel guilty?” He said, “yes.” I asked if he thought God would forgive him. He
responded, “I don’t know.” I began talking to him about the cross, about how it was the worst
thing humans could do to God—actually kill God incarnate, kill the Son of God. Had he done
anything that bad? How had God responded at the cross? I told him words that he did not know,
One can, however, use the whole story itself as the basis for a presentation. See for
instance my “Atonement: A Beach Parable for Youth” in Proclaiming the Scandal of the
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that on the cross Jesus had said, “Father forgive them.” God would forgive him too. I told the
inmate this was a prayer I could not pray for him. He needed to confess and ask God for
forgiveness. Just as I asked, “would you like to pray now?” a guard came and took him away.
A colleague of mine, Jon Isaak, recently returned to Congo to teach a theology course. He
observed that his students responsibly took notes and did their assignments, but often appeared
unengaged. He perceived that they experienced a disconnect between the theology they received
from the West and their daily life, including their experiences of the role of evil as an active
power. When it came time in the course to talk about the cross and salvation Jon used Colossians
2:15 for his central text—a statement of Jesus triumphing over the principalities and powers at
the cross. The students came to life as they connected atonement theology to their confrontation
with evil spirits. From that moment the atmosphere in the classroom changed. Since the cross is
central in Christianity it should not surprise us that once these students saw the connection
between the cross and their daily lives they also began to see greater connections between other
theological themes and their lived reality. It would have been very difficult for Jon to have done
this if he operated with penal substitution as his foundational story. Because he used Jesus’ life
as his foundational story Jon was still able to explore traditional topics like forgiveness of sins,
but also to highlight the cross and resurrection as victory over the powers, and connect with the
Congolese.
Finally, how might using this alternative narrative help in a shame oriented culture?
Rather than having to first teach the person to think like a Westerner, this narrative would allow
the evangelist to present the gospel through relating it to shame. If you have thought of the cross
primarily in terms of guilt it may be hard to conceptualize how it relates to shame, how one
might evangelize talking about shame rather than guilt. In order to help you imagine how to do
that I invite you to read, in Proclaiming the Scandal of the Cross, four examples of presentations
of the gospel that proclaim freedom from shame through the cross and resurrection.24 I will,
however, share one example. Mariela, a Peruvian, carried a heavy burden of shame as she
suffered rejection by the people in her community. She did not feel guilty; she was being shamed
not for something she had done, but because of the actions of someone close to her. Earlier this
year she read a story I wrote about how the reality of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection had
transformed Alba, a Honduran woman,–freeing her from enslaving shame.25 Through reading
that story Mariela met Jesus in a way that freed her from her burden of shame and transformed
her view of God. She now passionately shares with others the good news of God’s love. If I still
used the penal substitution model as my foundational story I would likely not have thought about
the relationship between the cross and freedom from shame–let alone have been able to write an
evangelistic booklet about it.
These few examples do not exhaust the variety of images and metaphors that are
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supported by and flow from this alternative narrative. I hope, however, they do help readers
imagine the rich benefits of replacing the narrow and limited foundational narrative provided by
penal substitution with a broader and deeper narrative rooted in Jesus’ life that includes not just
the cross, but the resurrection as well.
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