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Does God demand sacrifice?
Interpreting Jesus’ death as a sacrifice

Whether or not Jesus ' death on the cross is interpreted with sacrificial categories,
its meaning in salvation history, says Bottigheimer, will be clear only when it is
understood within the total context of Jesus’ preaching and way of life. Jesus’
shameful death on a cross was an integral part of his historical existence, which
was spent completely at the service of his proclamation of the unconditional re-
deeming nearness of God. It was for the sake of that proclamation that Jesus freed
those who were suffering under the burden of sin.
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heologians as well as ordinary
I believers have wondered what
kind of God stubbornly claims
equitable compensation, and they have
asked what kind of God demands a
sacrifice before being reconciled with
humankind. Is not God quite simply
love (1 Jn 4, 16)? How is love compat-
ible with bloody sacrifice? Friedrich
Nietzsche pointed out the chasm be-
tween the traditional doctrine of re-
demption and Jesus’ message about the
reign of God:

God gave his son for the forgive-
ness of sins, as a sacrifice. How
it was all at once at an end with
the gospel! The sacrifice of
guilt, and just in its most repug-
nant and barbarous form, the sac-
rifice of the innocent for the sins
of the sinners! What a horrifying
heathenism!

We will consider the theology of sac-
rifice in scripture, seek to interpret Jesus’
death on the cross, and reflect on the con-
cept of the eucharist as a sacrifice.

Abraham’s sacrifice

In the OT story of Abraham’s sacri-
fice (Gn 22:1-19), we are probably deal-
ing with a very late narrative, i.e., with a
text that originated from the time of, or
after, the closing of the Pentateuch, and a
good part of the narrative probably stems
from the Elohist tradition.

When this story came into being, Is-
rael’s neighbors still commonly prac-
ticed human sacrifice, believing that in
this way they could appease the gods.
The sacrifice of Isaac narrative stands in
stark opposition to this practice; human
sacrifice is altogether rejected in the
Bible (Ex 22:28f; Lv 20:2-5). By re-
placing the firstborn male with an ani-
mal sacrifice, the narrative makes clear
that the God in whom Israel believes
does not in any way desire human sacri-
fice. “Do not lay a hand on the boy and
do nothing to harm him” (Gn 22:12).
Animal sacrifice replaces human sacri-
fice. “Abraham went over and took the
ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering
instead of his son” (Gn 22:13).

Some have conjectured that underly-
ing the sacrifice of Isaac narrative is an
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originally independent, non-Israelite ac-
count having to do with cult. The narra-
tive was taken over by the Elohist, re-
cast in accord with themes taken from
the Sinai narrative (ec.g., fidelity to the
commandments and meeting God in
worship), and integrated into the stories
of the patriarchs. But because by this
time the Pentateuch had already
evolved and the issue of human sacri-
fice was probably not as pressing as it
had been earlier, the Elohist gave an en-
tirely new point to the narrative, push-
ing the older, original intention of the
story into the background. The story is
now situated in the framework of “fear
of God.” “For now I know that you fear
God, because you have not withheld
from me your only son” (Gn 22:12).
Abraham’s response to the test of his
fear of God is now the focal point.
“Fear of God” for the Elohist is not
identical with anxiety but is the proper
attitude before God. Fear of God more
or less means keeping on the right path
before God; it protects you from trans-
gression (Ex 20:20). One who fears God
keeps the commandments and trusts in
God (Sir 2:8; Dt 10:20). On the one
hand, fear of God can be leamed (Ps
34:12); on the other hand, it is a gift of
the Spirit (Is 11:2). It has to be steadfast
but, by being put to the test, must also
prove itself time and again to be endur-
ing. Significantly, the word nissah
(“test”) appears at the very beginning of
Gn 22: “Sometime later God tested
Abraham and spoke to him” (Gn 22:1).
Practically as a subtitle, it indicates at
the beginning what the narrative is all
about: Abraham’s fear of God needs to
be demonstrated because there is no
promise without testing and proof; there
1s no faith without the obedience of
faith. Thus at the very beginning, as the

118 Bottigheimer

reader or hearer learns what will follow,
the severity of the narrative is mitigated.
With the demand that Abraham sac-
rifice his only son, God’s promisc of a
posterity (which had alrcady been ful-
filled) 1s apparently being retracted. So
this divine command must necessarily
appear paradoxical to Abraham. But this
is exactly the way his fear ot God is be-
ing tested. Isaac was Abraham’s hope
for a future. In the view of antiquity, the
father lived on in his son. Thereforc
Isaac is not being offered up in place of
his father; rather, everything is at stake
for Abraham: his hope for a future com-
petes with his fear of, and loyalty to,
God. Abraham is supposed to find his
existential security by trusting in God’s
saving word (Gn 12:2). In this radical
test of obedience, God recognizes that
Abraham is willing to hand back his
only son. Fear of God means holding
God as dearest and most precious in
one’s life; all else must be secondary.

Jesus’ death on the cross as a question

Just as Abraham does not shrink
from doing all that God demands of
him, so does Jesus not shrink from the
reality of the cross. In Jesus’ obedience
“unto death, even unto death on a cross”
(Phil 2:8), the entire history of God and
humankind appears to be at stake—just
as Abraham’s future was at stake in his
obedience. And as Abraham did not
refuse God that which was most pre-
cious to him, so did God offer his own
Son. “God so loved the world that he
gave his one and only Son” (Jn 3:16).
The Abraham-God typology is also
found in Paul: just as Abraham’s son
would not be spared, “God did not spare
his own Son” (Rom 8:32). God, too, is
ready to surrender his own Son, but,
while God did not require Abraham’s



sacrifice, God in the person of his Son
now becomes the sacrifice, in order to
“along with him give us all things”
(Rom 8:2): redemption and reconcilia-
tion.

From its beginnings, Christianity has
openly confessed its faith conviction
that God has redeemed the world
through Jesus, through his way of life
and through his passion, death, and res-
urrection. This conviction appears in the
oldest extant confession of faith, handed
down by Paul: “Christ died for our sins
according to the scriptures” (1 Cor
15:3f). And since the fourth century,
the Nicene Creed confesses that “for us
and for our salvation he came down
from heaven . . . was crucified for us un-
der Pontius Pilate, suffered, died, and
was buried.” That Jesus died for the sal-
vation of humankind lies at the soterio-
logical heart of Christian faith. But the
idea that Jesus had to die to save us cre-
ates difficulties for many people. There
is a widespread “cross with the cross” (1
Cor 1:23).

How can Jesus’ death on the cross re-
deem us? Is not a God who slaughters his
own Son or delivers him up to death an
unrelenting God of judgment? What kind
of forgiveness is it if the guilt for my sins
is distributed, when only the sacrificial
death of one who is sinless can rescue me
from God’s wrath, when God can forgive
me only by making the one who is with-
out sin to become sin? How do we square
ideas of sacrifice and expiation with an
image of God as absolute love, which Je-
sus preached and lived?

Outsiders ask if we Christians do not
perhaps have a suppressed passion for the
gruesome when we display crucifixes on
which the tortured body of a man writhes
with agony and we, singing “lamb of
God,” confess Jesus as “slaughtered,

guiltless, on the tree of the cross.” Why
do Christians do this to themselves, and
what are the effects on them, asks Daniel
Jonah Goldhagen; “rendering the cruci-
fied Jesus an icon effectively makes vio-
lence and terror something aesthetic, not
to say a fetish. . . .” The central question
is thus posed to Christian faith: why did
Jesus have to die in this way? Did God re-
quire a bloody sacrifice because of our
sins? What does it mean when we sing
“we thank you, Lord Jesus, that you died
for us and, by your prectous blood, have
made us just and good.”

Jesus’ understanding of his death

Researchers generally accept that Je-
sus’ actions and preaching constituted a
provocation that had to lead to conflict
and that his violent death did not come
to him as a surprise. It would have been
peculiar if he had not perceived this. So
he likely saw his death coming and went
his way to Jerusalem, aware that his life
was in danger. If someone goes to meet
death with open eyes, he must have
some idea about death. How, therefore,
did Jesus interpret his death and inte-
grate it into his mission? Here we arc
confronted with the same methodologi-
cal and hermeneutical problems inher-
ent in every question about the histori-
cal Jesus.

First, we note that Jesus’ death plays
no role in his preaching of the reign of
God. Indeed, quite the contrary:
nowhere is Jesus’ giving up of his life a
condition for God’s reconciliation and
salvation. To be sure, on the basis of his
message of God’s unqualified, uncondi-
tional forgiveness, Jesus must have seri-
ously considered the possibility of a vi-
olent death. But that does not necessari-
ly mean that he made his death a topic
of preaching on the reign of God or that
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during his lifetime he attributed a sote-
riological meaning to it. At any rate, Je-
sus’ followers could not derive from his
message any help for understanding his
crucifixion; otherwise there is no ex-
plaining the fact that the disciples fled
(Mk 14:50; Jn 16:32).

We can detect only vague hints of Je-
sus’ understanding of death in the NT.
To be sure, Jesus reckoned with the cer-
titude of his death at the Last Supper:
“Amen I tell you, I will not drink again
of the fruit of the vine until that day
when [ drink it anew in the kingdom of
God” (Mk 14:25). This statement
(which very likely goes back to Jesus
himself but which has probably been re-
cast) simply expresses Jesus’ certitude
that the eschatological meal practice
will have its fulfillment in the end-time
meal. By no means does this demon-
strate that Jesus intended his death to
have a redemptive outcome. In opposi-
tion to this view, many exegetes at-
tribute Jesus® words over the cup at the
Last Supper to Jesus himself and argue
that the reference to Deutero-Isaiah is
evidence of a sacrificial and expiatory
meaning: “Drink from it, all of you.
This is my blood of the covenant, which
is poured out for many for the forgive-
ness of sins (Mt 26:27-28; Mk 14:24).
But must exegetes think that the Last
Supper traditions have been stamped by
the ceremonial worship of the Christian
community and therefore a post-Easter
understanding of Jesus’ death? In any
case, there is no longer any way to as-
certain the original words at the Last
Supper. In addition, it needs to be point-
ed out that the fourth suffering servant
song (Is 52:13-53,12), interpreted in the
sense of a just person suffering in place
of another, first appears in a relatively
late text (1 Pt 2:24).
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There is no way to determine with
certitude how Jesus himself understood
his death. Some scholars argue that he
understood it as a vicarious atonement,
even though he had a critical attitude to-
ward the temple worship in Jerusalem
with its sacrificial atoning activities
(Mk 13:1f); and the post-Easter
Jerusalem temple theology is not central
to our discussion because 1t was sub-
stantially different from the earlier tem-
ple worship. That is, there was nothing
cultic about Jesus’ execution on the
cross, nothing that would allow for
comparing it to the temple worship that
was being practiced at the time of Jesus’
death. Jesus probably understood his
death as a free acceptance in obedience
of the task God had set before him and
as a self-offering for others. What is
probably most remarkable in Jesus’ un-
derstanding of his death is his certitude
that it would not be in vain, that his
proclamation of God’s reign would not
come to naught, that God’s will to save
would be mightier than death.

NT interpretive models

If no exact reconstruction of Jesus’
understanding of his death is possible,
nonetheless the NT reports the fact of
Jesus’ crucifixion and, by interpreting
and explaining it, certifies that it was
necessary.  Otherwise, missionary
preaching would hardly have been pos-
sible (1 Cor 1:23). More precisely, we
find in the NT a variety of attempts to
understand Jesus® death—christologi-
cally, soteriologically, or theological-
ly—without a preference for any one
category of interpretation; on the con-
trary, the authors of the early Christian
tradition offer all these motifs as a com-
pilation rather than as alternatives. This
means that the christology of sacrifice



and expiation is neither the one and only
nor the superior way to understand Je-
sus’ violent death: it is one way among
many.

In the Acts of the Apostles, Jesus’ vi-
olent death is simply contrasted with his
being Messiah:

This man was handed over to you
by God’s set purpose and fore-
knowledge; and you, with the help
of wicked men, put him to death by
nailing him to the cross. (Acts 2:23)

Let all Israel be assured of this:
God has made this Jesus, whom
you crucified, both Lord and
Christ. (Acts 2:36)

For Mark and Luke, this violent death
had to happen the way it did. The
prophecies of the Passion (post-Easter
formulations) state that “the Son of Man
must suffer much” (Mk 8:31; 14:21), as
demonstrated in the narrative of Jesus’
struggle in Gethsemane (Mk 14:32-42).
The necessity of Jesus’ death for salva-
tion is also found in John (Jn 3:14;
12:34), who portrays the death, on the
one hand, as inescapable and, on the
other hand, as exemplifying Jesus’ trust:
his terrible death has a purpose in God’s
providence; it accords with God’s lov-
ing will, and it is not in vain. Out of a
disaster caused by human hands, God
often, in a wonderful way, ultimately
brings about deliverance. So is Jesus’
death now part of God’s manner of sav-
ing. In the story of the disciples on the
road to Emmaus, the resurrected Christ
makes clear that “the Messiah had to
suffer so as to enter into his glory” (Lk
24:26; 17:25; 24:7, 44, 46). The violent
lot of the prophets is also remembered.
Jesus suffered the same fate as they did:

persccution, violence, and death (Lk
L1:491f; 13:34f). In explaining Jesus’
death as the consequence of Israel’s re-
jection of his prophetic message, the
early Christians faced a threat similiar
to the threat of death Jesus faced.

Another non-sacrificial interpreta-
tion is that of Jesus as the Just One who
suffers innocently and is exonerated
and raised up by God (Ps 22:33). This
interpretation especially characterizes
Mark’s gospel and, in the view of vari-
ous exegetes, very probably goes back
to a pre-Marcan Passion tradition. Res-
onating with this approach was the
widespread belief among Jews of apoc-
alyptic calamities that God would visit
upon humankind in the end-times. The
Just One stands before oppressors. He
is victorious, strong, and allied with
God but is dismissed as weak and inef-
fectual. The model is frequently found
in the Synoptic Passion predictions
(Mk 8:31 et al.) and speeches in Acts
(Acts 2:2f et al.).

To be sure, there are NT interpreta-
tions of the cross colored by cult. In ad-
dressing a Jewish audience, the disci-
ples quite understandably made use of
language drawn from Jewish worship
and interpreted Jesus’ death with cate-
gories like “sacrifice” (Eph 5:2 et al.),
“paschal lamb” (Jn 1:29 et al.), “blood”
as purifying power (I Jn 1:17 et al},
“blood” for the forgiveness of sins (Mt
26:26-29 et al), the “blood” of the
covenant (Mt 26:28 et al.), “blood” that
brings about reconciliation (Eph 2:13 et
al.), a salvific participation in the
“blood” of Christ (Jn 6:53-56), ransom
(Mk 10:45 et al.), or atonement (Rom
3:25 et al.). Such cultic concepts, how-
ever, were used metaphorically and with
a new meaning—and were thus used
critically—with respect to sacrificial
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worship. When Jesus’ death is described
as “for sins” or “for the sake of sins”
(Rom 4:25 et al.) and when Is 53 and the
early Jewish theology of martyrdom (2
Macc 7:37f et al)) provide the back-
ground to it, the atonement theology of
the priestly school may also be surmised
even when the words “atonement” and
“atone” do not appear explicitly.

Now what place does the theologi-
cal model of sacrifice and atonement
occupy in the NT tradition? Some see
it as fundamental; others deny that it
has a dominant position, or they regard
it as a time-conditioned interpretation
that can no longer be comprehended in
a historical and cultural situation that is
totally different. Must concepts like
“atonement” and “sacrifice” be aban-
doned today in interpreting Jesus’
death on the cross, or can they be used
meaningfully? This is the question that
occupies us next.

The cross as sacrifice and atonement?

From the very beginning of Chris-
tianity, Jesus’ death on the cross gave
rise 10 an irreducible multiplicity of
concepts, images, and attempts at expla-
nation. “Sacrifice,” “atonement,” and
*“vicariousness” became central inter-
pretive categories for the church’s theo-
logical explication of the cross. Those
terms do not, however, represent the
original linguistic usage but are abstrac-
tions that draw from early Christian ex-
pressions about God’s saving work in
and through Jesus Christ.

The sacrifice of atonement theory
was systematically formulated by
Anselm of Canterbury (+1109). Desig-
nated as the “doctrine of satisfaction”
and based on the German concept of
honor, his interpretive model, with its
juridical overtones, has had an enor-
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mous impact. To put it simply, hu-
mankind has insulted God with its sins,
has offended God’s honor by disturbing
the sacred order of creation. Because
this offense is against an infinite being,
it entails infinite guilt, and it demands
infinite atonement, infinite satisfac-
tion—something finite human beings
are incapable of accomplishing. As a re-
sult, God becomes human in the form of
his Son and vicariously accomplishes
satisfaction or atonement for human be-
ings by offering his life for them. To this
day, we encounter the effects of
Anselm’s theory of sacrifice and atone-
ment in hymns, chorales, prayers, and
theological disputes, especially those
from the 16th and 17th centuries.

Particularly in the modem cra, the
atonement theory has become dominant
and has come to displace the numerous
other biblical models for the forgiveness
of sins, to the point that the cross is re-
garded as absolutely necessary for sal-
vation, and the ministry of the historical
Jesus is overshadowed by his death. In-
creasingly, the theology of sacrificial
atonement has become abstract, specu-
lative, and disconnected from the histor-
ical Jesus. As a result, it is often forgot-
ten that salvation and redemption are
also to be found within Jesus’ life and
ministry. The Bible testifies that what is
decisive is a personal relationship to Je-
sus Christ, not merely to his death; fur-
ther, the saving power of the cross pre-
supposes the resurrection, without
which Christian faith is useless (1 Cor
15:14).

Western theology has come under
criticism for being largely fixated on
sin, the cross, and sacrificial atonement.
There is no warrant, it is argued, for un-
derstanding Jesus’ death as a bloody
sacrifice to propitiate a resentful and an-



gry God. According to Jiirgen Werbick,

it profoundly contradicts Jesus’
experience of God and way of life
for one to see sacrifice—here the
cross—as the price that hu-
mankind or the “Son of Man”
must pay for God’s gracious care.

Indeed, to regard atonement as appeas-
ing God’s majesty, a majesty offended
by human sin, amounts to failing to un-
derstand the biblical concept of God.
Unconditional love and a demand for
complete satisfaction are mutually ex-
clusive. God’s anger over human sin is
the other side of divine love and does
not need to be appeased by a bloody ex-
piatory sacrifice.

Other objections arise from a theo-
logical critique of sacrifice and worship.
The OT practice of sacrifice and expia-
tion, interpreted as a human action and
thus a matter of self-redemption, is con-
trasted with the NT’s teaching on recon-
ciliation as totally the gracious work of
God. Eugen Biser objects that viewing
Jesus’ death on the cross as expiatory
distorts the purpose of death, which has
no intrinsic purpose but itself: “in death,
the meaning of a person’s life becomes
clear.” In this light, Biser urges that we
ask not about the purpose of Jesus’
death but about its meaning and that we
see it as an “excess of [God’s] love.”

Another point of contention that aris-
es regularly with respect to the idea of
vicariousness is that there can be no
substituting for a mature responsible
human being when one’s entire life and
death are at stake. A person’s guilt, said
Immanuel Kant,

so far as right reason can see, can-
not be wiped out by someone

else; for it is not a transmissible
debt, like, say, a financial obliga-
tion . . . that can be transferred to
another, but it is the most person-
al of all debts, namely that of sin,
which only the guilty can pay, and
not an innocent person who is
generously willing to assume it.

Just as one person cannot be punished
vicariously for the crimes of another,
neither can one person take the place of
another in the moral sphere. Sin, in a
word, adheres personally to the sinner
and is simply not transferable. In what
follows, we will examine the warrant
for these points of criticism.

Substitutionary atonement

On the basis of the narrative theolo-
gy of Gn 22, we have established that
God wants trust, not sacrifice, from hu-
mankind. It is the fear of God that keeps
us on the right path. Our attitude must
be tested time and again, as was Abra-
ham’s. Keeping this in mind helps us re-
alize that OT sacrificial and expiatory
actions are not necessarily attempts at
self-salvation that have to be rejected.
Despite all the criticism leveled against
its practice of sacrificial worship, Israel
held on to the practice because it sym-
bolically expressed Israel’s self-offering
to God. The new purpose of expressing
this self-giving to God transformed the
gifts brought for sacrifice. Sacrifice for
the Israelites was ultimately about a
spiritual encounter with God, a God
who is both giving and being given.
Only in this way could prayers, scrip-
ture reading, and divine praise increas-
ingly take the place of sacrifice (Ps
50:7-15; 51:19; 119:108; 107:21f). Be-
cause faith is the actual gift to God, Je-
sus praises the widow’s mite (Mk
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12:41-44); it all comes down to the in-
terior attitude which gives rise to the of-
fering. And here we come back full cir-
cle to Abraham’s sacrifice. If the same
notion of sacrifice is applied to Jesus’
death, then there is no reason to inter-
pret it in terms of violence, self-salva-
tion, or propitiation; rather, it must be
understood as a radical self-surrender.

From the biblical perspective, sin is
an offense against the divine order of
life, a deliberate defiance of what the
covenant articulates as the will of God.
As such, sin destroys both the God-hu-
man relationship and the human-to-hu-
man relationship; it constitutes a com-
prehensive relational crisis. No longer
able to interconnect in a relationship
with God, self, or neighbor, we find our-
selves driven to our limits, powerless to
proceed. Substitution, i.e., taking the
place of another, does not mean in this
case replacing someone’s unique per-
sonhood (Bernd Janowski), but taking
the place which another is simply un-
able to assume. Substitution therefore
does not destroy the dignity of a person;
one person does not replace another but,
in the manner of a quasi-surrogate, rep-
resents the other. Jesus takes the place
of a guilty humanity whose own possi-
bilities are exhausted and whose re-
demption can be effected only by grace
from outside. As God’s Son, Jesus has
entered the human situation, which was
essentially marked by hopeless distance
from God and the decay of death.

If, from the perspective of the history
of religions, we understand atonement to
be a “religious action of clearing or cor-
recting a fault"—ie., “redemption” (D.
Sitzler-Osing) or “the healing of culpa-
bly destroyed relationships and affilia-
tions” (G. Gestrich)—then “substitution-
ary or vicarious atonement” means that
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“Jesus Christ . . . with his death “for us,”
‘entered into our place,’ L.e., into our sit-
uation of hopeless distance from God
and the decay of death”™ (B. Janowski) in
order to bear the consequences of human
guilt and so to liberate humankind from
the life-threatening condition of sin (Is
53:7-10). In his vicartous atonement, Je-
sus did not himself become a sinner, but
he joined in solidarity with the victims of
sin; he allowed himself to encounter sin
and experience its deadly impact.

Substitutionary atonement, therefore,
is not a human achievement (self-salva-
tion) or a staving off of God’s wrathful
judgment (satisfying God’s vengeance).
Nor is it making restitution for God’s of-
fended honor. For it is not the human
person who is the acting subject, but
God. In loving self-giving, Jesus surren-
ders himself as compensation by enter-
ing deeply into the situation of human
misery and experiencing the deadly con-
sequences of sin. By his freely taking on
of suffering, humankind is delivered
from its guilty fate, apart from any
atonement rituals of sacrificial worship.
Itis God whao carries, sustains, and bears
those who are helpless before the un-
bearable. Because human beings cannot
heal their relational crises themselves,
the chosen people must be freed from
the outside, brought back to their elec-
tion in order to still have a future. In not
laying the burden of sin on others’ shoul-
ders but suffering it himself, Jesus, by
his vicarious action, opens new life. Vic-
arious atonement is bestowed by God’s
grace and mercy alone; thus humankind
can be delivered from the bondage of sin
and guilt and can live once again.

Living for others in death
Jesus’ living “for others,” which
marked his entire existence, was concen-



trated and radicalized in his death. “The
Son of Man did not come to be served,
but to serve, and to give his life as a ran-
som for many” (Mk 10:45; Lk 22:27).
Jesus’ self-giving in service and love is a
hallmark of his total existence; his death
brought to a head his life of self-giving
as a sign of God’s dawning reign. When
the NT speaks about Jesus’ sacrifice, it is
describing his entire life, not only his
death. As he lived for and served human
beings, so too did he die for them (Jn
[3:1). In giving up his life, he indicated
in an extreme fashion the radical dedica-
tion of his life, even unto death, for hu-
mankind ensnared in sin and guilt; “the
totality of his love for his own finds ful-
fillment in the cross” (Ulrich Wilckens).
Jesus” death is the result of his life, an
unsurpassable expression of his radical
dedication to the loving will of God.
“There is no greater love than for one to
give his life for his friends” (Jn 15:13;
10:11,15; 13:16). There is no difference
between Jesus® consistent life and min-
istry for others and his handing over of
his life for others:

Jesus’ atoning death does not . . .
bring about a new salvation,
fraught with extreme tension with
respect to the saving event that Je-
sus proclaimed and represented
from the beginning of his min-
istry. The salvation of his atoning
death is, on the contrary, an inte-
gral part of the advent of God’s
reign. (Helmut Merklein)

Jesus’ death was the consequence of
his life, not its purpose. “Meaning re-
sides not in the gift of his death but in
the gift of his life, i.e., in a life that the
Son of God as the ‘Good Shepherd’
gives for his own by risking his life for

them” (Bernd Janowski). It is not his
death as death that is liberating and re-
demptive, but his preaching of the reign
of God in word and action that is the lib-
erating event of salvation. Jesus’ mes-
sage of a God of unconditional love and
mercy frees humankind from its hope-
less distance from God and the decay of
death. This message and Jesus’ praxis
open up a new and salvific future. Only
in this understanding, cautions Eugen
Biser, is the purpose of Jesus’ death not
distorted but, in an unsurpassable way,
revelatory of the meaning of his life:
“The good shepherd gives his life for
his sheep” (Jn 10:11).

A redemptive effect can be ascribed
to the death of Jesus if that death is un-
derstood as a continuation of his life for
others and as the final service to his
own. It is not Jesus’ death that saves,
however, but God’s radical love mani-
fested in Jesus. This is not a matter of a
priestly act of atonement, but of the fact
that Jesus, in his life and death, enters
into radical solidarity with the victims
of sin and exposes himself to a reality
wounded by sin. “By entering without
reserve into solidarity with the victims
of this world, Christ—in his priestly
service to them—has made himself a
sacrifice” (Sigrid Brandt). Jesus fell vic-
tim to powers inimical to God; he was
neither offered nor given over to death
by God. Jesus’ giving up of his life is no
gruesome abandonment of the Son by
the Father but an activity of divine love.
In the person of Jesus, God sacrifices
himself so as to break the power of sin
through the powerlessness of love and
to overcome the world’s alienation. God
did not slaughter his Son so as to redeem
the world; Jesus was not a sacrifice to
appease a resentful and angry Father.
God did not have to be reconciled by a
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bloody sacrifice but, rather, bestows
(more precisely, brings about) the recon-
ciliation. Jesus’ death was not required
by God. Nor was it a sacrifice made to
God; rather, Christ gives himself frecly
to humankind (Jn 10:18) until he ulti-
mately falls victim to the depths of hu-
man blindness (Lk 23:34; Acts 3:17;
13:27). Alone pleasing to God was Je-
sus’ obedience to God’s loving will and
the self-giving in service and love that
marked his entire life. God did not use
the Son but gave himself in and through
the Son and, with that, bestowed recon-
ciliation and new life (2 Cor 5:17-20).
God did not have to be persuaded; God
already loved humankind—more pre-
cisely “the world"—when we were still
sinners and had tumed away from God
(Rom 5:8-11). Of his own volition, God
justifies the godless (Rom 4:5). Jesus did
not bring about love in God but came
from a God of love who, out of love, ac-
cepts humankind unconditionally.

God, out of love for sinful humanity,
entered into the person and work of Je-
sus “so as to frec us from sin by his
almighty power and make us a ‘new
creature’ (2 Cor 5:17)” (O. Hofius). In
God’s love and care for humankind, sin
and death are not allowed to prevail.
God brings about reconciliation out of
love and, to that end, surrenders the Son
to humankind. God is not acting when
Jesus, mishandled and killed, comes to
experience the consequences of human
sin. Jesus’ vicarious offering up of his
life in this respect has both an active and
a passive aspect. He is both the subject
of his self-offering (Gal 1:4; Eph 5:2,
25; 1 Tm 2:6; Ti 2:14; cf. Gal 2:20; Mk
10:45)—just as Isaac consented to the
sacrifice—and also the object of his sac-
rifice (Mk 9:31; 14:41; Rom 3:251). Je-
sus’ active offering up of his life, his
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passive acceptance of suttering, his
risking his life out of tove, and his non-
violence belong inextricably together.
However God does not simply deliver
his Son to the power of sin, does not
simply sacrifice him. but, out of bound-
less love, keeps faith with him, snatches
him from the history of human violence,
and proves him right. The resurrection
is the definitive affirmation of Jesus, of
his message of God’s reign, of his way
of life for others, of his existence for the
“Jost sheep of the house of Isracl” (Mt
10:6). The resurrection is God’s ulti-
mate self-identification with Jesus and
his cause. “Only by looking at this cre-
ative act which surpasses all that came
before it—thus only from the perspec-
tive of Easter—can the meaning of this
sacrifice be interpreted  aright”
(Siegfried Dreher).

The eucharist as “sacrifice”

The difficulties of interpreting the
mystery of Jesus are also reflected in the
controversy around the sacrificial na-
ture of the cucharist, especially since
the cross as sacrifice is central to the tra-
ditional doctrine of the Mass as sacfi-
fice. Why is the eucharist a “sacrifice of
the Mass™ Who in the Mass offers
what to whom? Even today one hears 2
wide variety of answers, so it is no sur-
prise that at the time of the Reformation
this was one of the bitterest conflicts.
The situation in the 16th century was
aggravated by the fact that a sacramen-
tal understanding of the eucharist had
been widely lost in the late medieval
church. As a result, sacramenium and
sacrificium were separated, and the sac-
rifice of the church could take on a life
of its own: the sacrifice of the Mass
could appear as a repetition or a renewal
of the sacrifice of Christ on the cross and



thus come under the suspicion of being
an attempt at human self-salvation, as if
the priest offering the sacrifice had tak-
en the place of Christ. Martin Luther ab-
solutely opposed the idea of the Mass as
a sacrifice, the idea that the Mass as a
human work would have an atoning
power, that it would be “a good work
and a sacrifice,” a reparation, a ceremo-
ny whose external performance would
of itself be efficacious (ex opere opera-
t0). Such an understanding of the Mass
as sacrifice denies the singular sacrifice
of Christ. So in the Schmalkald Articles,
Luther sharply condemns the ‘“‘papist
Mass” as the “greatest and most horrible
abomination” that “surpasses all the oth-
er papist idolatries,” and he ultimately
concludes that “we therefore are and
will eternally remain scparate and at
variance with one another.”
Ecumenical dialogue could have
overcome the old controversies by now
by understanding that the “sacrifice of
the self-offering of Jesus Christ” is
made present in the eucharist and that
no other independent sacrifice is needed
next to Jesus’ singular, unique, and all-
sufficient act of redemption. If God’s
radical love is expressed in Jesus’ self-
giving, and, in it, our redemption and
reconciliation, then “any kind of human
sacrifice is superfluous™—indeed is ab-
solutely forbidden. That goes both for
“religious-cultic” and for “political-so-
cial” sacrifices. Christ’s self-sacrifice
does not need any completion; instead,
participation in his loving self-offering
is granted insofar as this perfect sacri-
fice (Heb 10:12) is made sacramentally
present in the eucharist. Only in this
sense of a sacramental presence of his
atoning self-gift is the celebration of the
eucharist also a “sacrifice of atone-
ment.” What takes place at the center of

this memorial meal are community with
Christ and liberation out of the sinful re-
ality of life.

There is consensus today that the sin-
gular death of Jesus Christ, with its heal-
ing power, becomes really present in the
celebration of the eucharist. But how do
things stand with Catholic talk about the
eucharist as the “church’s sacrifice™? Is
the church itself making a sacrifice in the
eucharistic celebration? First of all, it
must be insisted that the basic movement
is that of God’s self-offering to hu-
mankind for our salvation—reason
enough for thanks and praise. Morcover,
the church is incorporated into this
grace-filled saving action only insofar as
it turns toward God. This turning to God
now makes it possible for the church to
participate in God’s turning to the world
and to bring and give itself out of love as
a living offering. The church offers itself
with Christ, insofar as it is empowered
by him to give itself out of love to hu-
mankind. “The church does not under-
stand itself . . . as an independent subject
offering a sacrifice next to Christ, but as
the body of Jesus Christ, in whom and
through whom Jesus Christ as the head
of his body is the real subject” (1984, Bi-
lateral Workgroup of the German Bish-
ops Conference and the leadership of the
United Evangelical-Lutheran Churches
of Germany). Through the church’s sac-
rifice, the redemption by Jesus Christ at-
tains a concrete connection to the history
of human misery; salvation and redemp-
tion do not take place without any rela-
tionship to each other; they cannot be re-
duced simply to a relationship to God.

The Protestant churches are not able
to adopt as their own the Catholic per-
spectives on the church’s self-offering;
in the process of justification, is the hu-
man person truly one who receives and
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not one who acts? That being said, those
churches do not contradict the Catholic
church-accented understanding of the
eucharist so long as it is guaranteed that
Jesus Christ is and remains the personi-
fied reality of reconciliation and that
there is no obscuring of “Christ alone”
[solus Christus]. Indeed the church’s
offering is not an independent, self-em-
powered action that adds something to
Christ’s offering. Rather, it is at all
times oriented to the singular offering of
Jesus, through which it is empowered
and by whom it must be measured and
tested time and again.

Jesus’ sacrifice in context

Because the God of Jesus Christ takes
all the initiative in salvation, the Christian
concept of sacrifice demolishes all the
notions of sacrifice found in the history of
religions. God is merciful; it is God who
justifies or, to be more precise, out of gra-
ciousness heals the sinner. Despite the
fact that sacrifice came to an end with the
death of Jesus—*“where sins have been
forgiven, there is no longer any sacrifice
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for sin” (Heb 10:18)—the concept of sac-
rifice has played an important role in the
classic theology of the cross, whether ina
cultic, juridical, satisfaction-thcoretical,
or metaphorical sense. That said, whether
Jesus’ death on the cross is interpreted
with sacrificial categories or not, its
meaning in salvation history will be clear
only when it is understood within the to-
tal context of his preaching and way of
life. For the shameful death of Jesusona
cross was an integral part of his historical
existence, an existence spent completely
at the service of his proclamation of the
unconditional redeeming nearness of
God, for which Jesus freed those suffer-
ing under the burden of sin. By sharing
their burden in his life for others (Gal
6:2), he entered into solidarity with the
victims of sin and ultimately overcame
for all and for all time the burden of sin.
If theologians today, aware of the limits
of our understanding, seek to retrieve the
idea of substitution, it will be along the
lines of recognizing God and God’s lov-
ing and serving self-offering at work in
the mystery of Christ. (Ronald Modras)



