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6.1  The Effect of Revelation 

Revelation itself is not evolutionary in origin, but the effects of revelation are. The human re-telling of the encounter, the discussion and attempted comprehension of the revelatory teachings, the human grasp of the central values and comprehension of essential meanings—all these are evolutionary. They are part of human discussion, philosophy, institution formation, and liturgy. They become subject to recognizable patterns of psychology, sociology, and change over time.
 We can study the human end of the encounter with revelation. The wind blows where it wills, and we hear the sound of it, but we know not whence it comes or where it goes (John 3:8). We see the wind’s effect, but cannot see the wind, though its effects are highly suggestive.

If revelation enters the human world even for a moment, the world is forever changed. The world continues to function according to the rules of nature, but something has been altered. The after-effects of divine visitation become part of the human system, but the course of evolution has been subtly shifted. An idea like faith or forgiveness, that previously had been peripheral, becomes central. Everything still obeys the laws of evolution, but evolution itself has been re-directed (“everything has become new!” 2 Cor 5:17). A leavening from heaven has been added to our earthly lump, and if we knead it into the evolutionary dough, the bread will rise. 

As soon as revelation is received by humans, it becomes evolutionary, human, fallible—but it can still be very good. Everything that is touched by humans is fallible. Further, the revelatory message is shaped by the emotions, the revulsions, the hopes, the viewpoints of the humans who receive it: “The spirits of prophets are subject to the prophets” (1 Cor 14:32).

A theory of revelational evolution can help account for continuity and discontinuity in religious thought over time. Sometimes revelation takes issue with something in the religious heritage, and initiates a hermeneutic of rejection. Thus, in Israelite religion, there is both a perpetuation of, and a ridiculing of, sacrifice. Israelite argues with Israelite over this issue. In Christianity, there has been a wide diversity of interpretation of sacrificial and atonement imagery from the very beginning, and this must continue. We must ask whether our response to ancient religious ideas is progressive or not, whether we are “like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old,”
 or whether, “for the sake of your tradition, you make void the word of God” (Matt 15:6). 

Revelation always builds upon the evolutionary results of prior revelation. Whenever Jesus articulated a higher stage of religious insight, he built upon prior traditions, comparing himself to Solomon, saying “keep the commandments” and “what is written in the law?”;
 but he also took issue with the tradition, or heightened its moral intensity, by contrasting his teachings with some maxims of the law, saying “you have heard . . . but I say” (Matt 5:21-2, 27-8, 31-4, 38-9), and refusing to enact a (supposedly) Mosaic instruction.
 He could use the tradition against the tradition, as when he challenged the habit of calling the Messiah the son of David, and reminded people of instances where the law’s rules were bent.
 Nevertheless, Jesus built his message on the Hebrew scriptures. In fact, his sayings were only comprehensible if one activated the truth of the prior stage. Without vigorous loyalty to the insight one has, one does not get the new insight. One must be honestly loyal at one’s current stage of development before taking the next step. 

Every revelation builds upon the evolutionary response to prior revelation. When Jesus meets Nathanael, he sees just that honesty (“an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” John 1:47), vigorous enough to question who this so-called Messiah might be (1:46). Matching Jesus’ quick insight, Nathanael quickly sees the divinity of Jesus, and affirms it (“you are the son of God” 1:49). Jesus promptly makes a stunning revelation to Nathanael about the levels within the heavenly and angelic hierarchy: “you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man” (1:51). God responds to human readiness with an abundance of revelation. It is an acted-out fulfillment of the prophetic promise, “When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me” (Jer 29:13-4). Or, in Jesus’ own words, “I have come as light into the world, so that everyone who believes in me should not remain in the darkness” (John 12:46).

Nathanael’s encounter with Jesus was only possible because he was an honest seeker. Philip’s most important saying, and Nathanael’s most important hearing, were: “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote” (1:45). We have found him! Messiah-recognition is the key to Christian belief. Sincerity is the key to spiritual reception; it empowers one to receive revelation. The divine downreach grasps that human upreach. 

Revelation utters “what is new and what is old” (Matt 13:52). Revelation always picks up on some recognized truth, and takes it further. Unfortunately we never seem to comprehend the new revelation, so we quickly assimilate it to old ways of thinking. Humans find it almost impossible to accept new wine without pouring it into old and worn-out wineskins that are unable to stretch to hold the new and expansive truth.
 This is nowhere more true than as regards the concept of justice. The serious and stern justice envisioned by the prior stage of evolution does not easily allow itself to be enfolded and uplifted into the mercy, spiritual repair, and progress that the Gospel reveals. This is not to imply that sin is insignificant, or justice unnecessary, only that what is new with the Gospel is not justice but God’s miraculous rescue and repair operation. Yet the (human) need for justice and vindication, in this world and the next, remains. And so we have the long-standing conflict between “law” and “Gospel,” when really these two different emphases are both legitimate stages in revelational evolution.

The human reception of revelation always results in conflict and misunderstanding. Each revelation gets distorted as it gets absorbed. Every new revelation of God has to try to reach people with a distorted understanding of the previous revelation. Tradition turns truth into trinkets, cheap symbols from which truth has been evacuated. The defenders of the Jewish law had become so rigid and formalistic, that Jesus had to say, “You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition” (Mark 7:8). This is a human, not a specifically Jewish problem. Old wineskins from which most of the new wine has leaked out is a correct metaphor for most religious institutions, and this is perhaps most visible in Christianity, since it had so much “new wine” to lose. Christianity has leaked more truth than any other religion. But even much of that leakage was useful, contributing, as it did, to the evolution of political philosophy in England and America. My freedom from the threat of burning as a result of writing this book, is owed not only to the political rights in the U.S. Constitution, but also to the teaching of Jesus that insisted on limiting the powers of Caesar. If a mere by-product of Jesus’ teachings can yield such fruit, what might happen if we enacted the core of his teachings, if we became free and responsible faith-children of God? Do we have that capacity?

6.2  Natural Theology and Growth 

Whitehead and Teilhard articulate different forms of natural theology, the idea that God has always been working within humanity.
 Any revelation must build upon the inroads into human thought that God has already made: “revelation can only be accepted and judged as ‘true’ on the basis of some prior understanding of the meaning of God.”
 Unless we develop some concept of natural theology, we will develop misanthropic theologies and perpetuate cruel methods of parenting. If children are basically evil, then they must be beaten, subdued, and frightened with horrifying theology, such as the idea of eternal damnation. Issues of theology, ethics, and child-rearing are intimately linked. We need a theology that remembers that Jesus warned against burdening or despising children.
 

All of the great thinkers of early Christianity, from Paul to Origen to Aquinas, recognized that God placed certain spiritual faculties in the human mind or personality, which encourage spiritual discernment. There is a biblical basis for natural theology: “Truly it is the spirit in a mortal, the breath of the Almighty, that makes for understanding” (Job 32:8); “the human spirit is the lamp of the Lord” (Prov 20:27); “what can be known about God is plain to them [Gentiles]. . . . what the law requires is written on their hearts” (Rom 1:19; 2:15).

Moral and spiritual capacities were put within human nature so that we could recognize the attractions of Godly truth and goodness. Even our passionate nature seems designed to move us to “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matt 5:6). Revelation then comes and clarifies the messages that we were receiving from our God-given spirits: the “Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom 8:16). 

Natural theology tells us that God has implanted some faculties within us that lead us Godward; all people have these faculties that draw their minds toward the divine. “For man to resemble God and incline towards Him, it is necessary that he should have within him an element of the divine.”
 These innate faculties, however, do not provide much clarity in the way of religious teaching; they seem mostly to ignite spiritual desire, to foster our responsiveness to divine leading, and to provide some simple spiritual principles. Religions as such develop upon the intellectual and emotional patterns of particular cultural groups, and upon the mythic, cultic, and moral traditions they develop. God provides a taste; humanity invents a huge and complex imaginary banquet; revelation then comes and tries to clear away some of the invented clutter and to clarify what is being tasted.

The spiritual capacities are only a beginning. We also need concentrated instruction that redirects our attention to indispensable values such as impartial justice and honest worship, and to essential truths such as the unity of God and the intimate approach of God to humanity in the Incarnation of Son.

One of the fundamental problems with the main atonement thinkers, is that they assume simultaneously a thoroughly wicked humanity and a divine rage against these helpless sinners. They also reject natural theology, the idea that there is a Godward-draw in human reason. Luther calls reason “the greatest whore that the Devil has”
 and allows no agreement between reason and faith. “The light of nature and the light of grace cannot be friends.”

The advancing family ethics of our time would argue against continuing to accept doctrines, or to take literally any metaphors, that derive from an abusive parenting mentality or from methods of making satisfaction in oppressive social systems. These doctrines themselves are vestiges of the past which need to be outgrown. Milbank places the bad atonement concepts within a continuum of religious advance, and even sees them as part of what Jesus bears: “Jesus assumes the burden of these false meanings . . . . [he] allows to be incorporated into his own person ugly constructions.”
 Perhaps this is the best option with outmoded atonement concepts, to see them as a phase of childish construction that Jesus endures as he patiently waits for his children to grow up.

There must be a process whereby our knowledge of God grows, old concepts are abandoned or transformed while new ones develop, enabling us to recognize the legitimacy of this process of religious redefinition without despising our earlier stages. Who says we are forced to either deify or vilify the past? We do not have to choose either fundamentalism or Marcionism.
 We may begin to allow our knowledge of God to grow, “first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head” (Mark 4:28). Faith is the water that keeps the plant alive, while the plant’s inherent (God-given) qualities enable it to grow. Revelation is sunlight.

There is, in fact, a growth imperative in all aspects of life. Analogies can be drawn between the different levels because there is something similar about life on any level, despite the differences. On the material level, “be fruitful and multiply” is a growth (reproduction) imperative. On the personal level, “identify with truth and make spiritual progress” is a growth imperative, or, as Jesus put it, “you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free”; “be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (John 8:32; Matt 5:48). Jesus’ surprising teaching is that growth is effortless: “consider the lilies, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin,” yet grow to be beautiful (Luke 12:27). He compares spiritual growth to a seed growing overnight: even while a person “would sleep . . . the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how. The earth produces of itself” (Mark 4:27-8). Our seed-souls know how to grow, if we refrain from poisoning them with dishonesty and corruption, or stunting them with selfishness. “The whole body [of believers] grows with a growth that is from God” (Col 2:19). 

Once we develop an adequate hermeneutic of growth, a way of understanding progress and regression in religious ideation, we can better see how atonement ideas developed within Jewish and Greek religion, how certain formulas became compelling for a time, what social practices they resembled, and we can make more ethical, in fact more progressive, decisions about what options are best, regarding particular atonement concepts. 

6.3  The Atonement Metaphor or the Family Model?

There is no denying that atonement has become entwined with many other and crucial Christian concepts, such as the divinity of Christ, the saving purpose of the Incarnation, and God’s concern for humanity. If we drop atonement, do we lose all these essential ideas? Are we even tempted toward atheism? Does everything hang on the atonement, or is atonement hanging on to these other, more essential, teachings? If we drop the concept of the violence of God, will we cease to believe in God at all? . . . . 

These questions are heavily freighted with anxieties. We must return to the response of Jesus: “Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32 RSV), which undercuts the whole basis for bargaining with or persuading God through suffering and sacrifice. In what appear to be early sermons, he encourages his disciples to recognize the reality of the Father’s loving care for each person, which provides for growth naturally, like the overnight growth of grain, and “your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things.”
 He is “your heavenly Father,”
 not just his Father. Jesus is always saying that the Father will give us what we need
—a teaching that is only meaningful if understood spiritually: in terms of desired faith, necessary perseverance, needed wisdom. The Father takes a loving father’s interest in his children’s welfare. This is the heart of the simple and stunning message of Jesus. This Father does not need to be appeased, made merciful, have his honor restored, or receive “satisfaction” for sin. 

Rather, the mature believer must be reflective, responsible, and intelligent; must trust that God will guide him in his difficult decision-making. “Anyone who resolves to do the will of God will know whether the teaching is from God or whether I am speaking on my own” (John 7:17). This inward training needs to be augmented by outward training and by ethical socialization; these are the Church’s business.

If we abandon the idea of God as judge and sacrifice-demander, we need to replace it with an understanding of God as parent and as director of human growth. The danger with violently discarding the atonement doctrine is that we may lose sight of the crucial truths for which it has been the vehicle: that God shares our sufferings and struggles. Christology now must continue to be the vehicle for this insight, but divested of the barbaric concept of God demanding a human sacrifice. Understanding the incarnation of God in the life of Jesus remains the best way of understanding how God shares our life and continually nurtures what is good in it. 

When God-trust finally displaces God-fear, the concept of the incarnation will be divested of elements of sacrifice, pay-off, and atonement in the sense of a magical, cultic cleansing or a manipulative pay-off. There should be no problem with retaining the old English meaning: at-one-ment, becoming (gradually) united with God.

� Although the greatest weakness of social theory has been its “failure to deal with change” (Hugh Dalziel Duncan, Symbols and Social Theory [New York: Oxford University Press, 1969] 139).


� Matt 13:52.


� Matt 12:42; 19:17; Luke 10:26.


� John 8:5-11.


� Mark 12:35-7; Matt 12:2-8; John 7:23.


� Mark 2:22.


� Lawrence Kohlberg, The Philosophy of Moral Development: Moral Stages and the Idea of Justice (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981) 1:367-8.


� Kohlberg, Philosophy of Moral, 1:369.


� Matt 18:6, 10; 19:14.


� Panayiotis Nellas, Deification in Christ: The Nature of the Human Person (trans. Norman Russell; Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary, 1997) 30.


� Eckardt, Anselm and Luther, 156; a different translation is in Luther’s Works (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1957) 51:374.


� Eckardt, Anselm and Luther, 156; quoting Sermons of Martin Luther, 1:362.


� Milbank, Word Made Strange, 139, for which Horton attacks him (“Participation and Covenant,” 129).


� Marcion, an influential second century figure, rejected the OT and the God of Israel, as well as rejecting most of the NT. He retained only an edited version of Luke and the letters of Paul.


� Matt 6:32; cf. 6:8.


� Matt 6:1, 4, 6, 8, 14-5, 18, 26, 32; 7:11; 10:20, 29; 18:14; 23:9; Mark 11:25; Luke 6:36; 12:30; John 20:17; cf. Rom 8:16; 2 Cor 6:18; 1 John 3:2.


� Matt 6:33-4; 7:7-11; John 15:7; 16:23; James 4:3.






