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4c. The Trouble with Images
Since Christian atonement has so many troubling undercurrents, it is not surprising that most preachers do not actually delve very deeply into the logic of atonement. Atonement is frequently preached, but rarely explained. This is because atonement relies on beliefs that have been repressed or forgotten. Attempts to argue that Christian atonement ideas are the literal fulfillment of the OT cult are always awkward and inconsistent, since we no longer believe that sacrificial blood literally cleanses impurity from holy places, or that a scapegoat actually carries away sin from a community.
Most Christians today are largely unconscious of the ancient cultic logic of impurity-removal that underlies their notions of atonement, and would not, if pressed, defend the effectiveness of blood as an impurity-cleanser, or of the scapegoat as a sin-porter. Atonement metaphors are based on a forgotten metaphysics. Atonement doctrine is therefore symbolic and suggestive, and thrives largely on rationalizations that have been created by theologians and preachers down through the ages. Most atonement preaching emphasizes the heroic Messiah who came to “die for our sins” (1 Cor 15:3) and to fulfill the old covenant. Many preachers and theologians will attribute new and spiritual meaning to sacrifice and “blood.” Very few will admit that the metaphysics of sacrifice are essentially magical (a symbolic action that results in a real cleansing). Christian atonement theology is constantly having to find new rationalizations, and to suppress the underlying matrix of fear, violence, and magical beliefs. 

Paul’s cultic images were compelling at the time of their utterance since people knew those cultic practices well, but the images have lost much of their poignancy for those who have never seen animals offered as a sacrifice or driven out as a scapegoat, or known anyone who was released through the payment of a ransom. Still, even as purely abstract images, sacrifice and redemption carry power for many people who never experienced the literal ritual practice. But the images that Jesus chose—forgiving an errant son, showing kindness to an injured stranger, showing mercy to underlings as one has been shown mercy by a boss—are more accessible. They resonate with people in any time or place. The images chosen by Jesus are less subject to obsolescence than those tied to sacrifice and scapegoat. The Jesus-imagery of growth, fairness, diligence, wedding feasts, demanding bosses, humble widows, grumpy brothers, and forgiving fathers retain a vividness and relevance in any society.

The image of sacrifice was vivid in its own day, but it has obscured the message of Jesus for people of subsequent ages, who need to hear about salvation disentangled from sacrifice, scapegoat, and the manipulative concept of martyrdom. Paul’s great achievement was to disentangle the Gospel from national and purity boundaries, but he then re-entangled it with spiritualized cultic concepts. Although we have abandoned the ritual systems, the mentality that undergirded those systems is still unconsciously present: a mentality of appeasing God with sacrificial offerings, and so manipulating the Deity into viewing us with favor. This was not Paul’s intention; in fact, he argued against manipulation when he stressed that God was setting out to rescue us and reconcile us (Rom 5:5–8; 2 Cor 5:18–20), but the sacrificial images that he uses are essentially manipulative, even against his best intentions. Even those passages about God’s initiative that I just mentioned, end with cultic images of Jesus’ blood saving us “from the wrath of God” (Rom 5:9), and God “ma[king] him to be sin” for us (2 Cor 5:21). In the minds of most of those who receive the teachings, the underlying cultic logic overwhelms the more enlightened teaching. The problem is inherent in the cultic metaphors themselves.
Despite attempts to spiritualize sacrifice and scapegoat, they are manipulative rituals. With sacrifice, either God is manipulated through a food-bribe, or impurity is manipulated (cleansed) by blood magic. With scapegoat, impurity or sin are manipulated onto a victim who is then brutally expelled. Paul saw humans as the ones who practice political scapegoating, but he involves God in the scapegoating of Jesus if God made Christ to be sin (2 Cor 5:21), and if salvation could not be achieved any other way.

To rationalize sacrificial and scapegoat images and join them to the teaching about the love of God, is to allow contradictory motives to be imputed to God. We must ask why God could not open up the way of salvation without utilizing the way of blood sacrifice or victim-banishing? Sacrifice and scapegoat evoke instincts about the universe as dangerous and unpredictable. It is not God but people who are bound by these ancient anthropomorphic and transactional religious ideas. The grace and forgiveness of God is undermined by being linked to sacrificial death, which implies payment. True forgiveness involves no payment. Forgiveness is not present if payment is demanded. If salvation was “bought with a price” (1 Cor 6:20), it was not the result of free forgiveness. There can be forgiveness, or there can be purchase, but not both at the same time. 

Some authors seek to transform or redefine atonement. But without understanding the psychology of atonement, the attempt is doomed. Trying to leap over the errors of the last two thousand years and recover the liberating gospel will not go very far unless one can explain the unhealthy thinking that permeates Christianity, the manipulative psychology of sacrifice and atonement that distorts the religion of Jesus. It is not social categories (rich or poor, Left or Right) that threaten to make Christianity irrelevant, but a psychology of salvation through sacrificial pay-off. This repulsive idea will continue to generate hypocritical leaders, unhealthy followers, and angry rejecters. Paul does not seem to have anticipated what a crude and cynical doctrine would be derived from his teaching, although maybe he should have: the potential was there in his cultic metaphors. 
Can biblical studies recover Paul’s emphasis on spiritual renewal and Christ-like transformation, while confronting the troubling transactional ideas carried in his cultic metaphors? Can we recover the transformative trust in God by which Jesus himself lived?

4d. Paul’s Psychology
Paul is very much a man of his time, a Jew with a strong moral code and belief that God would someday judge the just and the unjust, but Paul was also very much a Hellenistic person, able to utilize Hellenistic rhetorical forms and to make Stoic-sounding statements (1 Thess 2:9–12;
 Rom 1:19; 5:3–5
). His strong asceticism was not particularly unusual for his time, but it has some interesting psychological underpinning. It is part of his intense battle with sin. 

Disgust

Scapegoat imagery has a particular psychological appeal for Paul, since he has an intense personal need to expel the “sinful passions . . . at work in our members,” in which “nothing good dwells” (Rom 7:5, 18). He has a deep emotional need to get rid of bad qualities and take on good ones, to be transformed, to become someone else, better than he is. He has a sharp consciousness of the need for the old self to be removed and replaced, “so that . . . we too might walk in newness of life. . . . Our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin” (Rom 6:4, 6). He is deeply ashamed of “the body of sin.” His passion is very real when he cries, “Who will rescue me from this body of death?” (Rom 7:24). His asceticism is clearly seen: “put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires” (Rom 13:14).

Paul describes captivity to sin and a need for dramatic rescue from it. This rescue comes when the Messiah’s body stands in for our condemnable bodies, carrying away the sin: “you have died to the law through the body of Christ. . . . There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom 7:4; 8:1). There may be a substitutionary element here, but Paul wants to emphasize liberation and transformation. Believers must replicate Christ’s death to sin, which means both the repudiation of sinful sensuality, and willingness to suffer mistreatment while living in a sinful world (Rom 6:6–8; 8:5–9, 17). 

Paul has a strong sense of disgust with something alien inside, directing his behavior. Sin was able to “exercise dominion in your mortal bodies” (Rom 6:12). Something inside is wicked: “it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. . . . making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members” (7:17, 23). He is disgusted with his slavery to the flesh: “I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh” (7:18). There needs to be outside intervention by a power stronger than sin: “if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness” (8:10). 

He also is disgusted with improper behavior in the churches, an inappropriate mixing of holiness and impurity: “What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God . . . . separate from them, says the Lord, and touch nothing unclean” (2 Cor 6:16–17). This probably refers to keeping separate from Gentile religions, in particular the mystery cults that were quite popular in the cities. So Paul shares the common Jewish disgust with Gentile mystery religions, but he is not disgusted with Gentiles themselves. His ability to create, organize, and nurture churches with a largely Gentile population seems to reflect an ability to genuinely love Gentiles.

I must touch lightly on the lengthy debate about the “I” in Romans 7. Some scholars have been overly narrow. Following W. G. Kümmel, they insist that the “I” in Romans 7 is purely rhetorical or fictive, with no shred of autobiography, no relevance to Paul’s own psychology.
 This is a rigid position. Of course there is a hypothetical or rhetorical aspect to the fictive conversation that we see in Rom 7:7–25, but that does not mean that there is none of Paul’s personal experience in it. In fact, Romans 7 describes a state of mind that both author and reader can understand all too well, since it is always possible to fall back into fleshly thinking.
 “With the flesh I am a slave to the law of sin” (Rom 7:25). And sin is still a (potentially) present reality for Paul and for the believer. It would make no sense to spend so much time on the power of sin (Romans 5–8) if it were completely irrelevant for the believer.

Theissen astutely comments that the psychological insights found in Romans 7–8 could only come in retrospect, after salvation and deliverance from “the law of sin and death” (Rom 8:2). One takes on a new identity and can approach God without anxiety: “Only the reappropriated identity illumines the preceding conflict. Only from Christ is light shed on Adam’s hopelessness.”
 And so, Romans 7 is a hypothetical conversation, but it looks at real helplessness in the face of sin and flesh, at the mind’s guilty anxiety in the face of law, and at the reality of a transforming power that can deliver one from helplessness and anxiety. (Anxiety is the chief feature of those who experienced ambivalent attachment to their primary caregiver.)

Once again, we need to notice that Paul sees a permanent conflict between Spirit and flesh; “those who are in the flesh cannot please God. . . . If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (8:8, 13). All will turn out well through “the help of the Spirit of Jesus Christ” (Phil 1:19). The “Spirit of Christ” or “the Spirit of God dwells in you” (Rom 8:9). (In Paul’s writings, there is no difference between “the Spirit,” “the Holy Spirit,” “the Spirit of Christ,” and “the Spirit of God.”) 
Jesus did not have Paul’s fundamentally conflictual view; he saw nature herself testifying of truth (the birds of the air, the lilies of the field, fruit-bearing trees, Matt 6:26–30; 7:17). Jesus, having a healthy-minded religion, did not put conflict at the center, as Paul did: “the body is dead because of sin.” (Rom 8:10).
Paul stressed the necessity of sacrificing one’s selfishness, which can be considered a kind of dying: “present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship” (Rom 12:1). There needs to be deep personal change: “be transformed by the renewing of your minds” (12:2). It is like being created anew, without sin corrupting everything: “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation” (2 Cor 5:17).

Paul’s disgust is not the same as the food-disgust that we mentioned in connection with purity systems in chapter 1, although it does bear a resemblance to manifestations of disgust in connection with “the sense of justice.”
 He shows a common Jewish disgust for Gentile carryings-on: “Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers—none of these will inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor 6:9–10). But he can also appeal to Gentile customs at times. When disgusted with the person who broke a sexual law (1 Cor 5:9), he claims the support of universal law, not of Torah specifically: this particular “sexual immorality [πορνεία, porneia]” is “of a kind that is not found even among pagans [ἔθνεσιν, ethnesin: the nations]” (1 Cor 5:1). 

Sexual immorality is a particular concern in First Corinthians. Paul cautions, “the fornicator sins against the body itself” (1 Cor 6:18). There may be a link between disgust and compensation, since this is followed by “you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body” (6:20). I have said that atonement as compensation is manipulative: seeking to persuade God to be favorable. Atonement as the cleansing of a disgusting condition is manipulative in a different way: seeking to cleanse the self, to remove impurity.

We saw in chapter 1 that disgust is one of the motivating factors of purity systems. Paul is not making an appeal to the Jewish purity system, but he retains a personal echo of this system in his disgust over the selfish sensuality that he sees as dominating human behavior. “Whatever does not proceed from faith is sin” (Rom 14:23). Jewish cult and morals helped to shape Paul’s mind, to some degree. He has a particular concern about sexual impropriety, selfishness, and cruelty.

Shame
Paul knows something about the inner experience of the scapegoated person, about shame, which differs from guilt. Guilt is the consciousness of having done wrong; shame is the feeling of being wrong, of being exposed to hostile attention. The nature of the exposure can vary; it can be the feeling of being exposed as ridiculous or despised or helpless. Shame is the experience of feeling “flawed at the center of one’s being. It is about self. . . . ‘I am a bad person.’”
 I would say, though, that it is not always about badness; shame comes when one feels helplessly abused, weak, victimized. McNish says that shame comes with feelings of “our unlovability,” arising from being abandoned, isolated.
 
And yet, shame is originally a protective and healthy emotion; it was not placed there just to torment us. Carl Schneider tells us “The function of shame is to preserve wholeness and integrity.”
 Just as a growing plant needs its roots to be concealed from the light, so there is a part of our “psychic life” that has “roots which function” away from the light.
 Shame alerts us against premature participation in sex: “When shame fails, disgust ensues. Shame inhibits the sexual impulse until the self as a whole responds to the other person in his or her wholeness.”
 But the chronic experience of shame is crippling. It can lead to “a condition of lasting alienation, toxic unwantedness.”
 It can “induce a sense of persistent inferiority, worthlessness, abandonment . . . violation, defilement.”
 Others experience shame only periodically and in certain circumstances, but it is painful enough to make them go to almost any length to avoid a repetition of the experience.
McNish theorizes that “what the Christian story did was to constellate the human shame archetype—the inborn human shame propensity—around events in the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth. . . . a person who transformed and was transformed in shame [who] refused to deploy the defenses to shame that the rest of us humans often deploy: rage, acting out . . . withdrawal, contempt, blaming.”
 She argues that people are able to confront and process their own feelings of shame by reflecting upon Jesus’ experience—and transcendence—of shame. The goal is a healthy recovery of identity and freedom.
 “To the extent that we were honestly . . . to confront our own shame . . . we would not be tempted to treat others as outcasts.”
 

Indeed, one can see Paul frequently confronting the experience of shame, transcending it, and coming out the other side. He had a deep experience of the fact that “Power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9). Scholars often speak of the theme of reversal in Paul (“whenever I am weak, then I am strong,” 2 Cor 12:10), or the theme of kenosis, being emptied. Related to this is the determination to overcome arrogance and to recognize the futility of boasting (1 Cor 4:7, 18; 13:4; Rom 3:27). This experience of reversal and transcendence is simultaneously spiritual and psychological. Although the experience is intense and life-changing, it may take some time to really heal the emotional scars left by any prolonged experience of being shamed. But there is no limit on the intensity of personal feeling and meaningfulness that can develop in one’s relationship with God: “I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships” (2 Cor 12:9–10). Paul seems to score highly in the ability to experience shame without pathological reaction, without withdrawal, hatred, or despair. He has really experienced God’s love. 

The antidote to shame is unfortunately disguised in the NRSV’s translation of Rom 5:5 (“hope does not disappoint us”). Some other translations get it right: “Hope does not put us to shame [καταισχύνει, kataiskhynei], because God’s love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit” (Rom 5:5 NIV, ESV). I would recommend an even simpler translation of the first half: “Hope does not shame us.” And so, love is the antidote to shame. 

In summary, what are my main psychological points about Paul? I have said that he had experienced an inner conflict between sin and a desire to obey God; that he is disgusted with the “sinful passions” (Rom 7:5) that seek to drive him; that he intensely desires a scapegoat-like expulsion of sin from his body; that he has a strong mystical attachment to the life, death, and resurrection of Christ as it enables him to see himself “crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed” (Rom 6:6). All of this seems to reflect an adult mind that grew up from an ambivalent attachment experience. His experience of Christ gave him secure and mature attachment, enabling him to overcome “confidence in the flesh” (Phil 3:4), to gain the upper hand over anxiety, not to “fall back into fear” (Rom 8:15), and to face shame and be unafraid of it, even to understand the nature of Christ-like service to be the enduring of shame for the sake of others. To some degree, Paul took on the heroic and loving character of his Savior, and he teaches us that we can do the same. He sought to empower people to be liberated from their own ambivalent attachment habits (“all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God,” Rom 8:14; “we are always confident . . . for we walk by faith, not by sight,” 2 Cor 5:6–7).

However, I do think that Paul’s atonement ideas are fundamentally manipulative. They are not just a product of Paul’s psychology, but they cater to a widespread psychological “need” to manipulate parents whose love is inconsistent and ambivalent. The atonement image and the “bought with a price” metaphor (1 Cor 6:20; 7:23) allow people to retain manipulative concepts, reflecting ambivalent attachment to God. Anxiety remained even in Paul’s triumphant spiritual experience; he was never comfortable in his body, and he said believers “groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies” (Rom 8:23). He still had anxiety about moral pollution: “let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and of spirit, making holiness perfect in the fear of God” (2 Cor 7:1). Further, the image of the Savior’s “blood” having special value is linked to ancient and now obsolete concepts of ritual purification. 

Paul’s atonement images were eventually turned into simple slogans and then into inflexible dogmas by his successors. Yet withal, I think Paul had a far greater mind and soul than any of his successors. Paul is the first great Christian philosopher. It just so happens that we need to use some of his truths and insights to distance ourselves from those of his images that were so effective when he first preached them, but which now are socially obsolete and psychologically harmful.
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