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Overall, one will find meaty essays here on an important 
topic: the doctrine of God. The inroads of philosophical secu-
larism in the academy have injured orthodox presentations of 
God by many Christians. This book can help thoughtful Chris-
tians, not because the essays are all equally consistent in up-
holding orthodoxy, but because they present the parameters of 
the discussion in engaging ways.

Mark Mattes
Grand View College

Des Moines, Iowa

Problems with the Atonement: The Origins of, and Controver-
sy about, the Atonement Doctrine. By Stephen Finlan. A Mi-
chael Glazier Book. Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 
2005. 144 pages. Paper.

Options on the Atonement in Christian Thought. By Stephen 
Finlan. A Michael Glazier Book. Collegeville, Minnesota: Li-
turgical Press, 2007. 147 pages. Paper.

• When Problems with the Atonement was published (2005), 
Finlan was a research assistant with the Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture at Drew University. In the second 
book, Options on the Atonement, two years later, he is listed as 
a teacher of biblical studies at Fordham and Seton Hall Uni-
versities. His Roman Catholic credentials are strong, but his 
doctrine of the atonement is far from traditional. After reading 
Problems, one finds no surprises in Options. In fact one finds 
no surprises after reading the first few pages. Briefly, but accu-
rately stated, Finlan finds no biblical support for Christ’s atone-
ment as vicarious satisfaction. “God does not need sacrifice or 
payment, any more than any loving parent does” (Problems, 
124). In its place he puts theosis, salvation by God’s indwell-
ing in believers (Problems, 122–124), a thought that gives way to 
seeing Christian life as spiritual growth (Options, 128–132). Old 
Testament sacrifices, which have provided the framework for 
the atonement, have their value in that an animal’s blood had a 
cleansing effect (Problems, 11–38).

Paul presents more of a challenge. His references to the 
saving benefits of Christ’s death are no more than metaphors 
(Problems, 55–57). In place of the atonement as sacrifice, Fin-
lan puts faith that attaches us to God (Problems, 60–61; Op-
tions, 132). This is a Protestant sola fide in the extreme. One 
wishes that Finlan was a bit more Catholic. Paul’s metaphors 
are turned into doctrinal formulae in the Deutero-Pauline 
canon, which sets off a chain reaction concluding in Anselm, 
whose view on the atonement is called “the master-text of di-
vine violence” (Problems, 71; cf. Options, ch. 2, “Paul’s Cultic 
Metaphors,” 18–42).

Taken into Reformation thought, the vicarious satisfaction is 
“appealing to the emotions of guilt and gratitude, [and] encour-
ages an experience of repentance” (Problems, 82). If this were 
not enough, we learn that “the atonement doctrine is a font 
of anti-Semitism” (Problems, 84). Amazing, since in the third 

prediction, Jesus says that the Gentiles will put him to death. 
Restoration and participation in the deity and not ransom, pro-
pitiation, and redemption provide the real meaning of Christ’s 
death. Irenaeus and Plato are credited with this theosis think-
ing. And why not? “It seems overly fastidious to try to banish all 
Platonic thought from theology” (Problems, 122). (Paul tried to 
banish Platonic thought from the resurrection and succeeded, 
so, in Finlan’s terms, he was “overly fastidious.”)

It seems as if for Finlan the atonement cannot be found in 
the Gospels. Well, not quite. “Even despite the partial inter-
est of two of the evangelists (Mark and John) in promoting 
doctrines of the atonement, we find hardly a hint of the atone-
ment in their chronicling of Jesus’ statements foretelling his 
death” (Problems, 109). So the hints are there. And how about 
Matthew 20:28 and 26:28? Without atonement what then does 
Jesus’ death mean? Not much. “The killing of Jesus was very 
much like the killing of other honest men and women through-
out time.” Hence God is removed from the equation. “Let’s stop 
blaming God for the atrocities we humans commit” (Options, 
41). Not surprisingly Luther falls beneath Finlan’s ax (Options, 
61, 72). Without Christ’s death as sacrifice, the Eucharist de-
volves into a community covenant, a view advanced primarily 
by reference to the Didache (Options, 39-40). Nothing wrong 
with this, as long as this document (ca. 100) plays second fiddle 
to the Gospels.

Finlan is faithful to his bias and includes and excludes biblical 
references to serve his purposes. Two Lutheran Church — Mis-
souri Synod clergy, Douglas Judisch and Burnell Eckardt, are 
included in the bibliography. Both books are copyrighted by 
the Order of St. Benedict in Collegeville, Minnesota. Since the 
inquisition is no longer active, this might be a matter for the 
Society of Propagation of the Faith or whoever handles such 
matters for the Holy See.

David P. Scaer
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Liberty: Rethinking an Imperiled Ideal. By Glenn Tinder. 
Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2007. 407 pages.

• All too often, academics feel accountable only to their guild 
and not to the wider American public, which is, usually, paying 
their salary. This is not the case with Glenn Tinder, who is a 
good example of a “public intellectual,” one who seeks to chal-
lenge well-intended, thoughtful people to greater participation 
in civic life. This book is an extended discussion of liberty, as 
it has developed from the Enlightenment theory of liberalism. 
Here, liberalism does not mean the opposite of social conserva-
tism. Rather it affirms that individuals are free to govern their 
own lives on the basis of ideals that they have freely embraced. 
This, of course, is the core ideology of North America and Eu-
rope, and has been widely spread throughout the world.

As a Protestant, Tinder both affirms the value of the indi-
vidual, which this tradition highlights, and critiques those un-




