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ingly negative stance” toward Rome (58). Changes effected by 
the Second Vatican Council, theological dialogues, the charis-
matic movement, and common ethical stances shared between 
Catholics and Evangelicals over abortion, the family, and sexu-
ality, have resulted in greater collaborative efforts between the 
two. The fruition of this has been in documents produced by 
groups such as “Evangelicals and Catholics Together.” 

The authors note: 

On many moral issues — support for parental choice in 
education; advocacy of the traditional values of chastity, 
family, and community; opposition to abortion on de-
mand; and repudiation of pornography — more and more 
evangelicals have found themselves joining more and more 
frequently with more and more Catholics (68). 

Some brands of Evangelicalism, particularly the Wesleyan tra-
ditions for which justification as imputative is less important 
than transformative growth in the Christian life, are better able 
to join forces with Catholics over specific ethical and theologi-
cal causes. In contrast with the Lutheran view that interprets 
sanctification as “Christ in action” (Harold Senkbeil), Alister 
McGrath notes that 

the Catholic understands by justification what the Protes-
tant understands by justification and sanctification taken 
together. Thus, theologically, Protestants and Roman Cath-
olics, more or less, believe the same things regarding God’s 
active role in both initiating and sustaining the Christian 
life; however, this convergence is obscured by the different 
understandings of the word justification (141). 

Of course, McGrath undermines the peripheral attention that 
justification is given by Catholics as well as much of Evangeli-
calism, deeply influenced by American revivalism. With re-
spect to mainline rapprochement with Rome, the authors note 
that the Lutheran World Federation’s Joint Declaration on the 
Doctrine of Justification seems to fall somewhere between John 
Wesley’s Arminianism and the Augustinian positions main-
tained by Martin Luther and John Calvin (232). Or, should we 
say, the Pauline position maintained by the classic Reformers? 

The authors ably indicate their appreciation of certain fea-
tures of the Catholic tradition, particularly the catechesis of its 
teaching office: 

Is the Reformation over? Maybe a better question we evan-
gelicals should ask ourselves is: Why do we not possess 
such a thorough, clear, and God-centered account of our 
faith as the Catechism (of the Catholic Church) offers to 
Roman Catholics? (150). 

In light of the authors’ appreciation of the catholic tradition, 
and in contrast to the dominant forms of revivalism that infect 
American religiosity, Lutherans, representing a “conservative” 
Reformation (Charles Porterfield Krauth), still need to reclaim 
those aspects of the catholic tradition that are in harmony with 
the gospel. 

Overall this book merits attention to a phenomenon, con-
vergence between Evangelicals and Catholics, that is likely to 
become greater over the next several decades. 

Mark C. Mattes 
Grand View College 

Des Moines, Iowa 

Problems with the Atonement: The Origins of, and Contro-
versy about, the Atonement Doctrine. By Stephen Finlan. Col-
legeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2005. 144 pages. Paper. $15.95. 

• Gustaf Aulén’s Christus Victor (1931) made a splash in its 
English translation by brushing aside the vicarious atonement 
theory and the exemplar theory of Christ’s death in favor of 
the view that Christ’s death was to be understood chiefly as his 
combat with Satan. The Christus Victor motif may have been 
overlooked in some quarters (certainly not in the hymns of Lu-
ther and Walther), but things are not made right by eliminating 
the Latin view articulated by Anselm in Cur Deus Homo? that 
Christ paid a price for our sins. By offering himself as a sacri-
fice Christ removed Satan’s claim against sinners and left us an 
example. Now, three quarters of a century later, a Jesuit priest 
wants to dispose of the vicarious satisfaction with theosis, the 
view that God dwells in Christians. Father Finlan, like the 
late Bishop Aulén, pursues his goal with relentless determina-
tion. The subtitle, “The Origins of, and Controversy about, the 
Atonement Doctrine,” says it all. He wants to put incarnation 
and theosis in place of the church doctrine of Christ’s substitu-
tionary atonement for sin.  

Finlan recognizes that the Bible has sacrificial terms and 
metaphors, but these are reinterpreted to remove any thought 
of atonement. First on the block is the Old Testament (11–38). 
Blood signifies purification and not sacrifice (38). Paul has lan-
guage about Christ’s being condemned, but this regretfully 
has spawned unintended false views of atonement (63–83). For 
the apostle, salvation came by trusting that God intervenes in 
sinful humanity. Faith by which God dwells in Christians be-
comes the salvific moment and takes precedence over Christ’s 
substitutionary death. Ironically a Roman Catholic priest ad-
vocates the Protestant error of making faith and not the atone-
ment the focal point. 

Like Aulén, Finlan makes Anselm the historical culprit for 
understanding Christ’s death as substitutionary payment (71–
74). Sacrificial atonement is a medieval and not a biblical idea. 
Attempts by Finnish scholars to make theosis a controlling 
force in Luther’s theology do not, in Finlan’s view, erase the 
defect in the Reformer’s theology that a God who condemns 
the many only saves few. Poor Luther is accused of hardening 
Paul’s sacrificial metaphors into doctrine (76–78). By giving 
more attention to Paul (39–62), possible atonement references 
in the Gospels can be passed over. Matthew 20:28 and Mark 
10:45, which speak of Christ’s giving his life as a ransom, are 
simply ignored, as are Matthew 28:28 and Mark 14:24 with their 
references that Christ’s blood is shed for the many. Finlan notes 



the widespread belief in Christ’s sacrificial atonement, but this 
was advanced by guilt psychology, which can be adjusted for 
modern audiences. 

With the idea of Christ’s death as sacrifice being put aside, 
Father Finlan can bring out his own ideas about the effects 
of Christ’s death. How about soul-repair? This happens when 
“Christ lives a human life, shares a human fate” (87). Since the-
osis, the indwelling of God, replaces the atonement, one has to 
ask what Christ’s death means. Answer: It symbolizes “the cru-
elty of the state and the violent envy of religious hierarchy” and 
“God’s involvement in the human predicament” (110). Come 
on! This is putting political and psychological twists on the cru-
cifixion. One could argue that God could have been involved in 
the human predicament in the millions of other cruel deaths. 
Others besides Jesus were crucified. 

For Finlan, theosis finds its origin in the incarnation which by 
theosis extends into the lives of Christians (117–24). So sanctifi-
cation, which is somewhat akin to theosis, follows immediately 
after incarnation. Perhaps some Lutherans have been unfortu-
nately glib in suggesting that Christ’s incarnation take second 
place to justification. However, incarnation is the basis for the 
homo factus est, Christ’s humiliation in which the crucified God 
was made sin but without sinning. Only after we have spoken 
about Christ’s death as a substitutionary atonement for sins can 
we speak of justification, and then — and only then — theosis. 
The incarnate God who dwells in us, the theosis, is no one else 
but one who by crucifixion made atonement for sin.  

Catholics and Lutherans separated over justification, not 
over the atonement, yet it is this doctrine which this priest seeks 
ruthlessly to destroy. Ironically the characteristic Roman doc-
trine of the propitiatory character of masses and indulgences 
kept the payment (Anselmic) theory, that is, the vicarious satis-
faction, front and center for them. Thus he deviates from catho-
lic belief and Roman Catholic dogma. 

One has to ask: What brought him to deny this core Chris-
tian doctrine? The book cover may provide a clue by identify-
ing Finlan as “a research assistant for the Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture at Drew University.” Early church 
fathers favored the Christus Victor aspect of Christ’s death, 
which received its first and best exposition by Irenaeus. The ab-
sence of the quantitative patristic support for the substitution-
ary atonement may have provided a reason for Finlan to argue 
forcefully against it. In reading such a radical proposal one 
doubts his own observations, until one reads the endorsement 
by Father Robert J. Daly of Boston College: “While the Incar-
nation is an essential Christian idea, the atonement is not.” Use 
of the upper case for incarnation and lower case of atonement 
tells us where these Jesuits stand. The result is that the heart of 
Christianity is cut out not by liberal Protestant scholars but by 
priests. One last observation — his selective use of sources to 
further his views brings back memories of Aulén’s book. Is this 
just a coincidence?  

David P. Scaer 
Concordia Theological Seminary 

Fort Wayne, Indiana 

BRIEFLY NOTED

Martin Luther’s 95 Theses. Edited by Kurt Aland. St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 2004. 

• Originally published in 1967 by Concordia Publishing 
House in commemoration of the 450th anniversary of the 
Reformation, this volume has been reprinted in an attractive, 
hard-cover edition. The book contains a historical introduc-
tion to the Ninety-five Theses as well as supportive textual 
documentation including several of Luther’s letters and “table 
talks” that elucidate the Reformer’s own understanding of the 
significance of the theses to the reformational enterprise. 

Festival Sermons of Martin Luther: The Church Postils. Trans-
lated by Joel Basely. Dearborn, Michigan: Mark V Publications, 
2005. 

• This volume serves as a needed supplement to the collec-
tions of Luther sermons translated by John Nicholas Lenker 
and Eugene Klug. Pastor Joel Basely introduces the volume 
with these words: 

Luther’s goal in issuing the festival sermons was to wean 
his people away from the adoration and veneration of the 
saints which had crept into the church in order to lead 
them back to venerate Christ alone and to serve not the 
dead but living saints in need, according to Christ’s com-
mand. Luther spends much of his effort to explain the gos-
pel and to divide it from the law. A good work becomes the 
highest sin and blasphemy when it is done in order to gain 
God’s favor, make us good and give us hope for heaven. 
Faith placed upon a Christian’s (or saint’s) good work is 
faith that is stolen from Christ and His work. And when 
“great services to God” are proposed by man, they become 
human ordinances which look great and holy to the world 
but are an abomination to God because they originate in 
flesh and not in His Word. 

These previously untranslated festival sermons are a welcome 
addition to the growing corpus of Luther’s work in English. 

The Gift of Grace: The Future of Lutheran Theology. Edited 
by Neils Henrik Gregersen et al. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2005. 

• The 27 essays in this volume were originally presented by 
theologians at a global convocation called “The Future of Lu-
theran Theology: Charisms and Contexts” hosted by Aarhus 
University, Denmark, in January 16–19, 2003. With the ex-
ception of George Hunsinger, a Reformed theologian, all the 
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