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The incident narrated in this passage falls perhaps 
halfway between the story of the temptation in the wil-
derness just before the beginning of Jesus’ earthly min-
istry and his so-called last temptation at the end. Jesus 
is traveling with his disciples through King Herod’s 
domain of Galilee and Perea. “Some Pharisees” warn 
him of Herod’s murderous intent toward him. Jesus’ 
response is to affi rm his identity. It is interesting to note 
that not all members of the Pharisees were enemies or 
rivals of Jesus. Indeed, in Luke’s Gospel, Pharisees are 
often open to Jesus, as in 7:36, 11:37, and 14:1. And in 
chapter 5 of the book of Acts, also written by Luke, a 
Pharisee serves as a moderating infl uence in the story 
about the persecution of the apostles. 

In the passage at hand, Jesus tells these well- meaning 
Pharisees to tell Herod that he, Jesus, is presently 
engaged in acts of mercy, namely healing and “‘casting 
out demons,’” those lesser diaboloi the ancient world 
understood to be the cause of illness and madness. And 
soon, Jesus adds, his same core identity that has led him 
to do these acts of mercy will require that he go to Jeru-
salem, “‘the city that kills the prophets.’” He hints at his 
resurrection to follow when he says, “‘and on the third 
day I fi nish my work.’” 

Jesus fi nally laments Jerusalem’s past and future oppo-
sition to the prophets whom God has sent. He speaks 
rhetorically to the great city and says, “‘How often 
have I desired to gather your children together as a hen 
gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not 
willing!’” These words speak of himself, and perhaps 
of God, in the feminine—as a hen. Jesus concludes by 

quoting Scripture, Psalm 118:26, “‘“Blessed is the one 
who comes in the name of the Lord.”’” 

This entire event, from his blunt disregard of Herod’s 
threat to his lament over Jerusalem, affi rms that 
Jesus’ self-understanding—indeed his very iden-
tity—demands that he go to Jerusalem, even though he 
clearly understands what awaits him there. The central 
question raised by this passage—the question raised by 
Lent itself—is simply, why? Why must Jesus encounter 
Herod at all? Why must Jesus go to Jerusalem? Why 
the cross? 

Why the Cross? 
I once stumbled across a story about an elaborate cross 
on display in the window of a Boston religious book-
store. It was pricey and hadn’t sold, so in order to move 
the merchandise the proprietor placed a card next to it 
that read, “This Cross on Easy Terms.” Jesus is consis-
tently emphatic that his identity must be fulfi lled but 
that it can never be accomplished on “easy terms.”
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It’s much easier to understand how Jesus’ life has 
meaning than it is how his brutal judicial murder is 
needful and meaningful. The Gospels make it clear that 
Jesus understood that death waited for him in Jerusa-
lem and that his death would have profound meaning. 
Soon after he died and for the next two thousand years, 
Christians have been exploring a range of words and 
theories to understand the meaning of Jesus’ death.

Precisely how his death came to mean so much to 
Christians has been a subject of wildly diverse explora-
tion. The twentieth-century Christian writer C. S. Lewis 
noted that the exact meaning of Jesus’ death would 
always lie beyond any theory. He wrote, “The central 
Christian belief is that Christ’s death has somehow put 
us right with God and given us a fresh start. Theories as 
to how it did this are another matter. A good many dif-
ferent theories have been held as to how it works; what 
all Christians are agreed on is that it does work.”1 

Ever since the cross, Jesus’ followers have understood 
that somehow, somehow, his death is key to this radi-
cal forgiveness. A few years ago, a theologian named 
Leanne Van Dyk, who teaches at Western Theological 
Seminary in Holland, Michigan, wrote a superb little 
book titled Believing in Jesus Christ, in which she tack-
led the “why this death?” question. She writes: “In that 
death, all that has gone wrong in life is taken up into 
the heart of God and overcome. By means of that death 
the world is saved.” Then she writes, “Such a statement 
can hardly be spoken before the questions burst out: 
But how does this happen?”2 

Van Dyk tells the story of a Christian writer named Fred-
ericka Matthews-Green who received an e-mail from a 
person struggling with this very question. The e-mailer 
said he’d been raised in a nominally Jewish home, had 
tried Eastern religions, and was now fi nding himself 
powerfully drawn to Jesus. But, he wrote in his message, 
“no matter how I turn it around in my mind . . . , I can-
not understand what it means to say that Jesus died for 
our sins.” 

Matthews-Green answered the e-mail honestly. She 
wrote, “It seems that what happened . . . is that peo-
ple somehow began to sense that Jesus Christ is still 
alive and in some inexplicable way present to them, 
and along with this, they fi nd that the burden of sin is 
lifted, and that this is somehow possible because of his 

death. . . . Plenty of ‘somehows’ in that sentence,” she 
admits, noting “we’re dealing with something incho-
ate, but nevertheless insistent.” Matthews-Green then 
makes this comparison in her e-mail response: “Farm-
ers have always known that light makes plants grow 
. . . many millennia before the complicated processes of 
photosynthesis were discovered. Similarly, even though 
Christians struggle and stammer to give precise expla-
nations of how salvation works through Jesus death, 
they still know it. Somehow.”3 

Atonement Theories
The ideas hammered out by Jesus’ followers to explore 
the meaning of his death are called “theories of the 
atonement,” even though the term “atonement” is rela-
tively recent. It was not invented until the sixteenth cen-
tury. It is a compression of the two English words at and 
one, with the Latin suffi x -ment tacked on. It originally 
meant “agreement” or “peace.” Neither Jesus nor Paul 
would have known the word. Nevertheless, atonement 
has become the modern umbrella word for the variety 
of perceptions of the meaning of Jesus’ death. 

Christians have come to understand the “how” in the 
“somehow” power of Jesus’ death in three general 
ways. The fi rst cluster of atonement theories under-
stands the cross in terms of forgiveness. The second 
group of atonement theories understands Jesus’ sac-
rifi ce in terms of the way it inspires people. The third 
way of understanding Jesus’ death sees it in terms of 
how it reveals the depth of God’s love and God’s readi-
ness to be with us in suffering. 

Atonement theories have always been couched in ideas 
that made sense to people at the time of their devel-
opment. But often when worldviews shifted, a way 
of understanding Jesus’ death that one generation of 
Christians thought to be profound became remote, even 
senseless or offensive, to another generation. 

Let me offer an example of how the theological mood 
changes. Almost a thousand years ago, a theologian 
named Anselm developed a theory of the atonement that’s 
still very much with us. Anselm’s thinking was shaped 
by his early medieval world. To Anselm, the essential 
dilemma that the cross addressed was the offense that 
human sinfulness caused to the honor of God. The honor 
of a feudal lord was a matter of immediate relevance to 
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an eleventh-century European. Just as a feudal serf’s theft 
of his sovereign’s property was understood not only as 
larceny but as an offense to the honor of the lord of the 
manor, the scandalous behavior of God’s subjects was 
understood as an insult to the divine Lord that demanded 
to be set right. Divine honor and integrity insisted that 
there be rectifi cation, and rectifi cation implied the punish-
ment of offending humanity. 

But, Anselm reasoned (this gets complicated, so stay with 
me), just as God cannot overlook the offense of human 
behavior and remain God, God’s mercy simply cannot 
countenance the destruction of the humanity that God 
loves. Humans really ought to pay the price, Anselm 
said, yet the offense of human sinfulness is so great that 
only God could ever pay it. Jesus, who was both God and 
man, lived a life of such value that he and he alone could 
satisfy justice and set the order of the universe right. 

So, according to Anselm’s reasoning, by his death Jesus 
takes our place; he is “substituted” for us, hence the 
common name of Anselm’s theory and its descendants, 
“substitutionary atonement.” Anselm’s theory was clear 
and consistent to medieval minds imbued with feudal 
concepts of honor and satisfaction. It has been refash-
ioned by later generations of theologians and is still both 
evocative and normative to many Christians. However, 
to other modern believers it has come to be a distant, 
even curious way to understand Jesus’ death.

Anselm’s theory is part of the fi rst of the three general 
ways of perceiving the death of Jesus: forgiveness, inspi-
ration, and revelation. They are by no means mutually 
exclusive. At one point in life’s journey, a Christian may 
ache for an understanding of Jesus’ death that offers a 
grace radical enough to forgive what may seem unfor-
givable. In another life passage, a believer may fi nd 
inspiration in the courage that led Jesus to the cross. 
And again, in the midst of suffering, Christians have 
been comforted by the cross’s revolutionary and reve-
latory declaration that God is not aloof from our pain, 
loss, and disorientation, but that God somehow suffers 
with us. So, fasten your seat belts for a quick overview 
of the three general theories of the atonement. 

The Cross as Forgiveness
First, Jesus’ death means forgiveness. Jesus himself 
speaks only twice about his death in relationship to for-
giveness. When he turns his face toward Jerusalem and 

the cross, he says, “‘The 
Son of Man came not to 
be served but to serve, 
and to give his life a ran-
som for many’” (Matt. 
20:28). On the night 
before his death, gath-
ered with his disciples 
for the Passover meal 
that he reshapes into 
Holy Communion, he 
says, “‘This is my blood 
of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the 
forgiveness of sins’” (Matt. 26:28).

The apostle Paul echoes the theme of forgiveness by 
introducing new images connecting Jesus’ death and 
God’s grace. Here are several examples: The cross is 
understood as reconciliation, an act bringing peace among 
people alienated from God and each other. The cross is 
called a ransom, implying that humanity has been kid-
napped by evil. Images of redemption suggest the pur-
chase of freedom for a humanity enslaved by sin.

Christians began to speak of the way in which Jesus’ suf-
fering brings healing. There are jarring images of cleans-
ing and sacrifi ce. Finally, linking the cross to Easter, the 
cross and resurrection together are seen as the decisive 
victory in the cosmic confl ict between good and evil, life 
and death. 

Later thinkers such as Anselm would expand on all 
these images of cross as forgiveness. Often they would 
formalize them into tidy, even rigid, little theories just 
as he did. Christian tradition has always insisted that 
“somehow” Jesus’ death illustrates the depth of human 
sinfulness and then “somehow” enacts or effects the 
radical forgiveness of God. But no single understanding 
of how this works has always been normative. Somehow, 
through the death of Jesus, forgiveness becomes real.

The Cross as Inspiration
The second cluster of atonement theories suggests 
that Jesus’ death bears inspiration. When Anselm was 
formalizing his “cross as forgiveness” theology in the 
language of substitutionary atonement, a younger con-
temporary was thinking through the meaning of Jesus’ 
death in a very different way. Abelard, a popular priest 
and teacher at Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, found 
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Anselm’s reasoning outrageous. He thought it “cruel 
and wicked” that the justice of God would demand the 
shedding of the blood of an innocent to bring about for-
giveness. He worked out an alternative understanding 
of the cross. Abelard said Jesus’ death was an enactment 
of God’s unrelenting love for undeserving humanity, a 
love so powerful that, in his words, “our hearts should 
be enkindled by such a gift of divine grace,” and by this 
example be inspired to “true charity” that “should not 
now shrink from doing anything for him.”4 Abelard’s 
thinking and similar understandings of the atonement 
have often been called “moral infl uence theories.” 

Jesus himself speaks in the terms of inspiration when 
he hints that following him means claiming your own 
cross, self-denial, and self-giving inspired by his sacri-
fi ce. Christians have sometimes understood the cross as 
the inevitable result of Jesus’ confl ict with an oppressive 
power structure. In the deadly showdown with local and 
Roman power that fi nal week in Jerusalem, the choice 
before Jesus was either cross or compromise. So by this 
second set of theories his death becomes an inspiration 
to live with like consistency and courage in the face of 
oppression.

The Cross as Revelation
Finally, in the third family of atonement theories, Jesus’ 
death offers revelation, a disclosure of profound truth. 
At its simplest—so obvious we’re likely to look past it—
the death of Jesus, like the life of Jesus, is an event that 
reveals the way of God with the world. By this theory, 
the cross discloses the heart of God. In traditional theo-
logical language, the cross becomes a “revelation” of 
central truth about God.

There are two sides to this understanding. First, the 
cross portrays in starkest terms a divine love so vast that 
it offers to descend to any depth for the sake of beloved 
humanity. And, second, the cross is a sign that God has 
passed through the very suffering that is bound up with 
the human condition. By this understanding, the death 
of Jesus becomes revelation of God’s love for us and 
disclosure of God’s presence with us even in the most 

anguished depths of our lives. Thus, the cross never per-
mits Christian faith to be naive about suffering, injustice, 
and loss. Planted squarely at the center of the story is 
this high-water mark of evil’s fl ood tide. It stands there, 
silently insisting that this faith goes as deep as human 
experience goes. In the death of Jesus, God descends 
into human suffering and incorporates—takes in God’s 
corpus, God’s body—the whole of mortal brokenness 
and pain. By the death of Jesus, God is saying, “There 
is no pain that you might bear that I have not borne, 
no darkness that can overshadow you that I have not 
seen, no fear that might grip you that I have not known. 
I have been there and I am with you.”

The death of Jesus might just have been another install-
ment in the sorry human epic of torture, injustice, and 
death too soon. But by the resurrection, it is transformed 
into a death with profound meaning. First, somehow this 
death bears forgiveness. Second, somehow this death 
brings inspiration. Third, somehow this death brings 
revelation.

There is indeed a range of theories, often complimen-
tary, seldom mutually exclusive, and they matter. But 
what really matters is this: somehow on the cross the 
love of God reaches across the chasm gouged between 
humanity and the divine, and somehow it pulls us across 
the divide into eternally outstretched arms. Somehow it 
does this. 

About the Writer
Michael A. Lindvall is pastor of the Brick Presbyterian Church in 
New York City.
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