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From the editor

Sarah Hinlicky Wilson
Jesus christ, horror-deFeAter

Marilyn McCord Adams, Christ and Horrors: The Coherence 
of  Christology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006).

Some books make such an impression that the reading 
of  them stands out like a great event in a person’s life. 

Among those for me have been Luther’s Bondage of  the Will, 
George Steiner’s Real Presences, Pinchas Lapide’s The Res-
urrection of  Jesus, Regin Prenter’s Spiritus Creator, and now, 
most recently, Marilyn McCord Adams’s Christ and Horrors. 
This review is an attempt to make Adams’s work fruitful 
for Lutherans.

The Argument

Adams’s purpose is to reframe soteriology. She asks, 
“[W]hat does Christology look like, if  rescuing the world 
from horrendous evils is the Savior’s principal job?” (ix; all 
page citations parenthetically noted). Her own introduc-
tory summary states:

My topic is Christology; my thesis, the coherence of  
Christology; my theme, Christ as the One in Whom 
all things hold together. Metaphysically, Christ is the 
center both of  Godhead and cosmos. Existentially, 
Christ is the integrator of  individual positive per-
sonal meaning; psychologically, our inner teacher; 
body-politically, the organizer of  Godward commu-
nity. Christ saves us by virtue of  being real and really 
present: Emmanuel, God with us, sharing our human 
condition; ascended to His most glorious throne in 
heaven at God’s right hand; in the most blessed sacra-
ment of  the altar; and in the hearts of  all His faithful 
people. (1)

While Adams reframes the question of  what exactly Christ 

saves us from, she draws her answers from the authoritative 
sources of  Christian doctrine. “To be a Christian is, among 
other things… to put oneself  to school to [the Bible, creeds, 
and conciliar documents] on a daily basis, not only to those 
parts one finds congenial, but especially to those aspects 
that repel” (20). Her commitment to uphold the integrity 
of  the Christian tradition rather than destroy it earns her, 
to my mind, the right to a hearing in her reframing of  the 
soteriological questions.

Adams’s challenge is to the notion that sin is the primary 
source of  the “non-optimality” problem between humans 
and God, “construed as the rebellion of  relatively competent 
agents against God, and identify[ing] our psycho-spiritual 
disarray, our estrangement from God, our vulnerability to 
a generally hostile environment, and the certainty of  death 
as natural and/or punitive consequences of  the sin of  free 
creatures” (31). She admits frankly the advantages of  the 
traditional reading: “sin is the Bible’s favorite diagnosis 
for why things are not right with us and not right between 
us and God,” and “free-will approaches”—which Adams 
assumes to be necessary for making sin the primary prob-
lem—“usually commend the dignity of  human nature” 
(31). Without disputing the seriousness of  sin, Adams 
argues, “I believe that attention to a different category—to 
what I have called horrendous evils—will show that sin is 
a severe symptom and disastrous consequence of  an even 
deeper problem” (32). Christ’s fundamental job is to rescue 
us not from sin but from horrors, sin being downgraded to 
a subset of  horror. This argument is different from other 
challenges to (personal) sin that place the gravamen on 
structural disorder, for not all horrors are a matter of  injus-
tice: injuries due to velocity or gravity, for instance, can be 
horrendous without any injustice having taken place.

So, then, what exactly are horrendous evils, and why do 
they take place?
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My contention is that the funda-
mental reason why the human condition 
generally and Divine-human relations 
specifically are non-optimal is that 
God has created us radically vulnerable 
to horrors, by creating us as embodied 
persons, personal animals, enmattered 
spirits in a material world of  real or 
apparent scarcity such as this. Sin is a 
symptom and consequence, but 
neither the fundamental explan-
ans nor the principal explanandum. 
The real roots of  our non- 
optimality problems are systemic 
and metaphysical. (37–38, her 
italics here and in all quotations)

Examples of  the metaphysical prob-
lems of  personal animals are, for 
example, the necessity of  learning and 
growth such that “inept caretakers and 
hostile surroundings” can totally undo 
us; our vulnerability to disorders in 
brain chemistry that can render a per-
sonal animal insane or violent through 
no volition of  his own; the planetary 
conditions of  competition, survival, 
and scarcity that lead to evils both 
chosen and unchosen. Perhaps most 
seriously, there is a metaphysical gap 
between God and humans, leading to 
our endemic incapacity to understand 
Him. Adams comments, “Metaphysi-
cal mismatches are metaphysically 
necessary, in the first instance, a func-
tion of  what things are and not of  
what anyone does. Yet, it is God Who 
decided to include such mismatches in 
the world as we have it. We may ask: 
whatever for?” (38). A pressing ques-
tion indeed!

Adams does not suggest that she 
can answer the question satisfyingly 
(but she equally denies that anyone 
else can, either; God’s purposes in 
such matters are truly beyond us). One 
possible reason she proposes is to have 
creation be “as Godlike as possible 
while still being itself ” (39). This does 
not attempt to justify God’s actions, 
even if  it does seek to explain them to 
a limited extent. The difference is that 
Adams’s perspective decisively rejects 
the notion that evil is actually good in 
disguise, if  only we would interpret or 

cope with it rightly. Certainly, some 
kinds of  evil can be forced give rise 
to goods without being good in them-
selves. Adams, though, means “hor-
rors” to refer strictly to that which is 
utterly ruinous to human beings, such 
that making any positive meaning out 
of  their own lives is no longer possible 
for them.

(a) First, I am committed to the 
existentialist assumption that 
meaning-making is an essential 
and distinctive function of  per-
sons. This drives me to the fur-
ther conclusion (b) that there is 
enough to individual human 
beings metaphysically, that they 
have enough independence of  
the cosmos as a whole, to under-
write my demand that horrors 
be defeated, not only globally, 
but also within the frame of  
their individual lives. Likewise, I 
am assuming (c) that individual 
human persons have enough 
metaphysical independence of  
the cosmos for it to make sense 
for God to love them and to 
want to be good-to them in par-
ticular. Finally, my engagement 
with horrors and reading of  the 
book of  Job make me want to 
insist (d) that individual human 
persons are metaphysically dis-
tinct enough from God to relate 
to God person-to-Persons, and 
that individual human persons 
have enough functional initiative 
to have a quarrel with God and 
to be reconciled on the whole 
and in the end. (195)

Adams thus demands us to recognize 
that in some cases, human beings are 
simply destroyed not only physically 
but also intellectually, emotionally, 
and spiritually by what they encoun-
ter in this life, and no good for them 
can be reconstructed out of  the situ-
ation. Her argument reminds me of  
a seminary professor who used to say, 
“People always ask what evil is good 
for. But that’s just it. Evil isn’t good for 
anything.” The challenge in this posi-
tion is that sin seems to be a product 

of  the way God made us. By setting 
us in this environment and creating us 
with these vulnerabilities, God really 
is the author of  our evil.

Adams therefore argues that Jesus 
Christ must above all be a rescuer-from-
horror and an ultimate horror-defeater 
and that such a role is consistent with 
the divine intention in creation. God’s 
love means that He would only allow 
such a vulnerability to horrors if  He 
could make the existence of  personal 
animals overwhelmingly good to them 
despite all that. One of  the ways God 

enacts this overwhelming good is by 
becoming a personal animal Himself  
in Jesus Christ, Who has the capacity 
not only to “balance off” but actu-
ally to defeat all the horrors that haunt 
humans’ fragile existence. As many 
theologians and philosophers before 
her have done, Adams interprets the 
conditions of  this world to imply the 
need for the next—not in order to 
mete out justice or settle scores—but 
because this-worldly goods are not 
enough to defeat or compensate for 
horrors. “[T]he only currency valuable 
enough to make good on horrors is God, and 
the horror-participant’s overall and eventual 
beatific intimacy with God” (47).

But the overcoming of  horrors 
begins in this life with Christ. Adams 
identifies three stages of  christologi-
cal horror-defeat. Stage-I is “to turn 
merely human horror-participation 

Adams demands us 
to recognize that in 
some cases, human 
beings are simply 
destroyed by what 

they encounter in life, 
and no good can be 
reconstructed out of  

the situation.



spring 20134

into occasions of  personal intimacy 
with God” (47): Christ’s cry of  der-
eliction puts him in intimate solidarity 
with every person who feels aban-
doned by God. Stage-II: “[B]ecause 
horrors at best stump and at worst 
shatter our abilities to make positive 
sense out of  our lives, our meaning-
making capacities require healing and 
coaching” (48): thus Christ’s life and 
teaching help us to make sense out of  
the senseless and transform the horror 
of  the cross into the proactive commit-
ment to bearing the cross. In a world 
awash with data but no key to crack-
ing the code, Christian faith offers the 
hermeneutical guide to interpreting 
what happens to us, including evil. 
Stage-III: “[T]he relation of  embod-
ied persons to our material environ-
ment is renegotiated so that we are no 
longer radically vulnerable to horrors” 
(48): in short, the new heaven and the 
new earth.

Christ is able to do these things as 
both divine and human and as him-
self  a horror-participant. Adams cata-
logues the latter: Christ is the victim of  
horrors, above all in his execution on 
the cross; he is the occasion of  horrors, 
since his birth led to the slaughter of  
the innocents by a threatened Herod; 
he is one who risked horror-perpetra-
tion upon others through challenging 
and upsetting second-temple Judaism, 
such that its adherents’ ability to make 
positive meaning out of  their tradi-
tional religious beliefs was radically 
called into question; he actually did 
provoke horror-participation in that 
the Pharisees handed over to death 
the very Messiah they’d been prepar-
ing for; and in his mere existence in 
occupied territories he was necessar-
ily even if  not willingly complicit in 
the brutalities of  the Roman Empire 
(69–71). There is no telling the tale 
of  Christ without telling of  horrors. 
“What Scripture does not show is Jesus 
perpetrating horrors with malicious 
intent or outside a Divinely purposed 
framework within which those very 
horrors may be defeated” (71). Inten-
tion makes a very big difference to us 
personal animals: death by a car acci-

dent on a slippery winter road and 
death by gang-rape are both death 
and both horrible, but we instinctively 
know that the latter is worse than the 
former.1

“What you think the non-optimal-
ity problems are determines what 
you think it will take for God to solve 
them,” and Adams contends that 
“meaning is the issue and horrors are the 
problem” (205). “Like Tillich, I have 
seen the meaning-problem as a fun-
damentally ontological problem, one 
which underlies and explains our pro-
pensity to inauthentic choices and liv-
ing, to our being and doing the kinds 
of  things that medieval and reformed 

theology identified as sin” (205). How-
ever, Adams criticizes Tillich and 
other existentialists for refusing to take 
death seriously as a problem to be 
overcome (“the courage to be” alone 
is not enough) and liberation theolo-
gians for subsuming everything into a 
political process that leaves out both 
eschatology and the individual. Death 
must be overcome because most 
people will never get even to Stage-
II horror-defeat without an afterlife. 
And death itself  is a horror, for the 
material that hosts the personal will 
not bear it for long. Life-after-death 
must be set in a place where horrors 
no longer threaten, so the renewal of  
the cosmos beyond such vulnerability 
is tied up in the promise of  bodily re-
surrection. Adams contrasts this world 
and the next:

In this present age, Divine love 
for material creation is permis-
sive: for the most part (some 
miracles do happen), material 
stuff is allowed to “be itself,” 
to exercise its powers without 
Divine interference. The per-
sonal is allowed to spring up in 
the household of  the material, 
but the material ravages it. In 
the age to come, Divine love for 
material creation will express 
itself  by domesticating the mate-
rial into the household of  the 
personal, so that persons do not 
become—by intimate associa-
tion with it—radically vulnera-
ble to horrors. (219)

After developing at length an 
account of  how the two natures of  
Christ can be possible (which I will pass 
over here), Adams moves to a consid-
eration of  sacrifice, its many biblical 
meanings, and its usefulness in inter-
preting horrors and our rescue from 
them. “God sacrifices humankind by 
setting us up for horrors. God defeats 
horrors by sacrificing God’s own self. 
But sacrifice requires material stuff, 
and Divinity is immaterial. To make 
this offering, God must become Incar-
nate, the Word (or some other Divine 
person) must be made flesh!” (274). 
Provocatively, Adams perceives one 
of  the meanings of  Christ’s death to 
be a sacrifice made to us: to give an 
outlet for our rage at being placed in 
a horror-ridden environment and to 
show solidarity with our own experi-
ence of  being sacrificed on the altar of  
the cosmos. It is the only sacrifice that 
“can be extravagant relative to Divine 
resources: the Word-made-flesh, God’s 
own self ” (280).

The fierce confrontation with 
hard realities occurs supremely in the 
Lord’s Supper. Adams’s concluding 
section on this sacrament is fascinat-
ing if  also rather bizarre. She argues 
that, in consuming Christ’s body and 
blood with our teeth and swallowing 
him up and even excreting him after-
ward, we are permitted to wreak ven-
geance on God’s body for the flawed 

In a world awash 
with data but no key 
to cracking the code, 

Christian faith offers 
the hermeneutical 

guide to interpreting 
what happens to us, 

including evil.
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world He has stuck us in. At the same 
time, by ingesting and assimilating 
Him, we are transformed into the 
horror-resistant beings He ultimately 
intends us to be. Our grief  and our 
redemption are thus intimately united. 
“Biting and chomping our salvation 
confers immeasurable dignity, insofar 
as impanation turns the hostile act of  
eating into an act of  intimacy with 
God” (311); it is “downloading Christ 
into the body” (289). In the sacra-
ment, God “continue[s] the Incarna-
tion by becoming really present for us 
in the very sacrament that rivets our 
attention on horrors by showing forth 
the Lord’s death” (296). Odd though it 
is, I find Adams’s suggestion compel-
ling and bearing pastoral merit. Truly, 
God does not need to be protected 
from our teeth any more than from 
our laments and protests.2

Approbations

The fact that I have devoted so 
much space to Adams’s argument 
already indicates my appreciation of  
its restatement of  the soteriological 
problem and extensive ressourcement 
of  the Christian doctrinal tradition. I 
would like to lift up a few more points 
where I find her case illuminating.

First of  all, Adams cuts the ground 
out from all shallow self-help religion. 
There is no dodging the seriousness 
of  the human condition here and 
no pretending that better efforts can 
solve every problem, which is surely 
the great American heresy: Pelagian-
ism squared. Much of  popular spiri-
tuality manages fear by lying that 
“it’s gonna be ok” without any basis 
for that claim: but “no amount of  
conscientious caution can guarantee 
human beings horror-free lives” (37). 
For many people, it will never be ok 
in this lifetime. Refusing to acknowl-
edge that finally contorts faith into a 
cruel works-righteousness: those who 
are not ok just didn’t try hard enough. 
“We human beings experience this 
world as apt to ‘break out’ on us unex-
pectedly and ruinously, without regard 
to our intentions, personal character, 

moral record, or religious devotion, 
and yet in such a way as to stultify and 
pervert them all” (272–3). Though 
Adams doesn’t say it herself, her argu-
ment rehabilitates “pie in the sky” 
piety; for some people, heaven really 
is their only hope. Without encourag-
ing quietism or withdrawal, we should 
acknowledge the legitimacy of  this 
response in some cases.

This pastoral approach is equally 
important for those who are not pres-
ently undone by horrors. Our mem-
bership in the human race means that 
horrors happening to other human 
beings impinge on our own existence 
as well. It doesn’t matter if  we our-

selves are not personally victims of  
the most extreme of  horrors—such 
as the slave in the sugar mill, the child 
prostitute, the mother whose good-
faith consumption of  a prescribed 
drug led to debilitating birth defects in 
her baby. The fact that we can imag-
ine such things, that we take efforts 
to hold them off, that we recoil from 
the victims of  horrors even when we 
know we should help, means that on 
some level the mere existence of  hor-
rors threatens the positive meaning-
making capacity of  all people. To put 
it another way, even if  we are flour-
ishing and offering up our gratitude to 
God for it, are we not on another level 
suffering from survivor guilt, wonder-
ing why it should be us and not oth-
ers? Or, indeed, wondering when it 
will be our turn?

Adams reorients theology as well 
as pastoral practice. Most theologians 

start from an admittedly more posi-
tive foundation, and we can hardly 
blame them for wanting to do so. 
The problem is that horrors crop up 
around the edges and have to be dealt 
with after the fact, assimiliated into an 
already existent system. The effort to 
bring meaning into what is inherently 
meaningless can never be very satis-
factory, and skeptics always zero in on 
that weakness. Dealing with the horror 
problem at the end makes every theol-
ogy somehow beholden to theodicy, 
which then casts every other aspect of  
said theology into doubt. Adams is not 
beholden to horrors after the fact but 
tackles them from the front end.

I further found Adams’s anthro-
pology to be insightful in defining us 
as personal animals. She recalls the 
medieval “Incarnation-anyway” theo-
logians, who argued that God would 
have become human even if  humans 
had never sinned, precisely because 
of  the divine desire to participate in 
personalized matter. Such an anthro-
pology opposes the lingering Neopla-
tonism of  Western culture that still 
views the body as the enemy, as well 
as the growing materialism that would 
like to reduce human bodies to com-
modities with no personhood to inter-
fere with their purchasability. It also 
makes the bodily resurrection of  both 
Jesus and us absolutely necessary. “Per-
sonal embodiment in a material world such 
as this is so costly to human beings that it 
is not enough for it to be a temporary epi-
sode to be left behind… Divine commit-
ment to created embodied persons is 
permanent and universal, and Divine 
commitment to material creation gen-
erally is relentless…!” (50). For all that, 
a clearer account of  what “personal” 
means would have been helpful.3 This 
could also lead to a clearer defense 
of  “meaning-making” as an essential 
feature of  human beings, and why in 
particular positive meaning-making is a 
crucial aspect of  salvation over against 
horrors. I would phrase it this way: we 
are invited to share God’s judgment 
that we have been created “very good” 
(Genesis 1:31), but horrors make it 
impossible for us to do so. Redemp-

We are invited to 
share God’s judgment 

that we have been 
created “very good,” 
but horrors make it 
impossible for us 

to do so.
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tion is in part restoring to us God’s 
original opinion of  His creation.

Another rewarding aspect of  
Adams’s anthropology is the notion of  
“inclusive personality.” An individual 
self  is a great and unique good; but it 
is also something that cannot function 
without other individual selves. I was 
delighted to see a long overdue inclu-
sion of  child development in Christian 
anthropology (154 –5). Babies are the 
proof  of  inclusive personality: they 
only become thriving persons through 
their dependence on, imprinting on, 
love for, and trust in other persons. 
The mother’s agency calls the baby’s 
agency into being (162). By contrast, 
child neglect is dehumanizing in the full-
est sense of  the world. On a theological 
level, humans participate in the defeat 
of  horrors as their own personalities 
become inclusive of  Christ. Adams’s 
argument is strongly reminiscent of  
Luther’s joyful exchanges and pushes 
further along those lines, and the 
scriptural warrant is strong: think of  
“It is no longer I who live, but Christ 
who lives in me” (Galatians 2:20).

Reservations

For all the issues Adams accounts for 
in a way that inspires my awe and 
gratitude, several matters were left 
unaddressed in a way that weakened 
the argument for me, and several posi-
tions were argued that I found uncon-
vincing or unnecessary.

First of  all, I am troubled by what 
her account does to the doctrine of  
creation. Adams freely speaks of  the 
“flawed” first effort at creation that 
God has produced and anticipates 
the time of  the new creation when 
all of  our radical vulnerability will be 
eliminated, for instance, when gravity 
will no longer mean that a creature 
can fall to its permanent disability or 
death. Perhaps this is ultimately no 
more problematic than saying that 
death and all related horrors came 
into the world through the first human 
couple eating an apple against regula-
tions. Both troublingly leave open the 
enormous question of  how a good, 

wise, powerful God could screw up so 
badly the first time around or could 
decide that the very things that mili-
tate against His goal are permissible 
for an interim period.

Another issue is what the horrors-
oriented framework does to human 
agency. As a Lutheran, I participate 
in the notoriously low estimation of  
human agency of  our esteemed fore-
father. But in reading this book I have 
discovered for the first time the limit 
of  this conviction. There is an under-
lying sense in Adams’s work that all 
sin is somehow horror-inspired insan-
ity, that we never know what we do, 
that every situation is beyond us, and 
that we should not be held everlast-
ingly accountable for our actions. It 

is never made clear what the differ-
ence is between those who intend to 
perpetrate horrors and those who do 
not (though everyone may inadver-
tantly perpetrate horrors, a fact that 
she rightly brings to our attention). In 
other words, could an evildoer argue, 
“The horrors made me do it,” and be 
exonerated before the throne of  God 
if  not in a court of  law? No matter 
what our theological background, it is 
hard to understand what drives human 
sin against God, the betrayal of  the 
source that made and loves us; Barth 
aptly called it the “impossible possi-
bility,” and Adams struggles mightly 
with the topic here. But it seems that 
her efforts to resolve this paradox 
of  our existence has eliminated the 
whole category of  human sin against 
God, in fact has inverted the order of  
the atonement such that God has to 
atone to us for our situation—yet she 
neglects to deal with Romans 3:25b, 
which is possibly the only verse in the 

whole Bible that could point in that 
direction! There is no sense that we 
owe God praise, honor, or obedience, 
but only that He owes us for the mess 
He’s gotten us into.

A close corollary of  this low esti-
mate of  human capacity alongside the 
high estimate of  our value to God is 
Adams’s belief  in universal salvation. 
In her reading, the failure to make an 
eternal friend of  any personal animal 
would finally be an unacceptable loss 
for God and not a victory. I am not 
wholly opposed to this view, but I am 
also not driven (as Adams seems to be, 
judging by a few passing autobiograph-
ical comments) by a rejection of  the 
kind of  damnation-oriented piety that 
makes avoiding hell the chief  reason 
for being a Christian. Adams cannot 
accept hell as God’s judgment on sin-
ners because they simply do not have 
sufficient agency in a horror-ridden 
world to be expected to do better. Hell 
is present enough in the horrors of  
this world already, a notion that bears 
some analogy to Luther’s views.4 Still, 
I am troubled by how Adams implic-
itly deprives humans of  most if  not 
all agency and responsibility—which 
means, ironically, that it deprives our 
earthly actions of  any real significance, 
even though that which is meaningless 
is profoundly horrible to us. Perhaps 
a previous age, which may have over-
stated the case for damnation, at least 
saw that removing damnation from 
the realm of  human possibilities was 
as threatening to the positive meaning 
of  our lives as keeping it.

Moving on to ecclesiology, Adams 
opposes “elitist” construals of  human 
horror-defeat such as Stoicism or mar-
tyrdom as the only authentic Christian 
options. But I find something of  the 
same in her construal of  the church. 
In her reading, the “church universal” 
is the whole human race that Christ 
intends to rescue from horrors. The 
“wrestling church” is comprised of  
those who “still believe in God enough 
to keep up the conversation; who are 
to some extent convinced that God 
is in Christ reconciling the world to 
Godself, who at least inchoately sense 

Could an evildoer 
argue, “The horrors 
made me do it,” and 
be exonerated before 
the throne of  God?
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that in Christ God has accomplished 
Stage-I horror-defeat; and who wres-
tle to integrate this fact into the bro-
ken narratives of  their lives and so win 
the blessing of  Stage-II horror-defeat” 
(201). The “congregating church” 
is made up of  those “wrestlers who 
get together to articulate and to cel-
ebrate and to reinforce one another’s 
confidence in Christ’s Stage-I horror 
defeat… [It] also gives itself  over to 
the study of  Scripture and tradition, 
and to their practical application” 
(201). The “missionary church” is the 
one that “sends its members forth from 
the congregating Church to share its 
Good News with the world at large,” 
mostly through solidarity (202). In this 
reading, the church as a body “called 
out” is deliberately eliminated, and the 
missionary task is only for those who, 
it seems, are least ruined by horrors. 
The absence of  any discussion of  bap-
tism despite her extended treatment of  
communion is perhaps indicative of  
the problem. I suspect another weak-
ness lies how Adams construes faith, 
an area in which Lutheran theology 
may be of  help.

Expansions

I am impressed enough with Adams’s 
analysis to be sympathetic, but I would 
need better grounding in the Bible to 
go further with her in this claim. She 
explicitly begins with Job rather than 
Genesis 1–3, but there is a great deal 
more Scripture to bring into the con-
versation! For all her central focus on 
christology, for instance, it is not clear 
where John the Baptist’s exhortation 
to behold “the lamb of  God who takes 
away the sin of  the world” fits in, nor 
Jesus’ own opening words of  ministry, 
“Repent and believe, for the kingdom 
of  God is at hand.” Adams does make 
great use of  the Scriptures insofar as 
they address horrors like scarcity, pre-
dation, injustice, and of  course death, 
and I was deeply struck by how import-
ant the post-resurrection appearances 
of  Jesus are to her case. But I think it 
could be built up further.

To begin with, though Adam and 

Eve were held accountable for their 
sin, the desire to sin was not sponta-
neously generated from within them-
selves: it was provoked and exploited 
by the serpent. Whence the serpent? 
Why the serpent? Why were they 
even capable of  giving in so easily? 
This very basic question never gets a 
satisfactory answer within the biblical 
narrative. Next, Adams identifies the 
uncanny horror of  actions spiralling 
into consequences never foreseen or 
intended by the acting party; I think 
a compelling interpretation of  the his-
tory of  Israel could be offered through 
that lens. Isaiah’s prophetic vision 
of  a world where lion and lamb are 
friends instead of  blood enemies dem-
onstrates the necessity of  a renewed 

relationship within the creation, and 
Revelation’s final vision—such as “the 
leaves of  the tree were for the heal-
ing of  the nations” (22:2)—promises 
just that. Likewise Jesus’ ministry is 
not only one of  forgiving sins but also 
of  healing and feeding (which Adams 
does emphasize), and Paul rings out 
words of  hope against all that afflicts 
us in Romans 8. The Lord’s Prayer 
speaks not only of  forgiving our sins 
but also of  giving us our daily bread, 
sparing us temptation, and deliver-
ing us from evil—petitions oriented 
against the horrors of  this life. We can 
even find indications here and there 
that God “owes” us for our suffer-
ing: “I will repay you for the years of  
locusts” (Joel 2:25).

A test case for sin-vs.-horrors may 
be found in juxtaposing the terrible 
words of  Amos, Nahum, and Zeph-
aniah (among others), who blame 
Israel’s apostasy for the horrors visited 
upon it, with Jesus’ warnings against 

reading disasters like the tower of  
Siloam as proof  of  God’s disfavor. The 
former suggest that human beings are 
so extremely dependent on meaning 
to function that they routinely pre-
fer the most awful meanings—“Your 
wife died of  cancer because you 
didn’t pray hard enough,” “Haiti got 
the earthquake because of  the slave 
rebellion two hundred years ago”—
to no meaning at all. Jesus’ warnings 
(Luther’s, too, in the Heidelberg Dis-
putation against theologians of  glory) 
contradict that tendency but do not 
instantly supply meaning to horrors. 
Another example is the common but 
awful abbreviation of  I Corinthi-
ans 10:13b, “He will not let you be 
tempted beyond your ability, but with 
the temptation he will also provide the 
way of  escape, that you may be able 
to endure it,” to “God never gives 
anyone more than they can handle”—
but there is a tremendous difference 
between temptation and horror that it 
is dangerous to forget.

Another aspect I would like to see 
developed is the ethics of  horror-
participation and horror-defeat. One 
need is to incorporate the extolling of  
the law in Psalm 1 and elsewhere, for 
the law is of  little significance here, 
not surprisingly, since personal sin is 
downplayed.5 At the same time, one 
of  Adams’s most important points is 
that advocacy for justice is a necessary 
but insufficient response by Christian 
believers to horrors. “[O]nce horrors 
have happened, it is too late for jus-
tice!” (37)—and not all horrors are 
injustice, anyway. This cautions the 
church against promising more than 
it can deliver (like an end to poverty) 
and demands the realist acknowledge-
ment that “[m]erely human efforts 
to change the system often do not so 
much eliminate as relocate horrors” 
(202–3), a fact that enthusiasts for 
structural social change rarely admit. 
Engagement with ethics would allow 
Adams to say more about sin, under-
stood as the consequence of  horrors, 
as collaboration with horrors, and as 
the only aspect of  horrors that we in 
our finitude can do anything to limit.

Advocacy for justice 
is a necessary but 

insufficient response 
by Christian believers 

to horrors.
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This in turn raises the question of  
any given person’s responsibility to get 
involved in horror-defeat. I can’t help 
but think of  Mother Theresa here, 
who spent decades in private torment 
over her sense of  God’s absence. Had 
she mistakenly expected herself, in 
facing the horrendous conditions of  
the poorest of  the poor, to have the 
endurance that alone belongs to God? 
Or was her poverty of  spirit a divine 
good and a necessary consequence of  
interrupting the horrors of  the poor? 
How do we measure the value of  her 
own ability to make positive meaning 
of  her life, which seems to have been 
lost?6

Another angle to strengthen both 
biblical and ethical considerations 
would be to read the wisdom litera-
ture of  both Testaments as practical 
horror-reduction strategies in matters 
ranging from vengeance to hygiene to 
marriage partners, though when wis-
dom overreaches itself  it becomes a 
legalism that adds to rather than reduc-
ing horror. Whether the law should be 
assessed by its adding to or detract-
ing from horror is itself  an interest-
ing question. The relinquishment of  a 
cherished sin could be construed be a 

“horror” to the sinner, dissolving the 
sinner’s own positive meaning-making 
package, while regeneration creates 
its own sense of  horror in discovering 
that we do not desire what God desires 
(cf. Romans 7). We need Christ’s res-
cue in the process of  sanctification to 
create for us new positive meanings 
apart from our old attachment to sin.

But could it be that some people 
might never overcome the horror 
of  relinquishing beloved sins? This 
brings us back to the universal salva-
tion question. Adams would probably 
deny the capacity of  human beings to 
make a good choice where sin and hell 
are concerned, and so God must be 
said to rescue us against our will. But 
she also argues that God wishes crea-
tures to become “as Godlike as possi-
ble” while still being themselves. If  so, 
a “Godlike” option might be to reject 
God and plot one’s own course—
making a God of  oneself—even if  it 
means damnation. Hell could be con-
strued a “positive good” to the incor-
rigible sinner, and heaven (understood 
as intimacy with the true but despised 
God) the ultimate horror.

I sense that a root difficulty here is 
Adams’s construal of  faith. Like most 

Anglicans, she makes the incarnation 
foundational but the central Lutheran 
theme of  justification is absent. I will 
try to integrate it here to the benefit of  
her basic argument about horrors.

We must start with common (mis)un- 
derstandings of  faith. What could faith 
possibly mean to those whose capac-
ity to make and recognize positive 
meaning has been ruined by horrors? 
Think of  Elie Wiesel’s famous loss of  
faith following his internment in a 
concentration camp; only the hardest 
of  hearts would say he was without 
excuse. Whether people suffer from 
shorter-term loss of  positive meaning 
(as can come in the death of  a close 
loved one or witnessing a terrorist 
attack like that on the Twin Towers) 
or longer-term to permanent loss of  
positive meaning (due to physical, ver-
bal, and/or sexual abuse suffered by 
persons such as Dalit women in India, 
war veterans, abandoned children 
who grow up with virtually no human 
interaction, or criminals sentenced to 
decades of  solitary confinement), faith 
is rendered an impossibility from the 
outside, whether defined as the fides 
qua or the fides quae. Yet to pursue this 
logic far is to propose a two-tiered sys-

Faith comes by hearing
but
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tem of  salvation: those who have not 
been unglued by horrors are respon-
sible for believing in God (perhaps by 
keeping their eyes shut to horrors lest 
it unglue them, too), while those who 
are already destroyed by horrors get 
rescued no matter what. This mirrors 
the less-than-ideal ecclesiology I iden-
tified above.

I suggest that the problem here lies 
in (1) a conception of  faith that is will-
oriented rather than trust-oriented and 
(2) an underdeveloped doctrine of  the 
creative and redemptive word Word, 
Christ as God’s speech and promise. 
Adams assumes that the problem in 
sin-centered theologies is that they 
require “free will,” meaning that 
human agents are competent to make 
decisions for or against God. While 
Luther at least appears to maintain 
that sin is the fundamental problem, 
his assumption is precisely the oppo-
site, that human beings are not compe-
tent agents. Given the choice, they will 
always choose sin, because “sin, death, 
and the devil” have taken ownership 
of  them. Thus faith cannot be a mat-
ter of  “free” will but only of  a “freed” 
will that must already have been res-
cued. Faith ought not be construed as 
the province of  those who are willing 
to “give God a chance” despite all evi-
dence to the contrary. Rather, faith is 
itself  the divine act of  restoring posi-
tive meaning to the horror-ridden soul, 
one significant horror among many 
being God’s righteous judgment on 
our sin. But faith cannot accomplish 
this if  it is primarily the work of  the 
human agent—although this seems to 
be what Adams implies in her ecclesi-
ology. It must be elicited and created 
by a force outside the human agent, 
and for Luther this is the Holy Spirit, 
Who brings the Word to bear on indi-
vidual human beings and there truly 
creates something (faith, which allows 
for meaning, especially positive mean-
ing) out of  nothing.

This winds back to the universal 
salvation question. What of  those who 
do not hear this Word within their 
own lifetimes? What of  those who 
hear it in a sick and distorted form? 

What of  those who are too far gone 
to hear and respond at all? Christ’s 
descent to preach to the souls in hell (i 
Peter 3:19) allows us to hope and trust 
in a merciful solution—but whenever 
it happens, it will happen this way, by 
the Spirit creating faith through the 
proclamation of  the Word. This does 
not, however, allow us to preach it as 
an accomplished fact applicable to all. 
The biblical canon allows for the pos-
sibility of  both universal salvation and 
the eternal condemnation of  some, 
and we have to live and preach from 
this in-between place. The aforemen-
tioned Regin Prenter highlights the 
importance of  the “hiatus,” as he calls 
it, in Luther’s theology, which will not 
allow the theology of  predestination 
(corresponding to the promise of  God) 
to cancel out the theology of  justifica-
tion (corresponding to the faith of  the 
human) or vice versa. The gap must 
be maintained if  we are not to end up 
with either a gospel that turns into an 
automatic delivery system in the first 
case or a human accomplishment of  
the elite in the second. (Hence the 
Lutheran disagreement with both Barth 
and all free will-based theologies.) This 
is not a problem that can be solved log-
ically but must happen experientially, 
in the life of  each person, through the 
real presence of  Christ, who, as both 
divine and human, personally bridges 
the gap. The faith of the present Christ, 
creating faith in the present Christ, is 
God’s act of  redemption, transferring 
a person from the kingdom of  dark-
ness into the kingdom of  light.7

All of  the foregoing suggests one 
more area that could be helpful in 
Adams’s case, namely demonology. 
Although evil spirits feature relatively 
little in the Old Testament, they are 
certainly part of  the struggle in the 
New (and if  we heed reports from 
more recently evangelized parts of  
the world, the struggle goes on). What 
makes this such an important doctrine 
to test is that demons appear not to be 
enmattered; their purpose in posses-
sion is to gain control of  matter in a 
way they don’t inherently have. This 
would suggest that disorder in the 

God-creature relation is not restricted 
only to the problems that come with 
matter and its vulnerability. Whether 
demons are “personal” is a question 
beyond me!

Despite the reservations and lacu-
nae I have mentioned here, I am con-
vinced that Adams has identified an 
approach that could bear tremendous 
fruit in our proclamation and pastoral 
practice. And it is by no means alien 
to the deepest concerns of  Luther-
ans. Sing through “A Mighty Fortress” 
again and you will find that there is 
not a word about the forgiveness of  
sins; rather, it is a confident hymn of  
praise about the Lord Who tramples 
down horrors under His feet. I’m sure 
it is no accident that this hymn has 
been popularly elected as the supreme 
musical expression of  our confessional 
heritage. We too sing the praises of  
Jesus Christ, horror-defeater. LF

Notes
1. Intention also affects our moral calculus. 

American military casualties during the whole 
conflict with Afghanistan to date total a little 
over two thousand. American civilian deaths 
due to auto accidents reached over 32,000 
in the year 2011 alone. Why does the former 
elicit our moral outrage but not the latter?

2. Despite its benefits, Adams’s account 
of  the real presence will be less than satisfy-
ing for Lutheran readers. Among the available 
theories accounting for Christ’s real physical 
presence, she opts for what she acknowledges 
to be a minority report in the tradition, “impa-
nation,” which for her means that there is a 
hypostatic union between the divine Son and 
the bread fully analogous to the hypostatic 
union between the Son and the human Jesus. 
This builds on a christological decision made 
earlier in the book to reduce the significance 
of  the personal union of  the Son and the 
human Jesus, such that the Son could assume 
as many physical natures as He might like in 
this or any other possible universe. Hers is a 
Tome of  Leo christology, where the divine 
and human natures accomplish distinct things 
(see, for instance, pp. 79 and 143): the divine 
nature deals with sin while the human nature 
allows for horror-participation, thus Adams 
is willing to allow the human nature to be not-
sinless. I find this distancing of  the Son from 
His human self  untenable and undesirable as 
compared to a fully Cyrillian and Lutheran 
christology, in which the intimacy of  the per-
sonal union of  the two natures does not per-
mit or make divinely desirable the assumption 
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of  other physical natures and in which there 
is no independent operation of  one nature 
from the other. Adams’s christology allows 
her to say that “the Divine Word has not one 
but two bodies—an organic human body and 
a bread body” (306), but I wonder, among 
other things, whether there is a limit on the 
kind of  bread that qualifies to be the Lord’s 
bread-body. There is a clearly demarcated 
limit on the human Jesus, but the vagueness of  
“bread” seems to invite all kinds of  metaphysi-
cal weirdnesses. Although Adams argues that 
the doctrine of  the Lord’s Supper is “underde-
termined” by the biblical texts (291), I cannot 
see how impanation makes any sense out of  
Jesus’s words, “This is my body,” since here his 
human body has no direct connection to the 
bread, only mediately through their both being 
(somewhat randomly) united to the divine Son. 
On a related note, her discussion of  Luther on 
ubiquity was typically unsatisfying. Luther’s 
purpose in “Confession Concerning Christ’s 
Supper” was to demonstrate that the burden 
of  proof  lay with Zwingli to disprove any pos-
sible way for Christ’s body to be bodily present 
in the Supper, not for Luther to demonstrate 
himself  the exact and indisputable way it 
happened. Luther offers three logical modes 
of  presence—circumscriptive, definitive, and 
repletive, the last of  the three being the mode 
of  ubiquity—only to say that these are ways 
that God might enable the real physical pres-

ence. Adams erroneously argues that Luther 
rejects the first two possibilities of  location and 
endorses the third as the way it’s done (302). 
She is also startled that Luther would argue 
“that because of  such mutual participation the 
two natures should be called one nature!” (304), 
but this is the logical outgrowth of  his empha-
sis on the personal union and opting for Cyril 
over the Tome of  Leo, which can be fairly 
characterized as miaphysite (or monophysite) 
leanings. Luther leaves open the possibility of  
other modes of  presence entirely; thus, the 
ubiquity doctrine should fairly be considered a 
Lutheran option but not the Lutheran doctrine. 
In all fairness, this misreading is as common to 
Lutherans as it is to ubiquity’s cultured despis-
ers. See “Confession Concerning Christ’s 
Supper,” in Luther’s Works, American Edition, 
55 vols., eds. J. Pelikan and H. Lehmann (St. 
Louis and Philadelphia: Concordia and For-
tress, 1955ff.), 37:161 –372, especially 216–19 
and 223–5. Luther makes his case for a two-
natures, one-person, Cyrillian christology, on 
pp. 209–30 passim. I wonder whether Adams’s 
prior christological choices do not ultimately 
land her in Zwingli’s camp, despite her firm 
insistence on the real presence, since it is only 
the divine Son Who is present in the bread, not 
the human Jesus to which the Son is united. 
Have we then truly made contact with our hor-
ror-participant and horror-defeating Savior?

3. My sympathies lie with Vladimir Lossky, 

whose account of  personhood would, I think, 
be helpful to Adams’s case. For a brief  summary 
of  his anthropology, see my article, “Tradition, 
Priesthood, and Personhood in the Trinitarian 
Theology of  Elisabeth Behr-Sigel,” Pro Ecclesia 
19/2 (Spring 2010): 129–50.

4. Denis R. Janz, “To Hell (and Back) 
with Luther: The Dialectic of  Anfechtung 
and Faith,” Seminary Ridge Review 13/2 (2011): 
41 –55. Janz notes that Luther was agnostic 
about whether hell is a location; sometimes he 
spoke of  it as sheer “nothingness,” because to 
be away from God is to be immersed in noth-
ing. And hell is already on this earth as long as 
humans are estranged from God.

5. A balancing view comes from another 
Anglican theologian, Ellen T. Charry, in 
her God and the Art of  Happiness (Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, 2010), who acknowledges the 
limitations in cases of  extreme difficulty but 
devotes most of  the pages to the beginning of  
the healing process through wisdom and obe-
dience to the law, won through the love of  God 
in Christ.

6. Mother Theresa, Come Be My Light: The 
Revealing Private Writings of  the Nobel Peace Prize 
Winner, ed. Brian Kolodiejchuk, mc (London: 
Rider, 2007). I got about halfway through 
before I had to give up; it was too painful.

7. Regin Prenter, Spiritus Creator (Eugene: 
Wipf  and Stock, 2001 [1946]). See, for exam-
ple, pp. 171, 196–7, 265, 293.
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