
“Who Has Believed What We Have Heard?”
A Response to Denny Weaver’s The Nonviolent Atonement1

Mark Thiessen Nation

I

I believe it was the fall of 1967 when the life of my family began to revolve 
around Nat’s Tavern. My mother had re-married in January of that same 
year. By late spring my stepfather, John, was regularly coming home drunk, 
being verbally abusive, and throwing things at the walls. Joining him at 
his favorite tavern was my mother’s strategy to place some parameters 
around his excessive drinking and abusive behavior. Her strategy was only 
partly successful. Holes in the walls – as well as anxieties, fear, and pain 
– continued largely to define our home life. My mother had married another 
man much like her first husband, my father.

A little more than ten years later I would become a child protective 
services social worker. This job was incredibly difficult and, for me, 
emotionally draining. It was also painfully educational. Being inserted into 
the lives of people I would never have interacted with otherwise opened 
windows onto lives of woundedness, brokenness, and great destruction. It 
not only taught me much, it initiated a journey whereon I would always 
want to discourage such abusive behaviors. But of course “discourage” is 
too soft a word. I want to see such behaviors stopped altogether, and I want 
healing for the wounded lives that give rise to such violence. I certainly 
never want the Christian message used to underwrite or prolong violence 
of any kind.

At least as I read Denny Weaver’s book, his passions are similarly 
given to ending such abusive behaviors or, put positively, to encouraging 
lives given to concrete acts of loving and caring. Moreover, unlike some 
of the allies Weaver has made through his book – but like me – he wants to 
attach a passion for justice and love and against abuse to a commitment to 
nonviolence. Like Weaver, I do not want us to imagine that we can divorce 
theology from ethics. Since he and I agree on these fundamental points, why 
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do I find his book largely unsatisfying or even troubling?
First, let me list a set of issues that imply questions I would pose to 

Weaver. (1) I suggest that some of his views reflect a deficient understanding 
of the Trinity. I would add that such a critique need not reference some 
ecumenical “agreement” regarding what the Trinity means metaphysically, 
such as the views reflected in the Nicene Creed. Rather, what is required 
is a sufficient realization that the Father and Son are not at odds with each 
other (as is stated in many ways in the Scriptures in relation to the death of 
Jesus). The death of Jesus happens because of the love of the Father and 
the Son (in a sinful world).2 (2) Weaver does not appear to take sin and evil 
seriously enough.3 Otherwise, why would he not see that precisely because 
of the pervasive reality of sin in the world Jesus’ death was “necessary”?4 
(3) Aligning himself with certain views strongly critical of the adulation 
of those who concretely embody love and thus sometimes suffer horribly 
has apparently led Weaver to embrace a theology that makes martyrdom 
unintelligible or even wrong, as well as in general cutting the nerve of a 
call to costly and sacrificial discipleship.5 (4) On a formal level, Weaver 
doesn’t engage many of the most relevant biblical texts related to atonement 
(or more broadly, salvation as made effective through Jesus’ life, death, 
and resurrection).6 Moreover, he doesn’t engage many of the most salient 
biblical scholars and theologians who would challenge his views, including 
importantly those who are pacifist or whose views of the atonement comport 
with pacifism.7 These are some of the particulars I would name.

However, I’ve come to believe that one thing that has gone wrong 
with much critical reflection on the atonement is a larger concern. As Walter 
Brueggemann puts it, too often the gospel “is a truth that has been flattened, 
trivialized, and rendered inane.” He continues: “While my propensities 
are to value more greatly ideologies of the left, any ideology – by which I 
mean closed, managed, useful truth – destroys the power and claim of the 
gospel.”8  

Repeatedly when I read through Weaver’s book I have a sense that 
the gospel and other supportive theological tenets are affirmed by Weaver if 
they are “useful truths,” i.e., useful for the peace and justice to which he is 
clearly committed. I was reminded of this when I was recently lecturing on 
one of my heroes in the faith, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was determined not 
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to let the Gospel simply become a “useful truth” even for his most passionate 
commitments.  Clifford Green’s recent essay wonderfully captures this in 
regard to Bonhoeffer:  

Bonhoeffer’s Christian peace ethic is intrinsic to his whole 
theology. It cannot be separated from his Christology, his 
understanding of discipleship and the Sermon on the Mount, 
his way of reading the Bible, and his understanding of the 
gospel and of the church. It belongs to the heart of this faith. 
Accordingly, it cannot be reduced to a principle. It is not a 
discrete option on a menu of ethical “positions.” It is not a 
separate interchangeable part that can be removed from his 
theology and replaced by something else called, perhaps 
‘realism’ or even “responsibility.”… [It also] cannot be reduced 
to the thin principle of nonviolence; rather it is defined by his 
thick commitment of faith in Christ with its manifold theological 
and ethical implications. The richness and boldness of that 
witness remains a critical challenge of Bonhoeffer’s legacy to 
the church today in a deeply troubling time.9  

The issues related to Bonhoeffer’s pacifism are complex, as anyone 
who has tackled them knows.10 Likewise, with the atonement, matters 
become quite complicated because there are so many inter-connected 
theological issues. A number of scholars more steeped in the literature 
around the atonement than I have already offered important critiques of 
Weaver’s work.11  I won’t try to repeat what they have done. Instead, I will 
attempt to offer an alternative way of reflecting on these issues. 

I resonate with the words of N. T. Wright: “Perhaps, after all, 
atonement is at its deepest level something that happens, so that to reduce 
it to a proposition to which one can give mental assent is a mistake at a 
deep level.”12 Thomas Long similarly suggests that in relation to atonement 
“the poetry of proclamation is to be preferred over the hydraulics of 
explanation.”13 Eugene Peterson highlights our need for poetry: 

Poetry is language used with personal intensity. It is not, as 
so many suppose, decorative speech. Poets tell us what our 
eyes, blurred with too much gawking, and our ears, dulled with 
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too much chatter, miss around and within us. Poets use words 
to drag us into the depth of reality itself.… Far from being 
cosmetic language, it is intestinal. It is root language. Poetry 
doesn’t so much tell us something we never knew as bring us 
into recognition of what is latent, forgotten, overlooked, or 
suppressed.14 

I am not a poet, but the writer of Isaiah 52 and 53 was. Thus I am 
framing my reflections around this poem used by Christians since the time 
of the New Testament as a way of naming what happens through Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection.15 N. T. Wright’s commentary on the book of Romans 
prompted me to interact with this poetry through particular narratives. In 
his comments on Rom. 3:21-26, one of the few passages in the NT that 
actually uses the word translated “atonement,” Wright mentions that part 
of the backdrop for Paul’s use of language there is the Maccabean martyr 
tradition, a tradition that renders more vivid some of the imagery in this 
passage.16 Likewise, I am convinced that seeing contemporary martyrs as at 
least analogies for the work of Christ may be necessary for many in our day if 
they are ever to make sense of something as “offensive” and profound as the 
atonement.17 Hence my reflections on the redemptive work of contemporary 
martyr stories framed by the poetry of Isaiah 52 and 53. 

II

Beginning, then, with Isa. 52:13: “See, my servant shall prosper; he shall 
be exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high.” That God is profoundly 
involved, redemptively, in the sufferings of this servant is, as much as 
anything, what causes offence to many today in relation to the atonement. 
Some of the language that follows this verse is difficult, even painful. Thus 
we dare not lose sight of these opening words. Yahweh is speaking. Despite 
appearances, “the servant” referred to here will “prosper,” will flourish; the 
servant will be “high and lifted up” or “highly exalted.” Such language is 
certainly reminiscent of NT reflections on Jesus (e.g., Phil. 2:6-11). If we 
forget that opening affirmation we will misunderstand much of what follows 
in this evocative passage. The affirmation clearly signals that the poem is not 
going to glorify suffering but rather the suffering servant, which is entirely 
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different.
Speaking of this One who will be lifted very high, the poet continues. 

Isa. 52:14-15: “Just as there were many who were astonished at him – so 
marred was his appearance, beyond human semblance, and his form beyond 
that of mortals – so he shall startle many nations; kings shall shut their 
mouths because of him; for that which had not been told them they shall 
see, and that which they had not heard they shall contemplate.” Seeing what 
we’ve not been told!  Contemplating what we’ve never heard! We distort the 
power of this rich poetic language when literalism is employed to drain it of 
its ability to astonish, to startle nations, to render kings and rulers mute, to 
defy comprehension. Instead we must allow this language to remind us that 
a crucified Messiah is the center of our faith. We know full well, with Paul, 
that “the message about the cross is foolishness” (1 Cor. 1:18). But we must 
also remember that “God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and 
God’s weakness is stronger than human strength” (1 Cor. 1:25). 

Weaver has pointed to this by beginning the description of his own 
position through the use of the book of Revelation. But then, it seems to me, 
he has virtually stripped it of the radical nature of its offense: the centrality 
of a slaughtered Lamb. In the mid-1970s I read The Crucified God by Jürgen 
Moltmann, I heard a dramatic sermon regarding the offensiveness of the 
crucifixion by Malcolm Boyd, and I read The Revelation of St. John the 
Divine by G. B. Caird.18  My reading of Revelation would never be the same. 
I knew that “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” had acted through 
Jesus in a way that forever transforms our lives and our understanding of 
God’s actions in the world and God’s claims upon our lives.

The book of Revelation communicates this, as Weaver suggests, 
through a dramatic reversal of images. The Christians who first heard 
this book were likely suffering precisely for their faith. They wanted to 
be assured that their God was in control. John the revelator offers them 
assurance throughout the book, centrally defined in chapters four and five. 
In these two chapters, the scrolls are opened and the seals broken – history 
is unfolded – through the power of the Lion of Judah, the Root of David, 
or so the elder announces. But as the revelator looks, he does not see the 
expected Lion; instead he sees a Lamb. Note the descriptions of this Lamb: 
“You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, [because] you were 
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slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for God saints from every 
tribe and language and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9b). Thousands upon 
thousands sing: “Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive power 
and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!” (Rev. 
5.11b). Kings shall indeed “shut their mouths” because of this slaughtered 
one, the servant who was “marred” “beyond human semblance.” The entire 
book of Revelation reminds us in dramatic ways of the offence of the cross. 
Precisely because he has been slaughtered and because he has suffered, the 
Lamb is worthy, and as he leads us teaches us to know what it means to 
“walk in the ways of the Lord.”

Isaiah next asks two challenging questions. Isa. 53:1: “Who has 
believed what we have heard? And to whom has the arm of the LORD been 
revealed?” I’m a middle-class, educated white male, a citizen of the U.S., 
the most powerful country in the world, and I’m a Christian theologian. I’m 
also from a relatively uneducated, non-Christian family from a small, poor, 
racist county in southern Illinois; some would refer to my extended family 
as poor white trash. Anyone who knew me at age sixteen would have said I 
needed redemption. Did my mother have to suffer and did Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and Jesus Christ “have to die” in order to redeem me? I want to 
suggest that the answer is yes. I say this because I have now heard and seen 
the strength of the LORD – and I have believed. (More on this below.)

Continuing with Isa. 53:2-3: “For he grew up before him like a young 
plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or majesty that we 
should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. He 
was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with 
infirmity; and as one from whom others hide their faces he was despised, 
and we held him of no account.” These pithy two verses are hardly sufficient 
to account for Jesus’ public life and ministry. However, they do signal that 
there is a life lived between the birth and death of this servant, and call us 
to review the Gospel accounts of his life and ministry. I agree with Weaver 
(and N.T. Wright and Joe Jones, among others) that we can never adequately 
understand what the Scriptures say about atonement without a sufficient 
grasp of the story of Jesus as conveyed through the Gospel narratives.

Yet we must resist the temptation to remake the Jesus of these 
narratives over into our own ideal. As Charlotte Allen provocatively puts 
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it, we should not imagine that Jesus is “actually a nondenominational [21st-
century] therapy-group facilitator whose specialty is ‘enabling [people] to 
become themselves,’ and whose message is: ‘… Keep down the urge to 
dominate, to score, to triumph, to fight, and exalt the urge to conciliate, to 
understand, to value.’”19 No, he is a Savior precisely because he suffered 
and is acquainted with infirmity. Wounded and oppressed people identify 
with him, or, shall I say, they believe he identifies with them because he too 
was despised and rejected.  

My wife lived and ministered in South Central Los Angeles for 18 
years. She reminds me often that whatever abuses, rejection, violence, 
and injustices her friends suffered (even those condoned by the church or 
Christianity), they knew their suffering was understood and shared by Jesus 
Christ. Because he carried and bore all suffering on their behalf, they could 
entrust their griefs to him, cast their cares on him, and exchange their heavy 
burdens for the yoke that is easy and the burden that is light. She can’t 
define exactly how this happened. She tries but words and concepts can’t 
capture the liberation, release, lightness, and joy of the girls and women 
who encountered the suffering Servant. My wife’s friends loved the next 
verses.

Isa. 53:4-6: “Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our 
diseases; yet we accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted.20 
But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon 
him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are 
healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own 
way, and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” How are we to 
understand these words indicating that the Servant served as a substitute, 
as One who carried, bore, was wounded, struck, bruised in order to make 
others whole? And why do the NT writers refer to this passage time and 
again?  

I believe the film To End All Wars offers an extraordinary portrayal 
of the truth of these three verses from Isaiah.21 It is based on a true story of 
the imprisonment of mostly Scottish soldiers in a Japanese internment camp 
during World War II. The brutality is horrible to watch. Understandably 
some of the prisoners decide to escape. Major Campbell, not a particularly 
admirable character, is the ringleader of the escapees. The escape is planned 
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for the same night as the “graduation” ceremony for the “jungle university,” 
a primitive learning system designed by some of the educated captives as 
a way of carving out space for retaining their humanity. Almost everyone 
is in attendance at the graduation, with the exception of a few guards. The 
escapees manage to kill only two of the guards. All the escapees are caught. 
All except one are summarily executed – one, quick, fatal bullet. However, 
it appears that Sergeant Ito, the guard in charge of the prisoners, wants to 
make an example of Major Campbell. His death is to come more slowly; he 
must suffer a more lengthy humiliation. Only then will he be decapitated.  

As the terror escalates, Dusty, a prisoner who has been unusually and 
consistently wise, kind, and generous (even giving up his meager rations to 
save another prisoner’s life), steps forward and speaks privately to Sergeant 
Ito. It soon becomes clear that Dusty has volunteered to give his life in 
exchange for the Major. Such an offer is most striking because Campbell 
had disdain for Dusty.  

Dusty is nailed to a cross. His death, a mockery of the Bible confiscated 
by the guards, is to serve as a warning to those who rebel against the system. 
Everyone knows that Dusty did nothing deserving of death; he died so that 
the Major, the true “rebel,” the one filled with rage, could live. Dusty was 
not portrayed as any sort of superficial “saint,” but his Christian faith was 
known both in word and deed. One could see a continuity between his life 
and this ultimate act of giving his life in place of Major Campbell. The 
narrator tells us that Dusty’s death was extremely difficult for the prisoners, 
leading many nearly to despair. The narrator, however, was reminded of the 
words Dusty had read from the Gospel of John: “Very truly, I tell you, unless 
a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; 
but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12.24).22 This fruit becomes evident 
in one of the last scenes. A truck full of seriously wounded Japanese soldiers 
arrives at the camp. They need assistance. Because these defeated soldiers 
represent shame, the Japanese guards, as well as the prisoners, are forbidden 
to help them. The prisoners refuse to obey the orders. At the risk of their 
own lives they give aid and comfort to the “enemy.”  One of the Japanese 
guards joins them in this kindness. Perhaps such a costly decision was an 
echo of Dusty’s death. Perhaps, in a sense, Dusty was “wounded for their 
transgressions, crushed for their iniquities; upon him was the punishment 
that made them whole, and by his bruises they were healed.”23
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The prophet feels a need to amplify these shocking images still 
further. Isa. 53:7-12: “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he did not 
open his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that 
before its shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. By a perversion of 
justice he was taken away…. For he was cut off from the land of the living, 
stricken for the transgression of my people. They made his grave with the 
wicked and his tomb with the rich, although he had done no violence, and 
there was no deceit in his mouth. Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush 
him with pain…. through him the will of the LORD shall prosper. Out of 
his anguish he shall see light…. The righteous one, my servant, shall make 
many righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities. Therefore I will allot him a 
portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; because 
he poured out himself to death, and was numbered with the transgressors; 
yet he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.” 
Did Martin Luther King, Jr. die for my sins?24 Was this “the will of the 
LORD”? Was it necessary? It seems to me that King’s “slow martyrdom” 
served as God’s act of redemption for the evil and complex realities of 
American racism.25 How can such a suggestion be anything other than a 
perverted affirmation, a perversion of justice? I contend that to understand 
what I’m going to propose is, at least analogously, to understand the heart 
of atonement theology.  

I’m not sure exactly how many years after I became a Christian and 
a conscientious objector I read John Perkins’s autobiography, Let Justice 
Roll Down.26 I believe it was about the same time that I first read “Letter 
from a Birmingham Jail” by Martin Luther King, Jr. and a biography of 
King.27 This reading transformed me. That Perkins was almost murdered by 
Mississippi police while I was a junior in high school stunned me. While in 
the Brandon, Mississippi jail, Perkins was almost “marred beyond human 
semblance.” His son, Spencer, recalled how not long before this, his father 
had repeated and underscored the line “If somebody’s got to die, then I’m 
ready” in a speech to a jail yard full of people after the unlawful arrest of 
fifteen children protesting the imprisonment of one of their neighbors.28

Both Perkins and King – and the African Americans they represented 
– were “oppressed” and “afflicted,” horribly so, repeatedly. It was the 
intensity of the suffering, and their own willingness to absorb the violence 
inflicted on them and those they led, that magnified the righteousness of 
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their lives. And it also clarified the horribleness, the Evil, of the racism 
that had been assumed throughout my childhood. Having read their words 
and “stared into their faces” through the reading of their lives, it became 
clearer and clearer that of course King’s death is, in the first instance, simply 
the culminating act of a pattern of racism – and must be named for the 
“perversion of justice” it is. However, it is more than that, other than that. 
For his death is also the culmination of a life given to embodying the love 
of Christ for neighbors – and more offensively, enemies – even when great 
cost is involved. This is what distinguishes martyrdom from simple murder 
and makes his death redemptive. His death can be seen as “necessary” only 
against the backdrop of the deep and pervasive sin of racism in this culture. 
Some of us may never have truly known the depth and breadth of racism 
without the extraordinary lives of King, Perkins, Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou 
Hamer and countless others. King seems to have recognized this necessity. 
In his words, toward the end of his life:

The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in 
moments of convenience, but where he stands in moments of 
challenge, moments of great crisis and controversy. And this 
is where I choose to cast my lot today. There may be others 
who want to go another way, but when I took up the cross I 
recognized its meaning. It is not something that you merely put 
your hands on. It is not something that you wear. The cross is 
something that you bear and ultimately that you die on.29

I repeat what I asked at the beginning of this section: Could Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s death possibly have been “the will of the LORD?” One 
can consider this possibility only if one has grasped the profound depth and 
breadth of the evil of racism within this country, and has admitted the hold 
that it has on very many of us. And if one realizes, with King, that embodied 
love – even of enemies – within this context will likely lead to death.

Perhaps I began to see the suffering and death of King in the light of 
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ; perhaps I knew it was all 
necessary for our salvation and because of that willed by God, because I 
know what it means to be in the grip of sin. In the fall of 1970 my life was 
turned around dramatically. I was not “breathing murder” as the Apostle Paul 
testified regarding his conversion but I did get drunk and stoned regularly. I 
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was more than willing to go thousands of miles across the world to kill the 
North Vietnamese, who had been declared my nation’s enemies. I generally 
lived a reprobate life. Within a year of becoming a Christian I became a 
conscientious objector. Shortly thereafter I would become a staunch 
opponent of racism. This was almost unthinkable in my subculture in small-
town southern Illinois. But I was confronted powerfully and gracefully by a 
loving, crucified LORD.  

Not long after becoming a follower of Jesus I realized that my 
mother in her role as mother was in some important ways also a model of 
the sacrificial love to which I was called. It would be years before I would 
have a fuller understanding of what this meant. I realized that my mother, 
sacrificing her own desires, had worked at two jobs during much of my 
childhood. Though she didn’t show it, I’m sure that she suffered during 
those years in order to provide for me and my brother. Over the years I 
became very close to my mother. It is she, and not my father or stepfather, 
who taught me what it means to be a parent to my two children. It is she, at 
her best, who has even helped me to see what it means to be a disciple of 
Jesus, sacrificing for others out of love for God and them.  

She certainly suffered, largely because of men.30 I could never see 
that as anything but wrong, as sin – that must be denounced for what it is. 
She also suffered because of love for me and my brother in a world of sin 
where such embodied love required sacrifice.

Let me return to my opening list of concerns. As concerning the 
Trinity, it was God in Christ who is our Savior and he will be high and lifted 
up. Second, extreme sin and evil require an extreme response. Third, costly 
discipleship, daily sacrifice that includes the potential of martyrdom, is part 
of our defining narrative. And finally, enemy love is both thinkable and 
sometimes necessary in order for the liberation and salvation of the world. 
This is what I have believed, what I have heard, what has been revealed to 
me. The atonement happens, and it is wondrous to behold!31 
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least after two-and-a-half years, and when it was practical, she told my step-father to leave. 
By pointing to her “suffering” I am pointing to her self-sacrifice that made it possible for a 
single mother, making little more than $1,600 per year, to raise two sons. (And of course 
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