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Towards a Paschal Theology of Restorative Justice 

W I L L I A M D A N A H E R * 

In this essay, I argue that the resurrection, rather than the atone
ment, provides the proper starting point for theological reflection 
on reconciliation and restorative justice. To frame this discussion, 
I survey attitudes toward the Truth and Reconciliation Commis
sion in South Africa (TRC) in order to trace the achievements and 
limitations of reconciliation and restorative justice. This makes it 
possible to develop a point of verification to assay theologies of 
reconciliation that begin with the doctrine of the atonement, par
ticularly that developed by South African theologian John de 
Gruchy. Drawing from the work of Rowan Williams, I suggest 
ways in which the resurrection provides a better starting point for 
contending with the achievements and limitations of the TRC, as 
well as ongoing commitment to the work of reconciliation and 
restorative justice. 

In this essay I explore an alternative starting point for theological 

reflection on reconciliation and restorative justice. In terms of doctri

nal starting points, theologies of reconciliation often begin with the 

atonement rather than the resurrection—with the consideration in 

classical and contemporary theology of how God reconciled us 

through the cross of Jesus Christ. This point of entry makes sense 

given the way theologians traditionally read passages such as 2 

Corinthians 5:14-19 (NRSV): 

The love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one 
has died for all; therefore all have died. And he died for all, so that 
those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him 
who died and was raised for them. From now on, therefore, we 

* William Danaher is Associate Professor of Christian Ethics and Moral Theology 
in the John Henry Hobart Chair at The General Theological Seminary, New York. 

359 



360 Anglican Theological Review 

regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once 
knew Christ from that point of view, we know him no longer in 
that way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; every
thing old has passed away; see everything has become new! All 
this is from God, who reconciled us to himself in Christ, and has 
given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 
against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. 

Without question, one can find in this passage images and themes 
that operate in many atonement theologies. Therefore it is under
standable that theologians have tended to make the atonement their 
starting point for their reflection on reconciliation. At least as promi
nent in this passage, however, are images and themes that pertain to 
the resurrection, such as the declaration of the "new creation" that 
comes into being through Christ "who died and was raised for us." In 
this paper, then, I develop what possibilities the resurrection holds for 
theological reflection on reconciliation, and what benefits such a view 
of reconciliation has over those that start with the atonement. 

In the interest of clarity, I will refer to theologies that begin with 
the atonement as presenting a cruciform view of reconciliation. In 
contrast, I will propose paschal view of reconciliation. As I will show 
in more detail, in a paschal view Jesus' suffering on the cross is not de
nied. But it is placed in a different framework, one that explores the 
meaning of this suffering from the perspective of the risen Christ. 

The Achievements and Limitations of Reconciliation 

Let me briefly sketch a narrative that traces how reconciliation 
has come to the foreground in contemporary theology and ethics. 
Much of the excitement concerning reconciliation arises from the de
sire to employ a restorative model of justice for dealing with the after
math of violence arising from international conflicts, repressive 
regimes, terrorism, and criminal behavior. Instead of employing the 
retributive model, which centers on the fit between crime and pun
ishment, the restorative model is based on the offenders acknowl
edgement of wrongdoing and restitution to the victim in order to 
mend—or weave anew—the social fabric of the community. 

Although it originated as a novel approach to criminal justice, the 
most impressive example of restorative justice s potential is South 
Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) conducted from 
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1995-1998.1 Under the leadership of Desmond Tutu, several thou
sand cases of brutality that occurred during the apartheid regime were 
resolved peacefully through a process whereby perpetrators met sur
vivors—or the families of their victims—acknowledged their guilt, 
and received amnesty. As Tutu writes in his memoir, No Future with
out Forgiveness, the reconciliation process was inspired by a vision of 
restorative justice found in the word ubuntu, from the Nguni group of 
languages, which defines the "very essence of being human." Al
though impossible to translate accurately, ubuntu refers to an anthro
pology that defines personhood not in terms of autonomy or 
independence, but in terms of the interdependence achieved when 
we are in harmonious relation to other persons. This anthropology of
fers a foundation on which to build a vision of restorative justice that 
is native to South Africa. "Restorative justice," Tutu argues, is "char
acteristic of traditional African jurisprudence" in that "the central con
cern is not retribution or punishment." Thus, "in the spirit oí ubuntu, 
the central concern is the healing of breaches, the redressing of im
balances, the restoration of broken relationships, a seeking to rehabil
itate both the victim and the perpetrator, who should be given the 
opportunity to be reintegrated into the community he has injured by 
his offense."2 

There is widespread agreement that the TRC enabled South 
Africans to avoid an enormous amount of bloodshed. Subsequently, 
the TRC has inspired similar efforts in countries where there are long
standing conflicts or where retributive models could not contend with 
the enormity of the atrocities that had occurred.3 Nonetheless, there 

1 Contemporary theories of restorative justice draw from four early approaches: 
Randy E. Barnett, "Restitution: A New Paradigm for Criminal Justice" Ethics 87 
(1977): 279-301; Nils Christie, "Conflicts as Property," The British Journal ofCrimi-
nology 17 no. 1 (1977): 1-5; Howard Zehr, Changing Lenses: A New Focus for Crìme 
and Justice (Scottsdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1990); John Braithwaite, "Restorative Jus
tice and a Better Future," Dalhousie Law Review 76 no. 1 (1996): 9-32. For a compi
lation of other insights, particularly those covering non-Western forms of justice, see 
A Restorative Justice Reader: Texts, Sources, Context, G. Johnstone, ed. (Portland, 
Ore.: Willan Publishing, 2003). For a critical overview, see Gerry Johnstone, Restora
tive Justice: Ideas, Values, Debates (Portland, Ore.: Willan Publishing, 2002). 

2 Desmond Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 
54-55. For more onubuntu in Tutus theology, see Michael Battle, Reconciliation: The 
Ubuntu Theology of Desmond Tutu (Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 1997). 

3 John de Gruchy, Reconciliation: Restoring Justice (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress 
Press, 2002), 10-13. 



362 Anglican Theological Review 

is also a great deal of evidence that suggests that the achievements of 
the TRC are preliminary at best. In a comprehensive survey of South 
African scholars and participants in the TRC, Audrey Chapman and 
Bernard Spong discovered that there was little consensus among the 
participants concerning what reconciliation is and entails. Respon
dents identified similar elements in reconciliation: "acknowledge
ment, confession (which had different forms of expression), remorse, 
forgiveness, and restitution by those who have wronged others." 
Nonetheless, there were "few, if any, concrete suggestions or propos
als as to how to initiate or promote such a transformation." In addi
tion, significant differences of opinion existed with regard to the 
concept of reconciliation. Some "spoke of the need for openness, 
mutual respect, and an ability to listen so as to discern the truth of 
each others experience." Others "emphasized acknowledgement,, 
confession, remorse, forgiveness, justice, and/or restitution." But 
there was little clarity over whether these different emphases were 
"requirements for or dimensions of reconciliation."4 

Further, among those surveyed, many felt that the religious, 
quasi-liturgical character of the proceedings of the TRC tended to 
place undue pressure on survivors to forgive perpetrators in order to 
fulfill the conditions of amnesty. This led the respondents to question 
the motivations behind using religious figures to conduct the business 
of the TRC. Islamic scholar Fared Esack observed that it had been a 
"shrewd move to have a number of religious people on the TRC," for 
this invested the commission with an "aura of beyond-ness" that left 
many survivors feeling "cheated," but nonetheless achieved the polit
ically expedient goal of a peaceful transferal of power. Thus, the TRC 
"put a political bandage over the apartheid era so that we can limp into 
the new South Africa."5 Bishop Patrick Matalengoe of the Church of 
South Africa agreed, stating that the TRC was a "civil commission that 
hijacked Christian terms."6 

4 Audrey R. Chapman, "Perspectives on Reconciliation within the Religious Com
munity" in Religion and Reconciliation in South Africa: Voices of Religious Leaders, 
A. Chapman and B. Spong, eds. (Philadelphia, Pa.: Templeton Foundation Press, 
2003), 284-285. 

5 Religion and Reconciliation, 242-243. 
6 Religion and Reconciliation, 112. 
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Finally, several respondents acknowledged that advancing the 
restorative vision beyond the specific activities of the TRC has proved 
difficult. Many white South Africans remain in a state of denial re
garding their moral complicity and culpability with regard to 
apartheid. Moreover, despite passing numerous resolutions, the 
churches in South Africa have not lived up to their vocation to be ve
hicles for further reconciliation. Not only is there a dearth of programs 
and activities in reconciliation, but the church is often mired in inter
nal debates and more concerned with sustaining the status quo. This 
has lead Brigalia Bam, former general secretary of the South African 
Council of Churches, to lament, "as a church person, I am over
whelmed by a sense of failure."7 

In recounting these criticisms, my intention is not to detract from 
the praise due those—particularly Archbishop Tutu—who instituted 
the restorative model. As Tutu himself acknowledges in his memoirs, 
however, political expediency and prudential calculations contributed 
to the decision to institute the TRC. That the TRC failed to achieve 
reconciliation in full is no surprise then, given the less than altruistic 
motivations behind its institution, motivations born as much of con
tingent necessity as realized eschatology. All the same, I do not want 
to suggest that authentic reconciliation did not occur, or that the 
TRC did not empower many survivors. Summarizing her own thera
peutic work with survivors who participated in the TRC, psychologist 
Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela offers the following description of the 
transformative power of forgiveness achieved by many survivors: 

Although forgiveness is often regarded as an expression of weak
ness, the decision to forgive can paradoxically elevate a victim to a 
position of strength as the one who holds the key to the perpetra
tor s wish. For just at the moment when the perpetrator begins to 
show remorse, to seek some way to ask forgiveness, the victim be
comes the gatekeeper to what the outcast desires—readmission 
into the human community. And the victim retains that privileged 
status as long as he or she stays the moral course, refusing to sink 
to the level of evil that was done to her or him. In this sense, then, 
forgiveness is a kind of revenge, but revenge enacted on a rarified 
level. Forgiving may appear to condone the offense, thus further 
disempowering the victim. But forgiveness does not overlook the 

7 Religion and Reconciliation, 31. 
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deed: it rises above it. "This is what it means to be human," it says. 
"I cannot and will not return the evil you inflicted on me." And 
that is the victim s triumph.8 

Nonetheless, however inspiring these comments are, the moral hero
ism implicit in them further reinforces the fact that reconciliation 
is a difficult task that still lies beyond the horizon of even the achieve
ments of the TRC. 

Reconciliation and the Cross 

This brief review of the accomplishments and limits of the TRC 
is important to keep in mind as we turn to explore the atonement in 
contemporary theologies of reconciliation. As South African theolo
gian John de Gruchy argues in his important book, Reconcilia
tion: Restorative Justice, theological reflection on reconciliation po
tentially can involve the full spectrum of Christian doctrine and im
agery, given that the doctrine of reconciliation can refer to any aspect 
of God s redemptive activity in Jesus Christ. In the Western theologi
cal tradition, however, much of the focus of the theology of reconcili
ation has been on the atonement, that is, on the "reuniting of God and 
humanity through the sacrifice of Christ on the cross." While de 
Gruchy recognizes that this historical focus has limited the involve
ment of other doctrines, as well as the application of reconciliation 
to social structures, he maintains that there is an important sense 
in which the "atonement expresses" the "meaning of reconciliation."9 

Consequently, de Gruchy constructs his account of reconciliation in 
dialogue with classical and contemporary views of the atonement. 

Tracing de Gruchy s careful analysis of the different theories of 
atonement in Christian theology lies beyond the scope of this essay. 
For our purposes, it is important to note that de Gruchy takes as the 
basis for his analysis his own "Pauline trajectory" of reconciliation (see 
Rom. 5:1-12; 8:31-39; 2 Cor. 5:14-21; Col. 1.18-23). Specifically, he ar
gues that in Pauline theology the emphasis is always on God as the 
"agent of reconciliation" in such a way that reconciliation "refers to the 
way in which the love of God in Jesus Christ turns enemies into 

8 Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela, A Human Being Died that Night: A South African 
Story of Forgiveness (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2003), 117. 

9 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, 45. 
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friends thereby creating peace."10 Although one can find substitution
ary language in the Pauline writings with regard to the cross, Gods 
justice "in Paul, as elsewhere in Scripture, has far less to do with the 
law-court and much more to do with healing relationships and social 
justice." Thus, de Gruchy argues that "for Paul the language of justifi
cation derives from a special understanding of justice, namely justice 
as restorative rather than punitive."11 De Gruchy notes that the root of 
the Greek word for reconciliation found in the Pauline writings, di-
alassomai, is a compound of allasse, "to exchange," which in turn de
rives from alios, meaning "the other." In this way, the reconciliation 
described in relation to the cross entails the "sense of exchanging 
places with 'the other,' and therefore being in solidarity with rather 
than against 'the other. '" He writes: 

Reconciliation literally has to do with the way in which God re
lates to us, the human "other," and in turn with our relationship to 
"the other," whether understood as an individual person or a 
group of people. It has to do with the process of overcom
ing alienation through identification and in solidarity with the 
"the other," thus making peace and restoring our relationships. 
Reconciliation has to do, if we may put it so colloquially, with God 
making us friends.12 

Accordingly, de Gruchy offers a nuanced refraining of the atone
ment. Central to his account is vicariousness—the sense, that is, of 
being linked to another person so that our fates are tied together. Such 
an understanding of vicariousness, de Gruchy argues, is implicit in 
"the sacrificial system and images detailed in the Old Testament," and 
it is explicit in New Testament claims, such as we find in Hebrews 
9:24-28, regarding Christ's sacrifice for humanity's sins on the cross. 
Without this sense of vicariousness, he believes, "Christianity would 
become a mere moral code."13 We are therefore saved because we are 
bound to Jesus, to his saving death and resurrection, through which 
we find redemption. 

10 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, 52. 
11 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, 54 
12 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, 51. 
13 de Gruchy, Reconciliation, 59. 



366 Anglican Theological Review 

When viewed from this perspective, reconciliation attests to 
Christ's power to absorb and transcend the violence done to him. In 
this way, the crucifixion is God's judgment on the destructive desire to 
dominate (libido dominandi) that pervades human social relations. 
The cross, then, destabilizes accounts of retributive justice, for the 
justice established by it is one that is initiated by God and is satisfied 
only by forgiveness and restoration. The cross represents the victory 
of God over the powers of this world, a victory that has already been 
accomplished on our behalf, a reconciliation that is complete and real, 
if not yet fully revealed in the here and now. To work for reconcilia
tion, then, represents the determination to reject retribution, or any 
other refined form of vengeance, and to live by the politics of this new 
rule of God. 

De Gruchy's account of the atonement draws near, and in many 
instances from, other theologies that connect reconciliation and the 
atonement, particularly those of Christopher Marshall, Timothy Gor-
ringe, and Miroslav Volf.14 Although these theologians work within dif
ferent contexts, they all hold that accounts of the atonement that 
internalize the logic of retribution ultimately legitimize retribution in 
human relations. Nevertheless, they argue, the cross provides the 
proper starting point for the doctrine of reconciliation. Consequently, 
a polemical concern motivates their projects: to overturn the justifica
tion of retribution in social practices by constructing a counter-
theology and a counter-narrative so that the cross underscores the be
lief that God responds to violence in a restorative, and not retributive, 
way. 

I am sympathetic to the concern that animates these attempts. 
Nonetheless, I doubt whether such restorative accounts of the atone
ment represent the proper starting point for the doctrine of reconcili
ation. Three concerns are important to note in that they derive from 
the previous discussion of the achievements and limits of the TRC. 
My first is that, in the interest of overturning the legitimacy of ret
ributive practices, these accounts erode the ground on which the vic-

14 Christopher D. Marshall, Beyond Retribution: A New Testament Vision for Jus
tice, Crime and Punishment (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2001); Timothy Gor-
ringe, God's Just Vengeance: Crime, Violence, and the Rhetoric of Salvation 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Em
brace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville, 
Tenn.: Abingdon Press, 1996). 
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tim or survivor initially stands. As we have seen, one unintended side 
effect of the TRC was that survivors often felt pressured to forgive 
perpetrators in order to fulfill the conditions of amnesty. Even if the 
remedy to this pressure is not actual retribution, it is important to rec
ognize the moral claim victims have for redress in the aftermath of 
violence that is contained in retributive intuitions. The cry for retri
bution does not derive—as some of these theologians sometimes al
lege—from a purely human need for vengeance,15 but from the 
victim s sense that her rights, which derive from her status as a child of 
God, have been violated. Respecting and asserting these rights is a 
delicate task, one that draws from the same intuitions and aesthetic 
sense of order that inform the proportionality expressed in retribu
tion.16 As such, there may be a more complex relation between 
restorative and retributive models than is often acknowledged, and 
this complexity needs to be reflected in an acceptable theory of the 
atonement. Perhaps this is why Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela speaks of 
forgiveness as "a kind of revenge." A truly restorative theory of the 
atonement would need to show how these claims are honored, and 
this order maintained, in an account that moves beyond retribution. 

My second concern, which is in some sense related to the first, 
pertains to the solidarity established by the restorative account of the 
atonement. Standing behind the sense of vicariousness in de Gruchy s 
account is the claim that the cross establishes solidarity in both sin and 
redemption. That is to say, we are all sinners who are powerless to re
deem ourselves without the work of Christ on the cross. On these 
grounds, our solidarity in sin is coextensive with our solidarity in grace. 
Transposed into the language of reconciliation, the argument is that 
both victims and perpetrators are complicit in violent structures. And 
in order to break the cycle of violence, victims need to recognize this 
common point of responsibility in order to repent of the desire for re
venge. Miroslav Volf, for example, argues that the cross demands 
that the message of "divine love and human repentance" must be "ad
dressed to the victims," so that victims can repent of "the desire to 

15 See, for example, Marshall, Beyond Retribution, 140-141. This dismissive atti
tude towards retributive intuitions is widespread among proponents of restorative 
justice, for good reasons. Nonetheless, I find it troublesome. 

16 George Sher, Desert (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1987). See 
also Jean Hampton, "The Retributive Idea/' in Jeffrie G. Murphy and Jean Hampton, 
Forgiveness and Mercy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 111-161. 
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excuse their own reactive behavior either by claiming that they are not 
responsible for it or that such reactions are a necessary condition of 
liberation." Without this repentance, Volf believes, the behavior of the 
victims will become the mirror of that of their enemies and "needed 
social change will not take place."17 

To be sure, one of the necessary moves in an adequate theology of 
reconciliation is the recognition that all the parties involved are com
plicit—to some extent—in the cycle of violence. Consequently, some 
acknowledgement of this collusion is necessary on the part of both vic
tim and perpetrator, to the extent that no one can claim the absolute 
right to retribution that would derive from being perfectly innocent. 
Further, the experience of the TRC demonstrates that a great deal of 
bloodshed can be avoided when formerly oppressed groups follow this 
course. But to apply this view of solidarity broadly to human actions 
commits what some call the sin of equivalence.18 One might accept 
that some complicity exists on the part of victims as well as that it is ex
pedient to forsake reprisals. But it is wrong to assign equal moral re
sponsibility to both victim and perpetrator, for this represents a willing 
moral blindness that undermines reconciliation efforts over the long 
run. 

My third concern regards the finality that accompanies these the
ologies. Running through each is the claim that the cross, as an histor
ical event with eternal significance, has already established the new 
covenant of reconciliation. Life in the church and the world is accord
ingly portrayed as striving after a reality that is already completed 
through the event of the crucifixion. Such a view of reconciliation as 
the continuation of a completed event, however, cannot accommodate 
the frustration and critiques of the TRC noted above, specifically the 
disillusionment among those who have tried to move the vision of rec
onciliation forward. It cannot account for the imperative to work for 
reconciliation even in circumstances that seem impossible, where 
we contend with obstacles that seem to render any positive response 
impossible, where past structures of injustice continue to hamper at
tempts to embody God s justice in new ways. Such a view of reconcil-

17 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 113. 
18 Here I draw from Leon Wieseltier, 'Washington Diarist: Hits," The New Repub

lic, December 19, 2005. While I agree with Wieseltier in general about the sin of 
equivalence, I disagree with the political position he defends in this essay. 
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iation has trouble accounting for the fact that reconciliation is often 
chaotic and fragmentary, full of false starts and failures. 

Reconciliation and Resurrection 

A view of reconciliation that can better accommodate these con
cerns develops by starting with the resurrection rather than the atone
ment. As Rowan Williams writes, at the center of the church's 
proclamation of the risen Christ is the imperative to develop a "recon
ciled identity," an identity formed by the acceptance of the risen 
Christs judgment and forgiveness.19 This identity is discernable 
throughout the resurrection accounts found in the New Testament, 
and a brief review of these passages enables us to trace its features. 

In the first place, a reconciled identity must come to terms with 
the violence of the cross, for the resurrection accounts in the gospels 
reveal that the risen Jesus is also the crucified Jesus. Indeed, in Luke 
and John the disciples recognize Jesus by his wounds (John 20:20; 
Luke 24:39-40). But as the risen victim, Jesus represents an unex
pected departure from the story as it is usually told. Now, instead 
of the finality of death and violence, there is an unexpected trans
formation—a "transition," in Williams' words, from the "destructively 
familiar" to the "creatively strange."20 The disciples enter the strange
ness of this new story through their own reconciliation with Jesus, 
whom they have denied and abandoned, who has been the victim 
of the violence that pervades earthly existence, a violence in which 
they have colluded. The disciples are, as it were, offenders who need 
to seek their own redemption through meeting their victim and 
acknowledging their crimes. 

This paschal vision of reconciliation is most evident in those res
urrection accounts where the disciples have engaged in explicit acts of 
repudiation and violence, such as Peters breakfast with the risen 
Christ, in which Jesus asks him three times, "Do you love me?" (John 
21:15-19), and Jesus' confrontation with Saul, who faces the question, 
"Why do you persecute me?" (Acts 9:4). In both cases, the offenders 
encounter the risen Lord and receive in the same moment 
judgment and mercy. The risen Lord, who vindicates all victims, 

19 Rowan Williams, Resurrection: Interpreting the Easter Gospel, revised edition 
(Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 2002), 79. 

20 Williams, Resurrection, 69. 
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nonetheless saves the oppressors, thus initiating a new way to tran
scend the domination and diminution that characterizes human soci
ety. But instead of placing the victims over the oppressors, which only 
changes the roles but not the script, Jesus' reconciliation presents an 
invitation to live an entirely new life, one in which the past is not for
gotten, but loses its power to control us. Through graced confronta
tion and absolution, the past is somehow redeemed, making a new 
future possible. 

In other resurrection accounts, the construction of a reconciled 
identity is implicit, happening in meetings with a stranger to whom 
the disciples extend hospitality (Luke 24:29) and with a stranger who 
brings comfort (John 20:15). These other accounts are no less mo
ments of reconciliation, even if the process of confession and absolu
tion remains beneath the surface of the discourse. For in these 
moments, the disciples meet the Lord who reconciles that which ap
pears diametrically opposed—heaven and earth, time and eternity, 
life and death, sin and salvation, peace and justice, judgment and for
giveness. These passages demonstrate that reconciliation does not 
begin with Jesus' work on the cross, but begins in Jesus' person—by 
his incarnation as Emmanuel ("God with us"). That is to say, Jesus is 
the reconciliation of God and humanity, even before he does any work 
of reconciliation. Thus, the resurrection of Jesus follows God's charac
ter as creator, bringing forth out of nothing (ex nihilo) a new creation 
that gracefully disorients us.21 Jesus is not, as the disciples had as
sumed, a "dead friend" but a "living stranger" with whom they must 
become re-acquainted.22 Further, implicit in these encounters is the 
new politics of the kingdom, which is shaped by the fact that they 
meet Jesus in the victim and in the stranger. 

This new, reconciled identity is discernable even in the accounts 
of the empty tomb, in which Jesus' resurrected presence is manifested 
by the physical absence of the body. For these accounts strip away any 
pretense of controlling the narrative of reconciliation, teaching the 
disciples that part of developing a reconciled identity requires the sur
render of attempts to control the role or the script of the play the dis
ciples inhabit. If Jesus is not found in the empty tomb, he can be 
anywhere, at any time, in anyone. The disciples are no longer actors in 

Williams, Resurrection, 17. 
Williams, Resurrection, 74. 
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a tragedy, in which a tragic figure meets his end heroically through 
battling forces that eventually overwhelm him. But precisely what 
dramatic genre they now inhabit is hard to characterize—it has the 
improvisational elements of comedy, but elements of tragedy still re
main. Many of the disciples will meet similar fates as the figure of the 
cross becomes imprinted on their lives, but the resurrection assures 
them that the drama they now participate in is just beginning. Such a 
paschal vision of reconciliation, then, provides important teaching on 
the nature of disillusionment, the discovery that things are not as they 
assumed or hoped. This disillusionment plays an important role in dis-
cipleship. The angelic stranger tells the women in Mark that "he is not 
here," that "he is going ahead of you," that "you will see him, just as he 
told you" (Mark 16:6-7). This news did not bring immediate comfort, 
but marks the beginning of the transition into the new reality born of 
hope and faith. 

Finally, this reconciled identity is a work in progress. The resur
rection accounts depict the experience of reconciliation from inside 
the paschal mystery, from the perspective of disciples who have a spe
cific set of gifts and flaws on display. Thus, reconciliation is not so 
much an accomplished reality that stands beyond their current expe
rience, but an unfolding mystery that continually surprises them as 
they work out their salvation with fear and trembling. 

As a starting point for theological reflection on reconciliation, this 
paschal view has several benefits over the cruciform view outlined 
earlier. As I noted, the cruciform view generates an understanding of 
reconciliation that is inattentive to the victim while also being overly 
generalized and presented as a finished reality. In contrast, the 
paschal view just presented sees the role of the victim filled by Christ, 
who stands for victims and invites oppressors and offenders to be rec
onciled. As such, the victim's claims are not pushed to the background, 
but articulated perfectly by the resurrected Jesus, who is the source of 
both judgment and forgiveness. Further, this reconciliation is res
olutely particular: it recognizes that our hope is in seeking forgiveness 
from the victim, for it is "with the victim, the condemned, that God 
identifies, and it is in the company of the victim that God is to be 
found, and nowhere else."23 Therefore, attempts to develop a general 
theory or template of reconciliation are bound to fail, for like forgive-

Williams, Resurrection, 5. 
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ness, reconciliation must be personal and particular, focused on a spe
cific history that is redeemed only when it is acknowledged and 
remembered. Finally, when viewed through the prism of the resur
rection, reconciliation has been perfected but remains unfinished. 
What it will look like, no one knows, and this uncertainty is often man
ifested in moments of disillusionment, which bring us further into the 
mystery of the reconciliation of all things in Christ. 

While this paschal vision of reconciliation begins with a recon
ciled identity created out of our own specific encounter with the risen 
Lord, it ends with the resolve to live in a new kind of community. This 
move to community evolves out of the realization that our involve
ment in "structural violence"—that is, in "economic, political, reli
gious and private systems" that "diminish others"—is not fixed in 
stone, but results from individual decisions to become involved in 
these structures. As Williams explains, the "resurrection gospel" 
brings the discovery 

that I have a choice about colluding with these systems, a possibil
ity of belonging to another "system" in which gift rather than 
diminution is constitutive. I am thus equipped to understand that 
structural violence is not an unspeakable monolith: critical action, 
constructive protest, is possible. My involvement in violence is 
most destructive when least self-aware, and simply understand
ing that involvement is a critical first step. But to understand it in 
the presence of the Easter Jesus is to understand that violence is 
not omnipotent, and that my involvement in it does not rule out 
the possibility of transformation of my relations. What human 
beings make they can in some measure remake or reform (not 
un-make).24 

Consequently, this reconciliation is the life of the church's witness 
and worship. In terms of its witness, the church has no other option 
than "to live in penitence, in critical self-awareness and acknowledge
ment of failure," constantly remembering its "failing as a community 
to be a community of gift and mutuality."25 To partake in this peni
tence requires that we tell the stories of those we have oppressed, so 
that we might corporately live into the reconciliation to which we are 

Williams, Resurrection, 73. 
Williams, Resurrection, 48-49. 
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called. This recounting of the past will be painful and, in the eyes of 
some, unnecessary, given our penchant to deny the past rather than 
confront it. In terms of its worship, however, the church has in the 
Eucharist an example of a past that can also be transformed into a 
source of new life and a new identity. Thus, "when the church per
forms the Eucharistie action it is what it is called to be: the Easter 
community, guilty and restored, the gathering of those whose identity 
is defined by their new relation to Jesus crucified and raised, who 
identify themselves as forgiven."26 

Conclusion 

To be sure, the proposal I sketch in this essay represents only a 
bare outline of a proper theology of reconciliation. Among other is
sues, an adequate paschal theology of the reconciliation would have to 
address some of the tensions noted in theologies of the atonement dis
cussed above, particularly the sense of proportionality that underlies 
both retributive and restorative intuitions. More importantly, it would 
have to show how the church's worship and witness serve as salt and 
light to other communities in the public sphere. Lacking this engage
ment, this paschal view of reconciliation could potentially advocate 
withdrawal from the church's prophetic calling. As J. Deotis Roberts 
notes, the resurrection is "bad news" to those who continue to "suffer 
so much undeserved pain in the present." A true resurrection faith 
therefore must place its hopes not in the mere resurrection of the 
"flesh" but in the resurrection of the "body," in an enacted vision of 
wholeness that proclaims the lordship of the risen Christ over the 
powers and principalities that enslave us.27 

26 Williams, Resurrection, 52. 
27 J. Deotis Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation: A Black Theology, 2nd ed. 

(Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 2005), 83,93. 
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