To the ones with whom I am learning, day by day,
that love is a home we return to
and grow into together—
Christy, my partner in life, love, family, and faith,
who stays in the hard rooms and listens until they begin to speak,
Jackson, who presses us to make room at the table,
Luke, who challenges me to look again and see what I first missed,
and Norah, who reminds me that sometimes the truest faith
is simply learning to say yes in our own way.
Foreword
Brian Zahnd
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THE CROSS OF CHRIST is the epicenter of Christian faith and the holy nexus of ever-unfolding divine mysteries. The cross as a theological category is as infinite as God’s own being. We can never be finished with the task of contemplating what is revealed in the crucifixion of the Son of God. Indeed, all that can be known about the God revealed in Jesus Christ is somehow present on Good Friday. For being disguised under the disfigurement of an ugly crucifixion and death, Christ upon the cross is paradoxically the clearest revelation of who God is. When we come to the cross, we stand on the holy ground of Golgotha not as objective spectators but as awestricken worshipers. When we look on the cross of Christ, we do so not as dispassionate theorists but as those who are being saved by what we behold.
The temptation for those who would talk about the meaning of Jesus Christ and him crucified is to diminish the cross to a single interpretation and then ignore or oppose all other interpretations. The bane of atonement theories is the reduction of the cross to a single factor in a simple salvation equation. In this way, the cross is domesticated into something easily understood and casually explained. Of course this is a dreadful mistake. The central and astonishing Christian claim that the incarnate Word of God was nailed to a tree, died a criminal’s death, was buried in a borrowed tomb, rose from the dead three days later, and this is what saves the world is not something that can be neatly summed up in a tidy atonement theory. To begin to speak properly of the cross requires us to employ a plenitude of images, metaphors, and stories. Though we can begin talking about the meaning of the cross, we can never conclude the conversation.
And now Jason Edwards has joined this two-millennia-old sacred conversation around the cross. Edwards brings to the table the metaphor of a Great House with its many rooms—each containing its own unique contribution to the cruciform conversation. In so doing we avoid the mistake of sitting in a single room convinced that what is said about the cross in this space is all that can be rightly said. Instead Edwards graciously and patiently guides us from room to room through what he calls the “Great House of Atonement.” The rooms are not pitted against one another, and the reader is not asked to choose which one is the “right” room. The cross is not one thing but many things. Working with Edwards’s guiding metaphor, we might recall Jesus’ words, “My Father’s house has many rooms” (John 14:2 NIV). This ten-chapter mediation on some of the meanings of the cross truly invites us to be at home with God.


Introduction
The Great House of Atonement
Our Guiding Metaphor
[image: ]
IMAGINE YOURSELF WANDERING THROUGH a valley of questions, or across a landscape you’d long called faith but had recently begun to doubt.
And then, there it was.
A house. Or something like it. Older than the land around it. Stone-walled, timber-framed, laced with ivy and cloud-shadow. You don’t remember how you got to the front gate. Only that something in you knew to stop. To look. Because this wasn’t just a house. This was a house where something had happened.
A story of beauty and brokenness. A mystery. A love you couldn’t name. The kind of place that both unsettles and welcomes. The kind of place you don’t just visit but are invited into.
You don’t have to understand every room in a house to feel at home there. Houses like this have always been patient with people who don’t know where everything goes yet. Sometimes it’s enough to stand in the hallway and smell something baking in the kitchen, to pass a window and catch the glint of sunlight on old wood, to hear laughter behind a closed door or feel the hush of a room that holds sacred things. Even if you never enter every space, the house still holds you.
Of course, not everyone arrives at the same time. Some stumble through the doorway weary from travel. Some hesitate on the porch, unsure if they belong. Some were born inside and never questioned the foundation. Others were told they could only stay if they kept to certain rooms and didn’t open too many doors. The house has held all of us and all our reckonings.
That’s how I think of the cross. As a house, built slowly and lovingly over generations by prophets and poets, Gospel writers and skeptics, mystics and mothers, second sons and brokenhearted saints. A house of breath and blood and mercy. It resists explanation but welcomes reverence, like a threshold that invites rather than instructs.
For centuries, Christians have tried to understand what happened at the cross. Why did Jesus die? What does it mean? What changed in the heavens—and in us—on that dark afternoon outside Jerusalem?
Theologians have given us many answers, so if you’ve ever felt overwhelmed by the options, you’re in good company. Some describe Jesus as our substitute, taking on what we could not bear. Others see Christ as the victor, breaking the powers of evil and death. Still others point to the cross as the great revelation of divine love, or the moment our humanity is healed and re-woven in him. Each lens offers insight. But no single view of atonement is the whole story. It’s much more a mystery to live inside.
That’s where the house comes in.
A mid-twentieth-century devotional booklet, titled My Heart—Christ’s Home, shaped the spiritual imaginations of many.1 Its metaphor was of Jesus entering the individual rooms of our lives. While that image remains meaningful for many, I wasn’t aware of that work until after this manuscript was nearly complete. What emerged in my own writing was not a house meant to represent one person’s soul, but a house more ancient, expansive, and sacred, a place we might glimpse the mystery together, room by room. This is not my house or your house. It’s the Great House of Atonement. The House of God. A place we’re invited to explore.
You might think of it as a hall or estate. You might hear echoes of Jesus’ words in John 14: “In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places.” You might even imagine it as a great house, like the storied homes of literature, castles and abbeys where something of eternal significance seems to linger in the walls. For me, this image allows us to move slowly, reverently, and poetically. Each chapter is part of the House, a room to linger in, a window to look through. Each step further in opens more questions than answers and more grace than we expected.
My friend and fellow pastor Andrea Huffman once told a story about standing outside a vacant house, forehead to the glass. From the sidewalk it looked ordinary. Only later did she learn a tree grew at the center of the house—the builders had framed the rooms around it. Nothing from the windows told that truth. It had to be discovered from within.2 Atonement is like that. The windows matter: They invite us. But the story only becomes home when we step inside and find the life around which the whole house is built.
And if you don’t live in a house with rooms like these? That’s okay. Neither do I. Grace doesn’t actually work off a floor plan. (It’s remarkably unconcerned with square footage.) This isn’t about the kind of home we own or apartment we rent. This is about something larger and older and truer. A sacred dwelling where justice and mercy meet. A space where sorrow is held, love is poured out, and God makes room for us all.
Atonement is far more than a theological puzzle to solve; it’s a path to walk. What we believe about the cross shapes how we live, how we forgive, how we show up in the world. If we see Christ’s death as divine punishment, we may become people who punish. If we see it as reconciliation, we may become reconcilers. Theology has a way of sneaking into our habits when we’re not paying attention.
The cross does more than save us, it forms us. The way we understand atonement becomes the way we embody grace.
This book began with my own longing to know and love God more deeply through the mystery of Christ’s cross, where the heart of the gospel is laid bare. I wanted to know God in the way a person comes to know a landscape by walking it . . . slowly and on foot. The atoning work of Christ stands at the center of the gospel, and over time it became clear to me that its scope was far wider and deeper than I had ever imagined. That realization sharpened my curiosity.
So I began reading everything I could about the meaning, reach, and texture of the crucifixion. Ancient theologians and modern scholars, poets and pastors, mystics and historians filled my shelves. At one point I decided to use Fleming Rutledge’s six-hundred-page meditation on the cross, The Crucifixion, as a kind of daily devotional.3 More than one pastor friend responded to this with a kind of amused concern, as though I’d announced plans to eat a dictionary for breakfast. Still, I kept reading, slowly and prayerfully over the course of a year, lingering over every page and even every footnote, the way one might sit with a single line of Scripture until it begins to open up. One of the unexpected graces of that season was that after I wrote to Fleming to thank her, we began to correspond from time to time, and her encouragement became part of the journey.
Through all of that reading and prayer, God met me again and again, opening the mystery of the cross as a place to dwell, where love kept shaping my soul and teaching me how to see. What began as study turned into something more like pilgrimage. Those long hours with the cross slowly gave birth to a sermon series at my church in 2022 called The Great House of Atonement. And from there, almost without my planning it, this book began to take shape.
It might still be sitting in a half-finished document if not for the steady encouragement of my editor, Cindy Bunch at InterVarsity Press. When I sent her some early pages almost on a whim, her warmth and enthusiasm helped me trust that this strange, spacious house was worth building. As with so much in this journey, the real gift was not simply the finished manuscript, but the way the writing itself kept drawing me deeper into the unfathomable grace of what Christ has done for the world.
This book is not a blueprint, a doctrinal debate, or a test of theological precision. You won’t find a single airtight theory here, only the invitation to walk slowly through the House, room by room, window by window—the kind of tour where you’re expected to linger, and no one minds if you lose track of time. It’s written for those who find themselves at the threshold of mystery: some coming weary of formulas, others longing for something deeper, still others simply burdened and unsure. Wherever you stand, my hope is that these rooms will steady your steps and stir your wonder, whether you are rebuilding faith or searching for a truer word of grace.
This is an invitation to step into the mystery the cross has held for the church for over two thousand years. Because that word—atonement—strange and sacred as it is, begins to unfold when you slow down and sound it out: at-one-ment. The etymology of atonement is often traced to Middle English usage denoting “at-one-ment,” a state of reconciliation or unity, especially between God and humanity. Becoming whole. Becoming healed. Becoming home.
The style of this book is also intentional. Its metaphors, layered descriptions, and poetic observations are meant to slow you down and help you gaze more deeply at the mystery of God’s grace. Devotion, meditation, worship, and wonder are woven into the prose. My hope is that you will understand more about atonement and glimpse the beauty of God’s love revealed in Christ’s cross, a mystery to be pondered, savored, and lived.
What steadies you one year may not be what steadies you the next. The Spirit knows the House (and us) better than we do. The Spirit flips on lights in rooms you didn’t know existed. Some days you need a place to fall apart; other days a view from the window is enough. The Great House does not hold only one problem and one solution. It’s a household of many wounds and many healings. Sin must be named, yes, but blessing came first. Creation’s first word was “very good” (Genesis 1:31), and the cross restores what was broken so that blessing can be heard again. Each room of this House takes up a different ache in our lives and in our world—alienation, oppression, distortion, betrayal, and injustice—and shows how Christ meets it.
The mystery of the cross transcends every single formula. It’s a fullness wide enough to hold the whole world. Likewise, atonement isn’t only what happens in the rooms, it’s what happens in you as you move through them. You don’t have to understand the whole House to dwell here. Just walk in with reverence, curiosity, and a willingness to be surprised by the mercy that still lives here.
We’ll begin at the Front Door, where welcome meets us in a love that took our place. From there, we make our way into the Library, where old stories are reread and retold until they open toward hope. In the Mirror Room, we face the truth of who we are and glimpse the image being restored in us. We step next into the Hearth, a place of belonging where covenant love glows like fire, and from there, into the Dining Room, where bread and wine set the memory of deliverance on our lips.
Beyond the table lies the War Room, a place where Christ unmasks the powers and shows us a different kind of victory. Then, our way grows quieter in the Chapel, where union with Christ reshapes our life. The House also offers a Stained-Glass Window, where repair is made visible, and an Open Window that widens our view to the world beyond. Finally, we reach a threshold, where our whole journey gathers into a word for the road ahead.
At the close of each chapter, you’ll find a companion poem and a prayer. They are offered as gentle pauses, helping imagination and devotion carry what reason alone cannot hold. May these breaths give you language for what is stirring and invite your own prayer into the story.
Along the way you’ll also notice certain words in bold. These are theological terms the church has long used to speak about atonement. If you’d like to explore them further, a brief dictionary is included at the end of the book. Think of it as a companion for the journey, a way of giving you language when the mystery feels just beyond your reach. No quizzes will be given.
Much like other houses, the rooms in the Great House overlap on purpose, but each has a center. If you lose your place, linger; the room you’re in will tell you why the next one matters.
As Elizabeth Barrett Browning writes: “Earth’s crammed with heaven, / And every common bush afire with God.”4 The Great House doesn’t create that fire; it teaches us to notice it and to carry its warmth into the street.
The door is already cracked open.
Come and see.
A POEM AT THE GATE
You pause at the gate where ivy threads the iron,
hand on the latch—
dust of the road at your cuffs,
name unsure on your tongue.

Inside, a clock you cannot see
keeps time with mercy.
Somewhere a chair waits
for the weight you carry.

Wind moves through ivy;
light unbuttons itself on old floors.
No one asks for proof.
Only that you breathe, and cross.

What saves you today
may be the window,
or the table,
or a quiet pause on the stairs.

For now: a hinge,
a turning,
a yes.


PRAYER BEFORE ENTERING
God of the long road and the open door, before we peer through the windows, name the rooms, or try to explain what can only be lived, let us remember: this is your dwelling place . . . older than our questions, wider than our understanding, woven with sorrow and light, breath and grace. So as we walk, room by room, window by window, give us eyes to understand and to behold. Let us find the spaces we never noticed and be startled by mercy. May we be changed by what we see and by the One who still dwells here. Amen.




1
The Front Door:
Substitution
Love That Took Our Place
[image: ]
EVERY HOUSE HAS A FRONT DOOR. It’s the first thing you see when you walk up. It’s where the world is invited in. Where the light first spills out in the evening, and where the dust of the road gathers at the threshold. It’s not the whole house . . . no one lives in the door. It’s where welcome begins.
For many people, substitution is the Front Door of the gospel. They were handed this story in Sunday school. They heard it at youth camp alter calls. They whispered it in late-night testimonies. Jesus took your place. Jesus paid your debt. Jesus died so you don’t have to. At its best, it’s breathtaking. Simple, yes, but so are bread and water. So is the sound of someone saying your name when you thought you’d been forgotten.
Beneath these images lies a deeper ache: alienation. So many of us quietly fear we’re not enough, that we’ve been left outside love’s threshold. At the cross, Christ steps into our alienation so that we may step into God’s embrace. As poet George Herbert confesses, “Love bade me welcome; yet my soul drew back.”1 That is the shape of substitution here: Love steps over our shame, takes our place at the door, and ushers us in. Welcome isn’t a theory. It tastes like bread on a plate and feels like your name remembered. The porch light is on . . . someone’s been watching for you. The door opens, and we enter as beloved children, lovingly beckoned home. Brush the dust from your shoes and come on in. You don’t owe a thing.
It’s worth pausing here. Because this story, this glimpse into the wide Great House of Atonement, tells a truth we know in our bones: You were stuck, and Jesus made a way. And we shouldn’t confuse the simplicity of the image with shallowness. The power of substitution lies in realizing what it cost someone to step in. Substitution means love took our place.
Think of the stories that shape us most, the ones where a friend holds a secret, a parent bears the shame, a stranger absorbs the blow meant for another—the kind of love we usually only recognize in hindsight, when we realize how much we didn’t deserve it. These aren’t just stories of rescue. They’re stories of a love willing to lose something. You could not save yourself. And someone, unexpected, undeserved, stepped forward and said, “I’ll take this one.”
It’s primal, this kind of love. You feel it somewhere older than words. It sings in stories we tell again and again: the ram caught in the thicket just before the knife falls (Genesis 22:13); the lamb whose blood marks the door so that death passes over (Exodus 12:7-13); the suffering servant in Isaiah, “wounded for our transgressions, / crushed for our iniquities / . . . and by his bruises we are healed” (Isaiah 53:5). Even Katniss Everdeen
THE ONE WHO STEPPED FORWARD










A PRAYER AT THE FRONT DOOR
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