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Born and raised in Aberdeenshire, Scotland, the Victorian visionary and prolific writer, 

George MacDonald, achieved enormous popularity in his own day both as an imaginative story-

teller and as an authentic prophetic voice. ―Between 1851 and 1897,‖ notes Frederick Buechner 

in the forward to Rolland Hein‘s biography, ―he wrote over fifty books—novels, plays, essays, 

sermons, poems, fairy tales, not to mention two fantasies for adults (Phantastes, 1858, and Lilith, 

1895) that elude the usual categories.‖
1
 His friendship with Lewis Carroll (the penname for 

Charles Dodgson) was very close, and he also made friends with such luminaries as Henry Long-

fellow, Walt Whitman, Alfred Lord Tennyson, Mark Twain, and Ralph Waldo Emerson. At the 

height of his popularity in 1872, Macdonald traveled to the United States for a remarkably suc-

cessful lecture tour in which he addressed huge audiences and ―people flocked to him as prophet, 

seer, saint, all in one.‖
2
 But in no way did MacDonald seek popular acclaim or tailor a message 

in an effort to achieve popularity; to the contrary, he always remained true to a stunning religious 

vision that, one way or another, expressed itself in virtually all of his writings, lectures, and de-

livered sermons. It was a stunning and utterly consistent vision of God‘s all-inclusive, all-

pervasive, and inexorable love.  

As it happened, MacDonald‘s popularity faded rapidly after his death in 1905. But even so, 

his influence upon important nineteenth and twentieth century writers ensured an enduring lega-

cy. As Nick Page notes in his introduction to an annotated edition of MacDonald‘s influential 
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Phantastes,
3
 ―The roll call of writers who have been influenced by his unique perspective in-

cludes Robert Louis Stevenson, G. K. Chesterton, E. Nesbit, C. S. Lewis, J. R. R Tolkien, Mau-

rice Sendak, T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden.‖
4
 According to W. H. Auden, for one, MacDonald 

was ―one of the most remarkable writers of the nineteenth century.‖
5
 But probably no one did 

more than C. S. Lewis to rekindle popular interest in MacDonald, which has grown steadily over 

the past few decades. In his preface to George MacDonald: an Anthology, Lewis thus wrote: ―I 

have never concealed the fact that I regard him as my master; indeed I fancy that I have never 

written a book in which I did not quote from him. But it has not seemed to me that those who 

have received my books kindly take even now sufficient notice of the affiliation.‖
6
 Over the 

passing years, however, at least some of those who take ―kindly‖ to Lewis‘ own books have in-

deed come to appreciate why he regarded MacDonald as his own tutor and ―master.‖  

Without question MacDonald‘s relationship with his father—an unbreakable bond of loyal-

ty, trust, and unconditional love that developed between them—profoundly influenced his own 

understanding of God‘s relationship to created persons. On the one hand, George, Sr., was a sim-

ple farmer and a constant source of spiritual comfort to a young boy with a sickly constitution, 

who in his childhood lost his mother to the ravages of tuberculosis.
7
 As MacDonald explicitly 

stated in one sermon, ―In my own childhood and boyhood, my father was the refuge from all the 

ills of life, even sharp pain itself.‖
8
 But, on the other hand, George, Sr., was also devoutly reli-
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gious, a deacon in a local Presbyterian church, and committed to an especially stern form of Cal-

vinism. So, because MacDonald was never able to reconcile in his own mind his father‘s Calvin-

ist theology with his father‘s own sensitive, caring, and loving nature, he began to reject his fa-

ther‘s theology at a remarkably early age. As Rolland Hein observes in his biography, ―The 

young George took churchgoing very seriously‖;
9
 but his reaction to what he heard in church 

was often to question or even to reject it. When he first heard ―the doctrine of [limited] election,‖ 

for example, ―he said he did not want God to love him if he did not love everybody.‖
10

 The boy 

was even known to experience physical pain while sitting in church. From the beginning, how-

ever, he loved the Christian Scriptures and spent years as a young man studying them in their 

original languages. But the more he studied, the more persuaded he became that he needed to 

unlearn almost everything he had learned in church. He thus wrote the following to his father, 

with whom he remained in loving contact throughout all of his early struggles: ―I love my Bible 

more—I am always finding out something new in it—I seem to have had everything to learn 

over again from the beginning—All my teaching in youth seems useless to me—I must get it all 

from the Bible again.‖
11

 

MacDonald received his formal education at Aberdeen College and subsequently at High-

bury Theological College in London, where he studied for the Christian ministry. But he re-

signed under a cloud of heresy from his first (and only) pastorate after only three years, and I 

doubt that anyone who reads his voluminous Unspoken Sermons or the lengthy religious reflec-

tions embedded in his Victorian novels would likely find this development surprising. For Mac-

Donald was a persistent critic of Western theology, particularly as we encounter it in the likes of 
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Augustine and Calvin, and his own religious convictions tended to accord far better with the 

Eastern Orthodox tradition. Even as many Christians believe that, despite a detailed knowledge 

of the Hebrew Scriptures, Jesus‘ opponents among the scribes and the Pharisees had simply mis-

understood the revelation that Moses and the Hebrew prophets had delivered to them, so Mac-

Donald came to believe that, despite a detailed knowledge of the Christian Scriptures, far too 

many Western theologians have simply misunderstood the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. So 

perhaps it is not from religious leaders and scholars, he concluded, that we should even expect 

the greatest insight and clarity of vision. Here is but one example of his attitude towards the 

Western theological tradition: 

How terribly, then, have the theologians misrepresented God . . .! Nearly all of 

them represent him as a great King on a grand throne, thinking how grand he is, 

and making it the business of his being and the end of his universe to keep up his 

glory, wielding the bolts of a Jupiter against them that take his name in vain. They 

would not allow this, but follow out what they say, and it comes much to this. 

Brothers, have you found our king? There he is, kissing little children and saying 

they are like God. There he is at table with the head of a fisherman lying on his 

bosom, and somewhat heavy at heart that even he, the beloved disciple, cannot yet 

understand him well. The simplest peasant who loves his children and his sheep 

were—no, not a truer, for the other is false, but—a true type of our God beside 

that monstrosity of a monarch.
12

 

 

As this passage already illustrates, MacDonald passionately believed that God‘s glory con-

sists not in his power or his kingship, but in his humility, in his loving nature, and in his eager-

ness to give of himself to all of those whom he loves into existence in the first place. 

 The Nature of Christian Faith 

Although MacDonald was never shy about challenging the prevailing theological doctrines 

of his day, sometimes with a surprising degree of harshness, he also denied that the proper pur-

pose of teaching was to persuade others to conform their thinking to the teacher‘s own thinking. 
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Instead, the sole purpose should be to acquaint people with the living Christ of the New Testa-

ment. As MacDonald himself put it: ―I believe that no teacher should strive to make men think as 

he thinks, but [should instead strive] to lead them to the living Truth, to the Master himself, of 

whom alone they can learn anything, who will make them in themselves know what is true by 

the very seeing of it. I believe that the inspiration of the Almighty alone gives understanding. I 

believe that to be the disciple of Christ is the end of being; that to persuade men to be his disci-

ples is the end of teaching.‖
13

  

These words also illustrate the extent to which MacDonald adopted a Christocentric ap-

proach to revelation. Like Karl Barth whom he anticipated in this regard, he seems to have dis-

tinguished sharply between the incarnate Word of God, which is the light (or the true revelation) 

that comes into the world and enlightens every person, and the words of any human witness, 

such as John the Baptist, who might testify to the light.
14

 As the incarnate Word of God, Jesus 

Christ is the ultimate and final revelation from God, and everything else, including everything 

else in the Bible, must be interpreted in light of this ultimate and final revelation that, sooner or 

later, will enlighten every person. Faith is simply the obedient response to this revelation, and, as 

such, it can also be a reliable source of knowledge under the right conditions. In that one respect, 

at least, MacDonald‘s understanding of faith was similar to that of John Calvin, whose overall 

theology he passionately rejected. For even as Calvin held that ―the only true faith is that which 

the Spirit of God seals in our hearts,‖
15

 so MacDonald held that ―the inspiration of the Almighty 

alone gives understanding‖; and even as Calvin held that certain convictions sealed in our hearts 

by the Spirit of God are ―self-authenticating,‖ so MacDonald held that ―the Master‖ enables us to 
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―know what is true by the very seeing of it.‖ By faith, for example, ―we understand that the 

world was created by the word of God‖
16

 and we can know this, furthermore, without having to 

infer it from other propositions or from some body of evidence. Or, to express the point in a way 

familiar to contemporary philosophers, at least some of the truths known by faith are properly 

basic in Alvin Plantinga‘s sense.
17

 

In no way, however, did MacDonald identify saving faith with the possession of correct 

doctrine. Faith may be a source of knowledge, but it just is an obedient heart or a disposition to 

obey; and it ―is the one terrible heresy of the church,‖ MacDonald lamented, ―that it has always 

been presenting something else than obedience as faith in Christ.‖
18

 In particular, Christians too 

often confuse faith in Christ with an acceptance of certain theories or abstract doctrines about his 

nature and work, and they just as often confuse an absence of ―correct‖ doctrine with an absence 

of faith. But like Kierkegaard, MacDonald held that an acceptance of correct doctrine is neither a 

sufficient nor a necessary condition of saving faith. It is not a sufficient condition, because ac-

cepting a particular theory carries no guarantee of obedience; and besides, ―to hold a thing with 

the intellect,‖ he insisted, ―is not [even] to believe it [in the relevant sense]. A man‘s real belief is 

that which he lives by.‖
19

 And neither is an acceptance of correct doctrine a necessary condition 

of saving faith, because one can have an obedient heart, a willingness to submit to the ―true light, 

which enlightens everyone,‖
20

 without giving assent to any particular theory about the nature of 

Jesus Christ and his redemptive work. MacDonald even went so far as to suggest that an atheist 

might be closer to the Kingdom of God than a professing Christian: ―It is better to be an atheist 
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who does the will of God, than a so-called Christian who does not. . . . The doing of things from 

duty is but a stage on the road to the kingdom of truth and love.‖
21

 Indeed, our theological opin-

ions and theories, however correct they may be, might be the very thing that prevents us ―from 

being Christians. For when you say that, to be saved, a man must hold this or that [theory], then 

are you leaving the living God and his will, and putting trust in some notion [such as a theory of 

atonement] about him or his will.‖
22

 But our task, MacDonald contended, is simply to follow in 

obedience the one who died on our behalf and rose again in triumph; it is not to haggle over hu-

manly devised theories about the way in which the death and resurrection of Christ successfully 

reconciles us to God.  

Accordingly, a set of incorrect theological opinions, honestly and humbly held, could no 

more condemn someone than a set of correct opinions, held apart from a transformed heart, 

could successfully save someone. But if that is true, then in what sense, exactly, is faith also a 

source of knowledge? MacDonald‘s rather nuanced answer includes an appeal to Philippians 

3:15–16, wherein Paul wrote: ―Let those of us then who are mature be of the same mind; and if 

you think differently about anything [my emphasis] this too God will reveal to you. Only let us 

hold fast to what we have attained.‖ Commenting on this text, MacDonald wrote: ―Observe what 

widest conceivable scope is given by the apostle to honest opinion, even in things of grandest 

import!—the one only essential point with him is, that whereto we have attained, what we have 

seen to be true, we walk by that.‖
23

 So faith (or an obedient heart) is indeed, MacDonald con-

tended, the principle instrument through which God imparts spiritual understanding and a 

knowledge of himself. But whatever light now dawns in our understanding, whatever ultimate 

truths we now discern (however faintly), and whatever obligations we now acknowledge, we 
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must allow that to penetrate our hearts and to transform us. We must, in other words, own up to 

whatever light we have. When we follow that light in obedience and thereby submit to it, the 

Spirit will inevitably enable us to see farther and wider. 

We thus approach what I (and many others) have found to be the single most refreshing as-

pect of MacDonald‘s approach to religion. He recognized that we must all proceed from where 

we now are in our respective spiritual journeys, and he saw no virtue in trying to suppress honest 

doubt or in ignoring moral qualms concerning, say, a widely accepted interpretation of the Bible. 

Such bad faith, as he saw it, is the very antithesis of a genuine faith in Christ. ―Do not try to be-

lieve anything,‖ he thus exhorted, ―that affects you as darkness. Even if you mistake and refuse 

something true thereby, you will do less wrong to Christ by such a refusal than you would by 

accepting as his what you can see only as darkness.‖
24

 Granted, what a given person sees as 

darkness at a particular time may depend on a host of cultural and individual factors, perhaps 

even on a confusion of one kind or another. Even MacDonald‘s own teachings, he would have 

acknowledged, may affect some as darkness. But with respect to any genuine revelation from 

God, it ―is impossible,‖ he believed, that ―you are seeing a true, a real thing—seeing it as it is, I 

mean—if it looks to you darkness.‖
25

  

Imagine yourself, by way of illustration, a simple peasant with no knowledge of Greek or 

Hebrew, little knowledge of the Bible‘s historical background, and no access to scholarly works 

on the Bible. Imagine further that, even though you believe in your heart that racism and slavery 

are terrible evils, you should find yourself utterly unable to refute, exegetically, your pastor‘s 

racist interpretation of the curse of Ham or his appeal to Paul in support of institutional slavery. 
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And imagine, finally, that your pastor should then play his trump card: an appeal to original sin 

in an effort to knock you off your moral convictions, as if sin would more likely corrupt your 

deeply rooted moral convictions than it would his interpretation of Scripture. How should you 

then respond in the face of your pastor‘s seemingly superior knowledge of the Scriptures and his 

injunction to bow humbly before them (as he interprets them, of course)? MacDonald‘s counsel 

on such matters was clear: Hold on to your moral convictions, treat them as part of the light that 

the Word of God has brought into the world, and do not ―let your cowardly conscience receive 

any word as light because another calls it light, while it looks to you dark. Say either the thing is 

not what it seems, or God never said or did it. But, of all evils, to misinterpret what God does, 

and then say the thing as interpreted must be right because God does it, is of the devil.‖
26

  

The God Revealed in Jesus Christ  

Now if, according to MacDonald, Jesus Christ is the very revelation of God to us, just what 

is the nature of the God he reveals? In a sermon entitled ―The Creation in Christ,‖ MacDonald 

asked: ―Now what is the deepest in God?‖
27

 That is, what is the most basic attribute of divinity, 

the one that explains God‘s most basic reasons for acting? It could not be his power because hav-

ing the power to do something could never, by itself, provide a reason to do it. Neither does hav-

ing the power to do something exclude the possibility of doing it for a selfish or even for a de-

monic reason. So, because Jesus himself described God as our ―Father in heaven,‖ because his 

entire message, as MacDonald understood it, was one of love and forgiveness, and because I 

John 4:8 & 16 declares twice that God not only loves but is love, MacDonald likewise wrote: ―In 
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one word, God is Love. Love is the deepest depth, the essence of his nature, at the root of all his 

being. . . . His perfection is his love. All his divine rights rest upon his love.‖
28

  

But if it is indeed God‘s nature to love, how then should we understand his holiness and 

justice? Are not these also attributes of God? People sometimes say, as if it were an illuminating 

remark, that God is not only loving and merciful, but also just; they then exhort us to take into 

account God‘s justice, as well as his love, and to avoid an overly sentimental understanding of 

his love. According to MacDonald, however, God‘s justice is itself an expression of his love and, 

beyond that, his justice and mercy are exactly the same attribute. Nor was MacDonald‘s under-

standing of God‘s perfecting love, which a sinner might sometimes experience as wrath, harsh 

judgment, or even a temporary hardening of a heart, even remotely sentimental. 

I believe that justice and mercy are simply one and the same thing; without justice 

to the full there can be no mercy, and without mercy to the full there can be no 

justice; that such is the mercy of God that he will hold his children in the consum-

ing fire of his distance until they pay the uttermost farthing, until they drop the 

purse of selfishness with all the dross that is in it, and rush home to the Father and 

the Son, and the many brethren—rush inside the centre of the life-giving fire 

whose outer circles burn. I believe that no hell will be lacking which would help 

the just mercy of God to redeem his children.
29

 

 

So God is not, in other words, a split personality whose justice pushes him in one direction 

and whose mercy pushes him in another. In order to illustrate the point, MacDonald chose, as a 

text for his sermon entitled ―Justice,‖ the King James translation of Psalm 62:12: ―Also unto 

thee, O Lord, belongeth mercy; for thou renderest to every man according to his work.‖ He then 

pointed out that, given the prevailing Calvinist theology of his day, one would have expected this 

text to read very differently, something like: ―Also unto thee, O Lord, belongs justice; for thou 

renders to everyone according to his or her work.‖ But if MacDonald was right about justice and 

mercy (and the Calvinists of his day were mistaken), then it matters not which term one might 
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choose. For the two resulting statements are, if not synonymous, at least logically equivalent, and 

so both are true if either one is true.
30

 MacDonald might also have pointed to a text such as Isaiah 

30:18, according to which God‘s mercy expresses his justice: ―Therefore the Lord wants to be 

gracious to you; . . . he will rise up and show mercy to you. For the Lord is a God of justice.‖ Or 

he might have pointed to the eleventh chapter of Romans, which explicitly teaches that God‘s 

severity towards the disobedient, his judgment of sin, and even his temporary hardening of a 

heart all express his boundless mercy. The point is that, according to explicit teachings in the Bi-

ble, God‘s justice and mercy both require exactly the same thing, namely, an absolute destruction 

of sin and the separation of every sinner from it. 

This single move, that of affirming an identity between divine justice and divine mercy, 

strikes at the very heart of Calvinism as a system of theology. Many Christians who might reject 

MacDonald‘s universalism—Arminians, Roman Catholics, and other freewill theists—can none-

theless accept such an identity, but a Calvinist cannot. You cannot consistently affirm a doctrine 

of limited election (much less that of limited atonement) unless you suppose that God deals 

―justly‖ with some people—namely, the non-elect—without being merciful to them. In defense 

of limited atonement, therefore, the Calvinist philosopher Paul Helm has argued that mercy dif-

fers from justice in just this respect: By its very nature mercy must be supererogatory, an expres-

sion of undeserved love, and hence cannot rest upon a moral necessity of any kind. ―What is es-

sential to such [undeserved] love is it could, consistently with all else that God is, be withheld by 

him. If God cannot but exercise mercy as he cannot but exercise justice then its character as mer-

cy vanishes. If God has to exercise mercy as he has to exercise justice then such ‗mercy‘ would 

not be mercy [i.e. would not be undeserved love]. . . . A justice that could be unilaterally waved 
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would not be justice, and a mercy which could not be unilaterally waved would not be mercy.‖
31

  

Now the first thing to observe about such an argument is that it is not a biblical argument at 

all; that is, it does not rest upon the interpretation of some biblical text or combination of texts. It 

is instead a quasi-philosophical argument of a kind that MacDonald encountered repeatedly and 

always rejected on the ground that it rests upon an utterly pagan understanding of justice and 

mercy.
32

 The easiest response would be to make Helm a present of the word ―mercy‖ and then 

simply to replace it with any one of the following: ―beneficence,‖ ―kindness,‖ ―compassion,‖ or 

even ―pity.‖ One could then note the absurdity of the following claim: ―If, given his essential at-

tributes, God cannot but exercise beneficence [kindness, compassion, or pity] as he cannot but 

exercise justice, then its character as beneficence vanishes.‖ And, finally, one could point out 

that Romans 11 culminates in the statement: ―For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that 

he may be merciful [or beneficent] to all.‖
33

 As I have suggested elsewhere, the basic Pauline 

concept here, typically ―translated in our English Bibles with the word ‗mercy,‘ is not that of un-

deserved love at all. It is instead that of beneficence, kindness, compassion, or pity. It has in view 

not the setting aside of a just punishment, as Helm supposes, but the relief of misery or dis-

tress.‖
34

 In fact, MacDonald himself rejected as absurd the whole idea of God withholding a de-

served punishment from someone. For if divine justice and mercy are the very same attribute, 

then God withholds a deserved punishment only if he withholds his mercy as well.  

Behind the widespread idea that God‘s mercy is supererogatory lies the more general ab-
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surdity that, even as our Creator, God owes us nothing in our so-called fallen state; in particular, 

he has no obligation (no responsibility grounded in necessity) to save sinners. But MacDonald 

rejected that view as patently absurd. For just as the decision to have children entails an obliga-

tion to care and to provide for them, however disobedient they may become, so God‘s decision to 

create us entailed a freely accepted obligation to meet our true spiritual needs. MacDonald thus 

exclaimed:  

Away with the thought that God could have been a perfect, an adorable creator, 

doing anything less than he has done for his children! . . . The idea that God would 

be God all the same, as glorious as he needed to be, had he not taken upon himself 

the divine toil of bringing home his wandered children, had he done nothing to 

seek and save the lost, is false as hell. Lying for God could go no farther. As if the 

idea of God admitted of his being less than he is, less than perfect, less than all-in-

all, less than Jesus Christ! less than Love absolute, less than entire unselfishness! . 

. . It will be answered that we have fallen, and God is thereby freed from any obli-

gation, if any ever were. It is but another lie. No amount of wrongdoing in a child 

can ever free a parent from the divine necessity of doing all he can to deliver his 

child.
35

 

 

So here, once again, we see how MacDonald‘s vision of God‘s all-pervasive love so in-

flamed his imagination that he found much of the Western theological tradition, insofar as it de-

parts from a consistent expression of it, deeply offensive.  

The Mission of Jesus  

I said at the outset that MacDonald‘s own religious convictions were far more in accord 

with Eastern Orthodox theology than they were with mainline Western theology, and nowhere 

does his departure from the latter emerge more clearly than in his understanding of the atone-

ment. He never wavered—was never even tempted to waver—in his belief in the death and lit-

eral resurrection of Jesus Christ. But he rejected as fundamentally wrong-headed the idea that the 

purpose of the Cross was to pacify God‘s wrath, so that God might be able to forgive us in a way 

that would otherwise have been impossible. 
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Why, after all, would God have sent his Son in the first place if he did not already love us 

and had not already forgiven us? As St. Paul put it: ―God demonstrates his own love for us in 

this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.‖
36

 Accordingly, it is not God‘s attitude to-

wards us—a loving attitude that remains the same yesterday, today, and forever—that needed 

changing; it is instead our attitude towards God that needed changing. Paul, at least, consistently 

put it this way: ―in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself‖;
37

 and as MacDonald never 

tired of pointing out, ―There is not one word in the New Testament about reconciling God to us; 

it is we that have to be reconciled to God.‖
38

 The purpose of the Cross, then, was not to pacify an 

angry God, but to reconcile estranged sinners to God and to do so by bringing God‘s love and 

forgiveness, which nothing a sinner does could ever threaten, to those who would otherwise be 

unable to receive it. ―We sacrifice to God!‖ MacDonald once exclaimed, ―it is God who has sac-

rificed his own son to us; there was no way else of getting the gift of himself into our hearts.‖
39

 

Still, we are here approaching perhaps the most sensitive aspect of MacDonald‘s theology, 

one that some Christians may find even more controversial than his universalism. For MacDon-

ald rejected altogether the penal satisfaction theory of the atonement, which he regarded as utter-

ly demeaning to the person and work of Christ. The following passage, which illustrates just how 

deeply legalistic theories of atonement offended him, is a fair sample of similar passages sprin-

kled throughout his sermons: 

This is the best device, according to the prevailing theology, that the God of truth, 

the God of mercy, whose glory is that he is just to men by forgiving their sins, 

could fall upon for saving his creatures! . . . They say first, God must punish the 

sinner, for justice requires it; then they say he does not punish the sinner, but pun-

ishes a perfectly righteous man instead, attributes his righteousness to the sinner, 

and so continues just. Was there ever such a confusion, such an inversion of right 
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and wrong! Justice could not treat a righteous man as an unrighteous; neither, if 

justice required the punishment of sin, could justice let the sinner go unpunished. 

To lay the pain upon the righteous in the name of justice is simply monstrous. No 

wonder unbelief is rampant. Believe in Moloch if you will, but call him Moloch, 

not Justice.
40

 

 

Insofar as some may find such a harsh-sounding rejection of what they first learned in Sun-

day school disturbing, perhaps even blasphemous, they may also wonder how C. S. Lewis could 

have written concerning MacDonald: ―I know hardly any other writer who seems to be closer, or 

more continuously close, to the Spirit of Christ Himself.‖
41

 For how could Lewis say that, one 

may wonder, about someone who appears to deny the atonement?
42

 And certainly many critics in 

his own day leveled a similar charge at MacDonald, as the following comment illustrates: ―If I 

explain the atonement otherwise than they explain it, they assert that I deny the atonement; nor 

count it of any consequence that I say I believe in the atoner with my whole heart, and soul, and 

strength, and mind.‖
43

 For in rejecting a particular theory of the atonement, it hardly follows that 

MacDonald denied the atoning work of Christ itself,
44

 and MacDonald in fact explained the 

atonement in exactly the way that the Eastern Orthodox have always explained it. The prolific 

New Testament scholar, Nicholas Arseniev, who taught in Russia, Germany, Poland, and finally 

the United States before he died in 1977, thus articulated the typical Eastern Orthodox view this 
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way: ―The meaning and basis of the atonement is the love of God. Only this is the inspiring and 

conquering force thereof, not any idea of juridical justification, of forensic litigation.‖
45

 From the 

perspective of the East, in other words, it is precisely God‘s humility, love, and forgiveness, his 

self-surrender and loving condescension to us in Jesus Christ, that makes true atonement possi-

ble, and to reduce this to a quasi-legal transaction—or to a ―vulgar Roman legality,‖
46

 as Mac-

Donald called it—is simply to trivialize the whole thing.  

The penal satisfaction theory also has its source, MacDonald insisted, in ―unbelief—[an] 

incapacity to accept the freedom of God‘s forgiveness; [an] incapacity to believe that it is God‘s 

chosen nature to forgive, that he is bound in his own divinely willed nature to forgive.‖
47

 The 

basic misconception here is that something had to be done—if not by us, then by someone else—

to earn God‘s forgiveness. But that is not only a misconception; it is ultimately incoherent. For 

as MacDonald pointed out: if ―sin demands punishment and the righteous punishment is given, 

then the man is free. Why should he be forgiven?‖
48

 Why, in other words, should any for-

giveness be required, once God‘s justice is fully satisfied? Either our sins are paid for in full, in 

which case no debt is left to forgive, or they are already forgiven and no further payment or pe-

nal satisfaction is required. Does this mean that God never punishes sin, according to MacDon-

ald? Not at all. It means only that we need to understand why he punishes sin. In and of itself, 

MacDonald contended, punishment does nothing to make up for the slightest of sins; it ―is no-

wise an offset to sin.‖
49

 It neither atones for our sin, nor ―balances the scales of justice,‖ nor justi-

fies God‘s decision to permit sin in the first place, nor somehow restores God‘s stolen glory, as 
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St. Anselm put it in his classic formulation of the penal satisfaction theory.
50

 So why is God pre-

pared to punish sin? For the same reason, MacDonald declared, that he sent his Son in the flesh: 

to deliver us from evil. ―The mission of Jesus was from the same source and with the same ob-

ject as the punishment of our sins. He came to work along with our punishment. He came to side 

with it, and set us free from our sins.‖
51

 Because sin is the ultimate source of human misery and 

God loves us, he will do everything within his power to deliver us from this source of our mis-

ery. And so Jesus came not to endure some sort of vindictive punishment for sins he never com-

mitted, but to save sinners from their sin, as Matthew 1:21 explicitly states. For ―Primarily, God 

is not bound to punish sin; He is bound to destroy sin‖
52

 and to destroy it altogether.  

So herein lies, as MacDonald saw it, the fatal flaw in any penal satisfaction theory of the 

atonement: The mere punishment of sin carries no guarantee of its final destruction. ―Punish-

ment, or deserved suffering, is [therefore] no equipoise to sin. It is no use laying it on the other 

scale. It will not move it a hair‘s breadth. Suffering weighs nothing at all against sin.‖
53

 Why 

not? Because suffering does nothing in and of itself to cancel out a sin, to compensate or to make 

up for it, to repair the harm that it brings into our lives, or to heal the estrangement that makes it 

possible in the first place. And as for undeserved suffering, such as Jesus endured, it is impossi-

ble that this should ever qualify as punishment in any case. So yes, Jesus suffered and died on 

our behalf, according to MacDonald, but his death on the Cross no more qualifies as a just pun-

ishment for sin than the death of a soldier who flings himself on a hand grenade in an effort to 

save comrades in arms qualifies as a just punishment for this heroic act.  

As MacDonald interpreted the New Testament, then, its central message is one ―of for-
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giveness, not of vengeance; of deliverance, not of evil to come.‖
54

 Indeed, long before Jesus 

walked the earth, the Psalmist had declared: ―The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger 

and abounding in steadfast love. . . . He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us 

according to our iniquities.‖
55

 Why not? Because, as Paul explained, love ―keeps no record of 

wrongs.‖
56

 But if not, then why the New Testament warnings about the possibility of future pun-

ishment? MacDonald‘s answer to this all-important question is as startling as it is profound. God 

cares nothing, he says, about our past offenses, which are already forgiven, but he cares every-

thing about our present condition.  

Not for anything he has committed do they [the New Testament writers] threaten a 

man with the outer darkness. Not for any or all of his sins that are past shall a man 

be condemned; not for the worst of them needs he dread remaining unforgiven. . . 

. His present, his live sins—those pervading his thoughts and ruling his conduct; 

the sins he keeps doing, and will not give up; the sins he is called to abandon, and 

clings to; the same sins which are the cause of his misery, though he may not 

know it—these are they for which he is even now condemned. 

  

Of course, one‘s present condition may include the memory of past sins or, worse yet, a 

present refusal to repent of past sins. So if, for example, a man has committed murder in the past 

and refuses in the present to repent of that past sin, then the man‘s present condition includes the 

heart of a murderer; and no one with the heart of a murderer can enter into the Kingdom of God. 

MacDonald therefore took very seriously the New Testament warnings concerning the possibil-

ity of future punishment. For God could hardly be for us unless he were unalterably against our 

sin, or, as MacDonald liked to say, ―eternal love will not be moved to yield you to the selfishness 

that is killing you.‖
57

 Indifference might so yield, but ―Forgiveness can never be indifference.‖
58

 

Would forgiving parents take no corrective action when their teenage son is caught swindling old 
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ladies? The question virtually answers itself.  

All of which leads to the most basic question of all: If Jesus Christ was not literally pun-

ished on our behalf, what then was the purpose of the Cross? And how did his crucifixion differ 

from any other martyr‘s death? Because nothing is required to earn God‘s forgiveness or to rec-

oncile him to us, MacDonald believed that ―No atonement is necessary to him but that men 

should leave their sins and come back to his heart.‖
59

 Or, as the Psalmist declared: ―The sacrifice 

acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.‖
60

 

So the only issue is how such an atonement might best be accomplished. According to Hebrews 

12:2, Jesus is both its author—that is, its initiating cause—and the one who brings it to comple-

tion. ―Who is the mover,‖ MacDonald asked, ―the causer, the persuader, the creator of the re-

pentance, of the passion that restores fourfold?—Jesus, our propitiation, our atonement. He is the 

head and leader, the prince of the atonement.‖
61

 In Pauline theology, moreover, it is precisely the 

resurrection that distinguishes the crucifixion from an ordinary martyr‘s death. For as the first 

fruits of a more general resurrection,
62

 the resurrection of Christ unleashed the power that guar-

antees a complete victory over sin and death, defeats all of the cosmic powers inimical to our 

human interests,
63

 and repairs all of the harm we have done to others as well as to ourselves. 

Why else would Paul declare that, if Christ was not raised from the dead, then we are still in our 
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sins?
64

 Such a declaration clearly implies that the resurrection, which plays no role whatsoever in 

a penal satisfaction theory, was the very thing required to bring about atonement, that is, to de-

stroy our sin and to save us from it.  

Systematic Theology 

In a letter to his father, dated April 15, 1851, MacDonald made explicit a deeply rooted 

suspicion of systematic theology, as we might call it: ―I firmly believe that people have hitherto 

been a great deal too much taken up about doctrine and far too little about practice. The word 

doctrine, as used in the Bible, means teaching of duty, not theory. . . . I am neither Arminian nor 

Calvinist. To no system could I subscribe.‖
65

 

For my own part, however, I wonder whether a clear and sharp distinction between theory 

and practice is truly possible. I certainly agree with MacDonald concerning the nature of Chris-

tian faith, and we can all agree, I presume, that the failure to practice what one preaches is the 

very definition of hypocrisy. But if, as MacDonald also insisted, actions are often a better indica-

tion of one‘s real beliefs than a mere profession of belief might be, then a consistent failure to 

practice what one preaches may simply indicate a failure to believe what one preaches. As his 

own published writings illustrate, moreover, MacDonald was well aware (and deeply concerned) 

that faulty theological ideas can have destructive consequences in the lives of people—not only 

in the lives of those who accept them, but in the lives of those troubled by them as well. That is 

why he could exclaim, ―No wonder unbelief is rampant,‖ when reflecting upon a faulty doctrine, 

and could also write: ―I desire to wake no dispute, will myself dispute with no man, but for the 

sake of those whom certain believers trouble I have spoken my mind. I love the one God seen in 

the face of Jesus Christ. From all copies of Jonathan Edwards‘ portrait of God, however faded by 
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time, however softened by the use of less glaring pigments, I turn with loathing. Not such a God 

is he concerning whom was the message John heard from Jesus, that he is light, and in him is no 

darkness at all.‖
66

 As far as I know, this is the only place, besides various references to Dante‘s 

portrait of hell, where MacDonald actually named an individual for the purpose of identifying 

this individual with a view he detested. But whether or not one agrees (as I do) with the senti-

ments expressed here, it is clear that MacDonald attributed great importance to the various doc-

trinal issues surrounding the Calvinist doctrine of limited election. 

He was equally impatient with the classic Arminian view that, contrary to Jesus‘ teaching 

in the parable of the prodigal son, God‘s mercy has a built in time limit, typically understood to 

be the moment of one‘s physical death. For according to standard Arminian teaching, God will 

reject the unrepentant sinner forever once the relevant deadline has passed and will even subject 

such a sinner to an eternity of torment. In response MacDonald repeatedly asked, ―shall a man be 

more merciful than God? Shall, of all his glories, his mercy alone not be infinite? Shall a brother 

love a brother more than The Father loves a son?—more than The Brother Christ loves his broth-

er?‖
67

 In fact, if almighty God should reject someone forever or, worse yet, subject someone to 

an eternity of torment that serves no further redemptive purpose, then he could hardly will the 

best (or even an overall good life) for that person; and if he does not will the best (or at least an 

overall good life) for a given person, then neither does he truly love that person, whatever tempo-

rary good he might permit the person to experience. A Calvinist such as Hermann Hoeksema, 

who forthrightly denied that God truly loves the non-elect, was at least consistent on this particu-
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lar score.
68

 But the claim that God rejects forever someone whom he supposedly loves is implic-

itly self-contradictory and hence altogether untenable. Or, at least, so MacDonald believed. 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that MacDonald would describe himself as neither a Cal-

vinist nor an Arminian. For in opposing the Calvinist idea that God restricts his love and mercy 

to a limited elect, MacDonald in effect embraced: 

(1) God‘s redemptive love extends to all human sinners equally in the sense that he sin-

cerely wills or desires the salvation of (and therefore an overall good life for) each 

one of them. 

And in opposing the Arminian idea that God‘s will or desire, as described in (1), will be eternally 

frustrated, MacDonald likewise embraced: 

(2) God will eventually achieve a complete victory over sin and death and will therefore 

successfully accomplish the salvation of everyone whose salvation he sincerely wills 

or desires. 

But it is hard to see how a Christian could explicitly reject, as MacDonald did, both the Calvinist 

and the Arminian systems of theology without implicitly embracing a third. For the conjunction 

of (1) and (2) clearly entails 

(3) God will eventually accomplish the salvation of each and every sinful human being. 

Nor was MacDonald reluctant to embrace this logical consequence as well: ―But at length, O 

God, will you not cast Death and Hell into the lake of Fire—even into your own consuming self? 

. . . Then indeed will you be all in all. For then our poor brothers and sisters, every one—O God, 

we trust in you, the Consuming Fire—shall have been burnt clean and brought home.‖
69
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It thus seems altogether fair to say that MacDonald implicitly embraced a system of theol-

ogy, even though, as his own theological ideas continued to mature, he found himself rejecting 

both systems that presented themselves in his youth. For as he eventually came to see clearly, the 

Calvinist and the Arminian systems hardly exhaust the possibilities for a Christian. He also came 

to believe that Christian universalism accounts for all of the biblical data in a much more coher-

ent way than any competing theology does. And that, of course, is just what any traditional sys-

tem of Christian theology tries to do.  

Love Triumphant 

Another of MacDonald‘s complaints against the traditional theologians was that they failed 

to appreciate, in his opinion, both the seriousness of sin and the nature of God‘s uncompromising 

opposition to it. This may come as a surprise to those who regard vengeance and vindictiveness 

as a proper response to sin rather than as a manifestation of it. But from MacDonald‘s perspec-

tive, an eternity of vengeance and vindictiveness against the sinner, such as Dante imagined, 

would merely concede the ultimate victory to evil itself: ―Such justice as Dante's keeps wicked-

ness alive in its most terrible forms. The life of God goes forth to inform, or at least give a home 

to victorious evil. . . . Although against evil, it is but the vain and wasted cruelty of a tyrant.‖
70

 

Why so? Because even though God opposes evil enough to confine it to a particular region of his 

creation, a region know as hell, he does not oppose it enough to destroy it altogether. ―There is 

no destruction of evil thereby, but an enhancing of its horrible power in the midst of the most 

agonizing and disgusting tortures a divine imagination can invent.‖
71

 

Few thoughtful Christians today, it is true, accept the idea of an eternal torture chamber; 

and according to some, particularly those who follow the lead of C. S. Lewis, hell is a freely em-

                                                 
70

 ―Justice.‖ In Unspoken Sermons, 512–13. 
71

 Ibid., 513. 



braced condition rather than an externally imposed punishment. In Lewis‘ own words, ―I willing-

ly believe that the damned are, in one sense, successful, rebels to the end; that the doors of hell 

are locked on the inside.‖
72

 It is not God who rejects the sinner forever, in other words; it is the 

sinner who finally rejects God forever. Nor is it God who ultimately defeats the sinner; it is the 

sinner who ultimately defeats God. So, as Lewis also conceded: ―it is objected that the ultimate 

loss of a single soul means the defeat of omnipotence. And so it does.‖
73

 But MacDonald found 

the very idea of such a defeat almost inconceivable: ―those who believe that God will thus be 

defeated by many souls, must surely be of those who do not believe he cares enough to do his 

very best for them. He is their Father; he had power to make them out of himself, separate from 

himself, and capable of being one with him: surely he will somehow save and keep them! Not 

the power of sin itself can close all the channels between creating and created.‖
74

 

Suppose, however, that some sinners should somehow manage to defeat God‘s love alto-

gether and, as a consequence, to make themselves irredeemably evil. In that event, God would 

have no choice, MacDonald believed, but to opt for annihilation as the lesser evil: ―If God be 

defeated, he must destroy—that is, he must withdraw life. How can he go on sending forth his 

life into irreclaimable souls, to keep sin alive in them throughout the ages of eternity?‖
75

 Merely 

to quarantine irredeemably evil persons, after all, would do nothing to eliminate this permanent 

stain from his creation. But make no mistake: Not even their annihilation would successfully 

atone ―for the wrongs they have done.‖
76

 When the mother of Ted Bundy declared, so agonizing-

ly and yet so appropriately, her continuing love for a son who had become a monster (as a serial 

killer of young women), she illustrated how in harming himself and in making himself intolera-
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bly evil, her son had also harmed his own mother. She also illustrated why the annihilation of her 

son would accomplish no healing whatsoever for this suffering mother, who continued to yearn 

for his redemption, and why an ultimate defeat of God‘s love would likewise entail an ultimate 

defeat of his justice and righteousness as well.  

So herein lies, I believe, the one point in MacDonald that C.S. Lewis seems not to have ap-

preciated sufficiently: There can be no ultimate triumph of God‘s justice or righteousness, ac-

cording to MacDonald, apart from a triumph of his love, because both require the absolute de-

struction of sin. The failure to appreciate this point fully rendered Lewis‘ own defense of hell, as 

we encounter it in The Problem of Pain, fundamentally incoherent. For here Lewis imagined an 

utterly wicked man ―who has risen to wealth or power by a continued course of treachery and 

cruelty‖;
77

 then, after describing the man‘s wickedness in great detail, Lewis asked his readers to 

suppose that the man is never ―tormented by remorse or even misgivings,‖ that he eats like a 

schoolboy and sleeps like a healthy infant, that he is ―without a care in the world,‖ and that he is 

―unshakably confident . . . that God and man are fools whom he has got the better of.‖
78

 Would it 

not be an outrage of justice, Lewis in effect asked, for such a man to remain content with his own 

actions and never to be forced—even against his own will, if necessary—to see them for what 

they are? ―In a sense,‖ wrote Lewis, ―it is better for the creature itself, even if it never becomes 

good, that it should know itself a failure, a mistake. Even mercy can hardly wish to such a man 

his eternal, contented continuance in such ghastly illusion.‖
79

 

Note the words ―Even mercy.‖ Here Lewis saw, however dimly, why divine mercy and di-

vine justice require exactly the same thing. But the thing that justice requires is the very thing 

that Lewis‘ account of hell excludes; hence, there can be no ultimate triumph of justice on Lew-
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is‘ account. For the damned never do discover, on Lewis‘ account, that they are ―a failure, a mis-

take‖; neither does God successfully shatter the ―ghastly illusion‖ underlying their wickedness. 

To the contrary, from their own point of view the damned are ―successful, rebels to the end,‖ ut-

terly defeating God‘s love for them and thus utterly defeating his justice as well. As I have sug-

gested elsewhere: 

If an unrepentant Hitler, for example, is never required to learn a hard lesson, if he 

is permitted to cling forever to his rationalizations and to his comforting illusions, 

then there is no justice, so far as I can tell, for the millions of victims who endured 

unspeakable horrors at his hand. Where is the justice in rewarding an unrepentant 

Hitler with exactly what he thinks he wants and continues to think he wants forev-

er after? And where is the justice for Hitler himself? If he were free to cling forev-

er to his ―ghastly illusion‖ even as he acts upon it, assuming that this were even 

possible, then for that very reason he would also be free to sin with impunity and 

to defeat God‘s justice forever.
80

 

 

MacDonald also understood the nature of hell very differently than Lewis did. For whereas 

Lewis depicted hell as a place where Satan rules (see The Great Divorce) and from which God is 

utterly absent, MacDonald regarded both hell and the lake of fire as special manifestations of 

God‘s holy presence. This difference also manifests itself in their respective understandings of 

the image of fire. According to Lewis, ―The prevalent image of fire is significant because it 

combines the ideas of torment and destruction‖;
81

 but according to MacDonald, the importance 

of this image is that it combines the ideas of destruction and purification. As MacDonald never 

tired of reminding us, ―our God is a consuming fire‖
82

 and the consuming fire of his love will in 

the end consume (or destroy) all that is false within us: ―The consuming fire is just the original, 

the active form of Purity, that which makes pure, that which is indeed Love, the creative energy 

of God.‖
83

 So even the fires of hell exist for the purpose of the ultimate redemption of those in it. 
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―For hell is God‘s and not the devil‘s. Hell is on the side of God and man, to free the child of 

God from the corruption of death.‖
84

 Or, as Paul explained in 1 Corinthians 3:10–15, ―the Day‖ 

is coming when fire will test the works of Christian leaders and will consume some of their 

works as if they were wood, hay, or straw (v. 12). Although those whose ―work is burned up . . . 

will suffer loss,‖ they will nonetheless ―be saved, but only as through fire‖ (v. 15).
85

 Alluding to 

the same idea, MacDonald wrote: 

It is the law of Nature—that is, the law of God—that all that is destructible shall 

be destroyed. . . . Many a man's work must be burned, that by that very burning he 

may be saved—"so as by fire." Away in smoke go the lordships, the Rabbi-hoods 

of the world, and the man who acquiesces in the burning is saved by the fire; for it 

has destroyed the destructible. . . . If still he cling to that which can be burned, the 

burning goes on deeper and deeper into his bosom, till it reaches the roots of the 

falsehood that enslaves him—possibly by looking like the truth.
86

 

 

As the final sentence of this quotation illustrates, MacDonald did agree that even in hell 

sinners can continue to resist the consuming fire of God‘s love; that is, they can continue to cling 

to their false beliefs, deceptions, and illusions. But such resistance also carries, he insisted, a ter-

rible cost: ―If the man resists the burning of God, the consuming fire of Love, a terrible doom 

awaits him, and its day will come. He shall be cast into the outer darkness who hates the fire of 

God.‖
87

 So just what is this outer darkness? We might think of it as the absolute limit, short of 
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try to explain away the obvious purgatorial implications of Paul‘s image here. Perhaps the silliest suggestion would 
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in Pauline theology and as if the relevant salvation were little more than fire insurance rather than, as Paul himself 
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chapter and verse. 
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 Ibid., 31.  



annihilation, beyond which no additional separation from God is even possible. Short of annihi-

lation, there can be, of course, no metaphysical separation from the omnipresent ground of all 

being. But a near absence of any experience of God is perhaps theoretically possible. If a soul 

suspended alone in the outer darkness, without even a physical order to experience, is the only 

possible condition in which sinners can both retain their identity as persons and escape entirely 

from every implicit experience of God, perhaps we can also think of it as God simply allowing a 

sinner to experience the very condition of separation that the sinner has chosen, however confus-

edly. 

What sick dismay shall then seize upon him! For let a man think and care ever so 

little about God, he does not therefore exist without God. God is here with him, 

upholding, warming, delighting, teaching him—making life a good thing to him. 

God gives him himself, though he knows it not. But when God withdraws from a 

man as far as that can be without the man‘s ceasing to be; when the man feels 

himself abandoned, hanging in a ceaseless vertigo of existence upon the verge of 

the gulf of his being, without support, without refuge, without aim, without end, . . 

. then will he listen in agony for the faintest sound of life from the closed door.
88

 

 

Accordingly, no matter how tenaciously some sinners might pursue a life apart from God 

and resist his loving purpose for their lives, God has, as a sort of last resort, a sure-fire way of 

shattering the illusions that make their rebellion possible in the first place. To do so, he need only 

honor their own free choices and permit them to experience the very separation they have con-

fusedly chosen.
89

 For according to the Christian faith, separation from God includes, among oth-

er things, separation from all human relationships, including such improper ones as master and 

slave. When John Milton‘s Satan imagines himself reigning in hell, his delirious fancy is utterly 

inconsistent with the New Testament picture. For who but God can reign in the lake of fire? And 

over whom might a soul, suspended alone in the outer darkness, appear even to itself to exercise 
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 For why Lewis‘ account of hell, as well as that of other freewill theists, ultimately requires that God interfere with 

human freedom and refuse to let sinners experience the consequences of their own free choices, see Talbott, ―Misery 

and Freedom.‖ 



power and domination? When, as a last resort, God allows a sinner to experience the logical end 

of separation and self-worship, namely the loneliness and terror of the outer darkness, then the 

resulting horror will at last shatter any illusion that some good is achievable apart from God; it 

will finally elicit, therefore, a cry for help of the kind that, however faint, is just what God needs 

in order to begin and eventually to complete the process of reconciliation. 

So yes, love is inexorable, according to MacDonald, and God‘s love will indeed triumph in 

the end. It will undermine over time every possible motive for disobedience, even if this requires 

in some cases that a sinner experience the full horror of separation from God, and it will repair 

all of the harm that we have done to ourselves as well as to others.
90

 Because the ultimate truth 

about the universe is therefore glorious rather than tragic, God will eventually wipe away all 

tears, including those of Ted Bundy‘s mother, without having to conceal from anyone the depth 

of some terrible tragedy. For however horrendous some temporary tragedies may be, the simple 

truth is that all shall be well in the end. 
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 MacDonald ―enjoyed countering the objection that his expectations for the eternity of mankind were too good to 

be true by saying they were so good they had to be true‖ (Hein, George MacDonald: Victorian Mythmaker, 403).  
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